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Editors’ Note
With the support and friendship of the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America, this issue of Ecumenical Trends
consists of a collection of responses to a groundbreaking document, composed by a special commission appointed by
Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I and published earlier in 2020 as For the Life of the World: Toward a Social Ethos
of the Orthodox Church. We are delighted to feature such thoughtful and substantial reflections on the significance of
this document, first from two members of the commission that authored it (Dr. Carrie Frederick Frost and Rev. Dr.
Nicolas Kazarian), and then from four distinguished colleagues offering a wide breadth of ecumenical/interreligious
perspective: Dr. Ingeborg Gabriel (Roman Catholic), Rev. Dr. Dale Irvin (Baptist), Very Rev. Dr. Sarah Rowland Jones
(Anglican), and Dr. Alon Segev (Jewish). The Editors believe that For the Life of the World is not only a document
of admirable ethical seriousness and clarity, but also an opportunity for substantial ecumenical exchange – for which
purpose we dedicate this issue.

The Orthodox Church and Its Social Ethos:
The Aims and Accomplishments of For the
Life of the World
By Carrie Frederick Frost

I

t is not just our personal calling, but our corporate destiny, through our participation in the community of
Christ’s body, to enter into union with God. Therefore,
our spiritual lives cannot fail also to be social lives. This
is the foundational thinking of For the Life of the World:
Toward a Social Ethos of the Orthodox Church – a significant and singular document recently released by a special
commission of His All-Holiness Ecumenical Patriarch
Bartholomew of the Orthodox Church.
continued on page 2
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THE ORTHODOX CHURCH AND ITS SOCIAL ETHOS, from page 1
The purpose of For the Life of the World is “to serve as
a solid foundation for reference and conversation on vital
issues and challenges facing the world today” (“Preface”).
As benign – or constructive and helpful – as this may seem,
it will be met with some controversy, because it addresses
contemporary social issues in a sustained manner that is
unusual for the Orthodox Church.

For the Life of the World is that the Church has a hopeful
and affirmative vision of life which it is uniquely able to
offer to a spiritually thirsty and discouraged world. Though
it was written before the scourge of COVID-19 touched the
Earth, its hopeful and affirmative vision is especially fitting
to this time.
*

There is a history here. Orthodox Christians understand
the period of the seven Ecumenical Councils to be the doctrinally normative era of the Church, during which the heresies were quelled and a degree of clarity was established
(at least as much as humans can muster) around who God
is and around our relationship to him. Therefore, some suggest that the relationship to the truth offered through the
work of the Councils as well as through Jesus Christ himself
(as encountered in the Eucharist, mediated by Scripture, and
refracted through the communion of the saints) provides
sufficient means for discernment for encountering social
issues – for all people, during all places, at all times – and that
additional statements on such are unnecessary. Furthermore,
it is often asserted that these sorts of statements become
quickly outdated and possibly promote conformity to
societal trends, rather than allegiance to unchanging truths.
This perception of things explains a certain reluctance on
the part of both laity and clergy for the Church (in council or
otherwise) to comment on current social issues. As a bishop
said to me about the document: “We don’t usually go in for
this sort of thing.”

For the Life of the World was composed by a special
commission of Orthodox scholars appointed by His AllHoliness Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, of which
I am a member. It was in part prompted by the Orthodox
Christian Holy and Great Council of 2016, a conciliar meeting of the autocephalous Orthodox churches (four of which
did not attend), which attempted to encounter issues of the
contemporary world. The Ecumenical Patriarch understood
the continued need, in the spirit of the Council, to further
this effort and thus he convened our commission.

For the Life of the World acknowledges the normative
foundation of the doctrine of the Church, relies on its accumulated experience and wisdom, and also strongly values
and nourishes the faithful’s capacity for discernment. Yet it
goes further: following its core conviction that our spiritual
lives must also be our social lives, it brings the doctrine,
wisdom, and discerning powers of the Church to bear on
today’s encounter with social realities, including pluralism,
globalization, secularization, consumerism, and individualization. This is in response to the sense of many Orthodox
Christians – clergy and laity – that, even though “we don’t
usually go in for this sort of thing,” the Orthodox Church
owes its flock guidance in navigating the muddy waters
of the twenty-first century. Another central conviction of

The composition of the commission is notable because
it was not comprised of hierarchs (as was the case in the
Council) or even exclusively clergy; instead it was composed mostly of laity, including two women. It included a
variety of theologians, ethicists, professors (seminary and
university), and scholars from Greece and the United States,
indicating the Ecumenical Patriarch’s interest in using the
expertise of his flock for the benefit of the Church.
He tasked the commission in 2017 to draft a document
“on the social doctrine of the Orthodox Church, as this has
been reflected and expressed in the tradition through the cencontinued on page 3

The composition of the commission
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exclusively clergy; instead it was
composed mostly of laity, including
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THE ORTHODOX CHURCH AND ITS SOCIAL ETHOS, from page 2
turies and by the Ecumenical Patriarchate in contemporary
practice” (“Preface”).The audience of the document was
to be everyone: laypeople, bishops, seminarians, priests,
monastics, and so on. The commission went through a process of receiving input from the Ecumenical Patriarchate’s
Synod (including feedback they solicited from their constituencies) and drafting the document, which was ultimately
blessed by the Ecumenical Patriarch and commended and
approved for publication by his Synod. For the Life of the
World was released in over a dozen languages as Orthodox
Christians around the world journeyed through Great Lent,
including being published in English on the Greek Orthodox
Archdiocese website (www.goarch.org/social-ethos) and in
book format by Holy Cross Orthodox Press.
The list of special commission members is published
with the document; For the Life of the World is not being
released as an anonymous or hierarchical-authored document. In the composition of the document, of course, our
commission sought to remove our personalities and preferences from the text, and to instead write to and for the
Orthodox Church. One disadvantage of the inclusion of our
names is the inevitable distraction of a readership that may
seek to match certain names to certain topics and then be
tempted to disregard the actual content or merit of those
topics. An advantage of the presence of our names is a freedom around the discussion of the document that perhaps
would not have come so easily had it been issued with the
sole imprimatur of the Orthodox Church; indeed, as stated
in the “Preface,” the special commission offers For the Life
of the World “to the church at large as a preliminary step
toward a far more expansive theological dialogue and as an
aid to spiritual growth for the Orthodox faithful.”
I cannot say that the inclusion of the names of the special commission is usual or unusual because there are so
few precedents for this sort of document in the Orthodox
world; there is no context in which to fit it. As noted earlier,
our bishops and synods do not release messages to the faithful or encyclicals to each other on social topics with any
frequency. I know of no other occasion on which scholars
of the Orthodox Church have been summoned to respond
to the social situation of the faithful in the world and then
their creation (with input from hierarchs) was published
and distributed. The only other document in recent times
that is comparable in content is “The Basis of the Social
Concept,” released by the Sacred Bishops’ Council of the
Russian Orthodox Church in 2000 to give its teachings on
“church-state relations and a number of problems socially
significant today” (“Introduction”). “The Basis of the Social
Concept” is presented in a more authoritative, dogmatic
fashion, stating in the “Introduction” that “it gives a number
of guidelines to be applied in these social-ethical issues by
the episcopate, clergy and laity.”
ECUMENICAL TRENDS

It is interesting that the two Orthodox churches that
have, in different ways, prepared and released far-reaching
statements on contemporary social issues are the two
churches most visibly at odds with each other today. The
Russian Orthodox Church severed communion with the
Ecumenical Patriarch last year after the latter granted
autocephaly to the Orthodox Church of Ukraine. Even prior
to this breach, it was well known that their paths in the
modern world are different, and, accordingly, each acknowledges that its social ethos document is faithful to
its own interpretation of the trajectory of tradition. The
Russian document states, “The nature of the document is
determined by the needs experienced by the whole of the
Russian Orthodox Church…” (“Introduction”), whereas the
Ecumenical Patriarch instructed the commission, to repeat
a quotation from above, to create a document “on the social
doctrine of the Orthodox Church, as this has been reflected
and expressed in the tradition through the centuries and by
the Ecumenical Patriarchate in contemporary practice”
(“Preface”) (italics mine).
Here is a clear example of the ways the autocephalous
churches function as “local” churches: the social issues
facing the post-Soviet Russian flock are understood to
be different than those facing the Ecumenical Patriarch’s
diaspora flock, spread throughout North and South America,
Australia, New Zealand, Europe, and Asia. While both documents make some universal claims based on the test of
time which are in unison, such as a shared rejection of abortion on demand (though, let it be noted, there is room for
analysis on what is shared versus at conflict between the
documents), there are many pastoral dimensions to these
documents that illustrate they are ministering to different
flocks. The Russian Orthodox Church focuses on providing for what it perceives to be a homogenous faithful by an
emphasis on its historical roots, whereas For the Life of the
World seeks to reach the Ecumenical Patriarch’s culturally
and ethnically diverse flock by embracing pluralism as “one
of the special glories of our age” (§12). These differences on
emphasis and in pastoral concerns are part of the Orthodox
reality of the autocephalous churches.
*
Though inspired by the 2016 Holy and Great Council,
For the Life of the World goes well beyond the Council documents in terms of its determination to speak directly to the
realities of modern life and in its choice of focus on specific
modern issues.
For example, its language around the sexual abuse of
children is possibly the strongest and clearest statement
issued in the Orthodox world, which has disparate sexual
abuse policies across churches and jurisdictions:
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THE ORTHODOX CHURCH AND ITS SOCIAL ETHOS, from page 3
human beings as bound to all of creation, as well as one
that encourages them to rejoice in the goodness and
beauty of the whole world. This ethos and this spirit
together remind us that gratitude and wonder, hope and
joy, are our only appropriate - indeed, our truly creative
and fruitful - attitude in the face of the ecological crisis
now confronting the planet, because they alone can give
us the willingness and the resolve to serve the good of
creation as unremittingly as we must, out of love for it
and its creator. (§78)

Though inspired by the 2016 Holy
and Great Council, For the Life
of the World goes well beyond the
Council documents in terms of its
determination to speak directly
to the realities of modern life and
in its choice of focus on specific
modern issues.
No offense against God is worse than is the sexual
abuse of children, and none more intolerable to the conscience of the Church. All members of Christ’s body are
charged with the protection of the young against such
violation, and there is no situation in which a member of
the Church, on learning of any case of the sexual abuse
of a child, may fail immediately to report it to the civil
authorities and to the local bishop. Moreover, every
faithful Christian is no less bound to expose those who
would conceal such crimes from public knowledge or
shield them from legal punishment. Neither should any
priest ever grant absolution to the perpetrator of such a
crime until the latter has surrendered himself or herself
to criminal prosecution. (§16)

Contained here is the acknowledgement that the Orthodox
Church is not immune to this atrocious sin and a welcome
expectation that the Church hold itself – all of its members
– to a higher standard than the law of the land.
The document also does not hesitate to call out and
condemn, in crisp, frank language, other social ills and
sins (some of which are certainly not unique to our time):
corruption and totalitarianism (§8); racism (§11); persecution based on sexual orientation (§19); antisemitism (§57);
oppressive regimes and policies that create and perpetuate
poverty (§33-41); the death penalty (§48); modern forms
of slavery (including human trafficking, wage slavery, and
coerced labor) (§65); mistreatment of migrants, refugees,
and asylum seekers (§66-67); and exploitation of the world’s
resources (§74-75). As will surprise no one who knows
the concerns of the Ecumenical Patriarch, nicknamed the
“Green Patriarch,” one of these ills is the ecological crisis,
and here the document does not just leave off at a lament,
but expresses a vision of hope that will be necessary for
humanity to encounter the future together. This is a gift to
the conversation about the crisis that the Church is uniquely
poised to give, when so much of the current conversation is
grounded in panic and hopelessness. In contrast, this vision
is of
SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2020

The topic of contraception is addressed in the context
of celebrating the Church’s understanding of sacramental
marriage and the expectation that Orthodox marriages
will be open to children, who, in the Orthodox theological
understanding of marriage, do not define the marriage, but
can be a blessing to the unitive bond of marriage. First it is
acknowledged that there are reasons that a marriage may
be closed to children forever or, more likely, for a season:
“there are situations in which spiritual, physical, psychological, or financial impediments arise that make it wise – at
least for a time – to delay or forego the bearing of children” (§24). A statement on the use of contraception in
these cases is then offered: “The Orthodox Church has no
dogmatic objection to the use of safe and non-abortifacient
contraceptives within the context of married life, not as an
ideal or as a permanent arrangement, but as a provisional
concession to necessity” (§24). This is significant because
there have been very few words of guidance (from the
hierarchs or from theologians and ethicists) on contraception
and, therefore, there has been pastoral confusion around its
appropriate use. The discretionary and particular usage of
contraception described here will provide the faithful with
a new level of clarity.
Found within For the Life of the World are several
remarkable statements around women in the church.
Embedded in a recognition of the Church’s “doctrine and
theology that men and women are equals in personhood”
is the admission that “it has not always proved scrupulously faithful to this ideal” (§29). Several specific matters
are then addressed, including “ancient and essentially
superstitious prejudices about purity and impurity in regard
to women’s bodies,” which prohibit women from receiving the Eucharist during menstruation and after childbirth.
As archaic as these practices sound, they are alive and
well in many parts of the Orthodox Church today, but the
preparation for communion for women insisted upon in this
document is the same as for any other Christians: prayer
and fasting.
Furthermore, the Orthodox Church is encouraged to
“remain attentive to the promptings of Spirit in regard to
the ministry of women” and to “continue to consider
how women can best participate in building up the body
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THE ORTHODOX CHURCH AND ITS SOCIAL ETHOS, from page 4
of Christ, including a renewal of the order of the female
diaconate for today” (§29). As the conversation about
deaconesses in the Catholic Church takes new twists and
turns, the interest and possibility for reinstituting this order
in the Orthodox Church continues to progress steadily, as
witnessed by the consecration of deaconesses in Africa in
2017 in the Church of Alexandria (one of the other autocephalous churches) and as now endorsed by For the Life
of the World – both in the above-quoted statement and once
again in the “Conclusion.” The optimistic openness to deaconesses in a document blessed by the Ecumenical Patriarch
and approved by his Synod lends strong credence to those
who favor their reinstitution (myself included) and opens
up the possibility for conversations of how to go about
reviving the order.
A lengthy section is dedicated to “Poverty, Wealth,
and Civil Justice,” which stresses that the Church must
follow Christ and place its “absolute concern for the poor
and disadvantaged at the very center of its moral, religious,
and spiritual life” (§33). It examines several facets of the
contemporary global economy (including wealth inequality, international labor law, debt and creditor practices,
and healthcare) and suggests ways that the Church might
express its concern for the poor in the world today. While
recognizing that the poor will always be with us, this section attempts to think about the Church’s rightful response
to the poor in light of the unique conditions of our era in
a more concrete, direct way than is typical for Orthodox
encounters with this subject.
A section on “Ecumenical Relations and Relations
with Other Faiths” emphasizes the Orthodox Church’s
self-understanding as “the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic
Church, of which the Nicene-Constantinopolitan symbol
speaks” (§50), reaffirms its commitment to ecumenical
relations on those terms (the Ecumenical Patriarchate was

The optimistic openness to
deaconesses in a document blessed
by the Ecumenical Patriarch and
approved by his Synod lends strong
credence to those who favor their
reinstitution (myself included)
and opens up the possibility for
conversations of how to go about
reviving the order.
ECUMENICAL TRENDS

a founding member of the WCC, for example), and recognizes its close relations and dialogues with the Roman
Catholic Church and other churches, which it hopes “may
bear fruit in a complete unity with the Church” (§53).
Perhaps most notable in this section is its stance towards
Islam and Judaism, recognizing that the Orthodox Church
has a unique responsibility with regard to the other two
“peoples of the book” (§56). Based on their common roots,
their common affirmation of the unity of God, and other
shared traditions, Islam and Orthodoxy are thus capable of
entering “into an intimate conversation for the advancement of peace and understanding among all peoples” (§56).
The fact is acknowledged that bigotry and violence against
Jews have long been a conspicuous evil of the cultures of
Christendom, and that this persists today, but the document
moves beyond acknowledgment to commitment: “In expiation for those crimes against the Jewish people specifically
committed in Orthodox lands, the Church seeks both God’s
forgiveness as well as a deeper relation of love and regard
with Jewish communities and the Jewish faith” (§57).
*
My observation as a member of the special commission is that readers of For the Life of the World tend to be
attracted to certain sections based on their own proclivities
and investments. I am not exempt from this, and even in
this article readers of the document will notice that I have
focused on aspects having to do with human life and the
body, which are interest areas of my own theological work.
One way to encounter the document would be to spot-read it
based on one’s interests. But it is worthwhile to read For the
Life of the World in its entirety, because of its overarching
theological themes.
It was the aim of the commission to ground the encounter with the modern world in this document in positive,
transfigurative terms. The document returns to the themes,
established in the “Introduction,” of who we are as human
beings, our necessary social ethos, and the loving communion with neighbor and with God that drives this ethos. The
document clearly and repeatedly acknowledges the brokenness of the world, but just as many times reminds us that
we as humans are called to strive for goodness and justice,
even knowing that these things will be imperfect in this life.
At its best, For the Life of the World offers an ethos – a way
of thinking, a spirit for our age – that may help Orthodox
Christians faithfully and hopefully live their lives and may
offer a witness to this way of life to others. There is no shortage of terror, despair, and sadness in today’s world. But, for
us as Christians, there is also no shortage of courage, joy,
and delight. It is our vocation to cultivate the latter, not to
succumb to the former. For the Life of the World is offered
in this spirit.
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For an Ethos of Dialogue in the Orthodox Church:
Challenges and Opportunities of Ecumenism and
Interfaith Relations
By Nicolas Kazarian

I

would like to begin by identifying an abuse of language.
We hear too often, especially in English but also in other
languages, the term “ecumenical” used uncritically to
refer to what is better classified as interfaith dialogue. This
confusion is problematic in many ways. First of all, the purpose of the two dialogues is different. Ecumenical dialogue
is intended to work towards bringing Christians closer
together, or even, as its ultimate goal, towards their unity in
a communion of churches. As far as interfaith dialogue is
concerned, it is by no means a question of religious unity in
the sense of Christian unity. Rather, it should be considered
as a pursuit of peace, a vector of knowledge, and a means
of countering misrepresentations of the other transmitted
by prejudice, bigotry, hatred, and discrimination. However,
even if I insist on the fact that these two types of dialogue
are different by nature, there is nonetheless an integrity
between the two based in the very essence of dialogue: to
create relationship, connection, and ultimately a sense of
communion among partners.
In this light, the Orthodox Church in general and the
Ecumenical Patriarchate in particular have developed a
deeper understanding of what dialogue is, not only as a
subsistence strategy, but also as a theological space for
communion and deification. The recent document endorsed by the Ecumenical Patriarchate and prepared by
a group of Orthodox scholars from various backgrounds,
entitled For the Life of the World: Towards a Social Ethos
of the Orthodox Church (available at www.goarch.org/
social-ethos), explores (among many other social issues) the
centrality of dialogue as part of an Orthodox social ethos.
This essay offers a brief overview of the challenges and
opportunities of ecumenical and interfaith dialogues, particularly in and for the Orthodox Church, so as to contextualize the recent social ethos document which registers
dialogue as core dimension of Orthodox thought and life.

to God. All things were through him, and nothing that was,
was without him. In him was life and the life was the light of
men, and the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness
understood it not. (John 1:1)

For the Life of the World explains as follows:
Dialogue, in the Orthodox understanding, is essentially and
primordially a reflection of the dialogue between God and
humanity: it is initiated by God and conducted through the
divine Logos (dia-logos), our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.
Pervading all human life, dialogue takes place in all our
encounters, personal, social, or political, and must always
be extended to those who adhere to religions different from
ours. And in all our connections and relationships, the Word
of God is mystically present, ever guiding our exchange of
words and ideas towards a spiritual union of hearts in him.
(§54)

Therefore, dialogue is a divine mission from which humanity cannot be separated, for dialogue unites. It must thus
be understood as something different from negotiation,
debate, confrontation, invective, teaching, and so forth.
To paraphrase a famous quote from Claude Lévi-Strauss
(in “Collaboration between Cultures”) when speaking of
civilization, dialogue “implies the coexistence of cultures
offering the maximum diversity among them, and even consists of this coexistence.” Dialogue appears as a paradoxical
tension between coherent coexistence and exposure to the
maximum of diversity.
This lesson applies to us in the ecumenical as well as in
the interfaith field, where dialogue is not only theoretical,
but also a praxis of coexistence. By this I mean that dialogue
cannot only be conceived as a means, since it is also an end
in itself, being a transformative participation in the Word of
God. Dialogue understood only as a means of conversion
loses its effectiveness. But when it becomes transformative
and restorative of what we are meant to be, it takes on its full
intensity. And this is not to say that such a transformative
continued on page 7

Dialogue as Ethos
Taken in its most rudimentary definition, dialogue (in the
sense of διάλογος) is a simple exchange of words. Immediately,
though, the term takes on a theological dimension. For how
can there be an exchange of words without participation in
the very mystery of the Word, the Word of God, echoing
the first verses of the Gospel according to Saint John the
Theologian:
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was turned to
God, and the Word was God. In the beginning it was turned
SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2020
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FOR AN ETHOS OF DIALOGUE IN THE ORTHODOX CHURCH, from page 6
churches are called to contribute in material and political
ways to peace on a global scale:

Therefore, dialogue is a divine
mission from which humanity
cannot be separated, for dialogue
unites. It must thus be understood
as something different from
negotiation, debate, confrontation,
invective, teaching, and so forth.

The Church knows, moreover, that the full mystery of God’s
Logos transcends human comprehension, and communicates
itself in ways too numerous and wonderful to calculate or
conceive. The Church thus seeks dialogue with other religious traditions not out of any desire to alter the deposit of
her faith, much less out of any anxiety regarding that deposit’s sufficiency, but out of a reverent love for all who seek
God and his goodness, and in a firm certitude that God has
left no people without a share in the knowledge of his glory
and grace. (§55)

The Interfaith-Ecumenical Nexus
dialogue is without concrete effects. Dialogue makes it possible to combat prejudice. Plato famously wrote his texts in
dialogue forms, because the transmission of wisdom needs
otherness. Dialogue decompartmentalizes and connects; it
builds bridges between churches and across religions.

As the Encyclical of the Holy and Great Council of
June 2016 reminds us, interfaith dialogue is today a central
dimension of the search for peace. The conciliar text states,
among other things:
Honest interfaith dialogue contributes to the development of
mutual trust and to the promotion of peace and reconciliation. The Church strives to make “the peace from on high”
more tangibly felt on earth. True peace is not achieved by
force of arms, but only through love that “does not seek its
own” (1 Cor 13.5). The oil of faith must be used to soothe
and heal the wounds of others, not to rekindle new fires of
hatred. (§17)

Dialogue, an Ecumenism of Peace
What I have said previously about interreligious dialogue being oriented toward peace between peoples does
not, of course, mean that inter-Christian dialogue is unconcerned with peace. A characteristic example of dialogue as
a mode of peacebuilding is the meeting of Pope Francis and
Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew in Jerusalem in 2014,
on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the meeting of
their predecessors Pope Paul VI and Ecumenical Patriarch
Athenagoras. As a direct result of this meeting, a prayer
for peace was held on 8 June 2014 in the Vatican Gardens,
bringing together Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas
and Israeli President Shimon Peres. This unprecedented
gesture, with which Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew
was associated, raised great hopes among all those involved
in the dialogue – even as these hopes remain yet to be fulfilled, with a new war erupting but a month later.
The so call “return of religions” was anticipated by the
rise of a diplomatic ecumenism which developed in the context of the Cold War, and which aimed to open communication with Christians caught on the other side of the Iron
Curtain. The World Council of Churches, for example, had
enabled real progress to be made by building bridges on
both sides of Europe. Pope John Paul II’s commitment to
world peace, especially during the first meeting in Assisi
in 1986, is also remembered. It was the first inter-religious
meeting of this scale. That same year, the United Nations
had proclaimed 1986 as the “International Year of Peace”
at a time when East-West opposition was still polarizing the
planet and the war in Lebanon was raging.

The Orthodox Church strongly supports the importance of
interfaith dialogue. Even before this dialogue was institutionalized and democratized in the early 2000s, it was rooted
in the exposure of Orthodoxy to religious pluralism in its
different geographical environments. Interreligiosity is
powerfully linked to the church’s coexistence with religious
actors and communities of diverse sensitivities and traditions, for interreligiosity is known above all in the daily life
of the faithful.
The churches’ engagement in both ecumenical and interfaith dialogues generates particularly strong reactions
within our communities. The rise of fundamentalism is a
phenomenon that cuts across all religious traditions, with
shared specificities such as the literal interpretation of

It is in this light that For the Life of the World treats
dialogue as an inclusive principle, on the basis of which our
ECUMENICAL TRENDS

7/103

continued on page 8

Dialogue understood only as a
means of conversion loses its
effectiveness. But when it becomes
transformative and restorative of
what we are meant to be, it takes on
its full intensity.
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Conclusion

Extremism and radicalization seek
to privatize the truth by promoting
confrontation and an ethos of
mutual exclusivity. Dialogue, then,
is as essential within each church
as much as between churches and
religions, for it remains the way to
build bridges of empathy, peace, and
mutual support.

For the Life of the World refers, in its reflections on dialogue, back to what must be the earliest explicit statement
of interfaith theorizing in Christian literature:
As for other religions, the Orthodox Church takes encouragement from the words of the Apostle Paul to the Athenians
at the Areopagus: ‘What therefore you worship as unknown,
this I proclaim to you’ (Acts 17:23). From this the Church
is given license to proclaim that the true God in whom all
humanity lives and moves and has its being is worshipped
by peoples everywhere, Christian and non-Christian alike.
And this makes her only more eager to make all persons and
peoples aware that the face of this one true God shines forth
unobscured in the face of Jesus Christ. (§58)

sacred texts, moral rigorism, political instrumentalization,
and finally a powerful opposition to any form of dialogue,
be it ecumenical or interfaith. Indeed, the Orthodox Church
is not immune to these isolationist temptations of the most
radical fringes. Extremism and radicalization seek to privatize the truth by promoting confrontation and an ethos
of mutual exclusivity. Dialogue, then, is as essential within
each church as much as between churches and religions, for
it remains the way to build bridges of empathy, peace, and
mutual support.

As we have seen, however, this instructive, inclusivist
approach is not the end of the story. There are points of
undeniable convergence between ecumenism and interfaith
dialogue which are not limited to pragmatic social issues or
to the desire to convert, but also pertain to our deepest possibilities of transformation in God. It seems to me necessary
to engage in deeper, more serious reflection on the possible
synergies between these spheres, respectful of their specific
goals, in order to better understand the complexity of the
world in which we live.
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A Catholic Comment on For the Life of the World
By Ingeborg G. Gabriel

A

llow me to start with a personal remark: As a
Roman Catholic Christian and theologian specialized in social ethics, I am most grateful for this
comprehensive theological document on individual ethical, political, social, as well as ecological issues coming
from the Orthodox Church. In scope as well as in intention it might be best compared to Gaudium et Spes (GS),
the Pastoral Constitution of Vatican II (1965) of the Roman
Catholic Church. It takes up the same issues more than half
a century later and will inspire Orthodox as well as other
Christians, contributing to a deeper theological and ethical
understanding of current global trends in the light of the
Gospel and giving sorely needed ethical orientation to all
who approach it in good faith. It will hopefully strengthen
Christian voices in a rapidly changing world, as well as
support intra-Christian reflection and action on social
and political matters, each of which is a sine qua non for
Christian credibility in our age. In view of the breadth of
the topics treated in For the Life of the World (FLW), the
following lines can be but a first reflection, which must
leave aside many important issues. I will offer a short introduction on the question of Christianity’s relationship with
modernity – the essential context of FLW – and then give
an overview of its three main lines of inquiry: individual
ethics, modern political culture (including the Christian
social ethos with its core emphasis on human rights), and
the tensions between pluralism and unity.

terproductive with regard to the articulation of the Gospel
in this very age, which is – as the beautiful formulation of
the Ecumenical Social Word of the Churches in Austria puts
it – “as much God’s age as every age.”1 Moreover, such
anti-modernism is stunning insofar as Christianity (depending substantially in this respect on its roots in Judaism) is the
religion par excellence of divine presence, or present-ness
(in the Eucharist), and of the promise of futurity, since its
central belief is that the world is guided through history by
the triune God who promises to bring this history to a final
good end.

Such anti-modern worldviews,
which we find in all the traditionconscious churches, constitute
a grave temptation since they
remain theologically fruitless
and unsatisfactory, as well as
counterproductive with regard
to the articulation of the Gospel
in this very age, which is – as
the beautiful formulation of the
Ecumenical Social Word of the
Churches in Austria puts it –
“as much God’s age as every age.”

The Theological Framework: Christianity in the
Modern World
Modernity by definition means change. In its introduction and at several other points in the text, FLW gives an
overview of the present situation – characterized by globalization, pluralization, and secularism, as well as by complex
technical and ecological developments whose final outcome
cannot be foreseen. Its intention in giving such an overview is similar to that of GS: to sketch the context in which
Christians live and act today and thereby to map out the
intellectual challenges posed to the Church and the world by
this particular age. These challenges are of a very particular
character, since – and FLW stresses this on several occasions – modernity is itself the secular offspring of Christian
culture, which makes for a complex, often frictional, sui
generis relationship. This complexity has, at times, led to
nostalgic idealizations of the past, which hamper an objective
and non-polemical view of modernity (§11). Such anti-modern worldviews, which we find in all the tradition-conscious
churches, constitute a grave temptation since they remain
theologically fruitless and unsatisfactory, as well as counECUMENICAL TRENDS

These incarnational and eschatological dimensions of
Christian faith should enable the Church to be a prophetic
voice in this and every age. To do this effectively, she has to
analyse its social trends so as to form ethical and theological judgements on current developments and to proclaim
the great vision of God’s saving justice that will be, we
believe, fulfilled in “a new heaven and a new earth in which
continued on page 10
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justice reigns” (1 Peter 3:13). The dynamics of a modern
“run-away world” (Anthony Giddens) make this an intellectually as well as practically demanding endeavor, which can
only be compared to that of the days of the early Church.
It is this intention that is reflected in the first chapter of
FLW, which has the title: It is time to serve the lord. Here
FLW gives an overview over the way it intends to answer
these modern challenges, by articulating clear positions
of an Orthodox social ethos in a language that is theologically differentiated, biblically well-founded (§6), and also
accessible for theologically less educated readers. It offers,
generally speaking, a refreshing candidness even as it
refrains from polemics when addressing the hot irons of our
day. Anybody who has ever tried to write such a text knows
that this is in itself a major achievement, for which the
authors are to be congratulated. To acknowledge the positive
potential of an epoch (as of a person) despite all its sin and
corruption is the outcome of a spiritual vision rooted deeply
in a faith that is able to discern the seeds of the world to
come in present realities and thus to give orientation and
hope.2 To cite but one core sentence that formulates this
intention with admirable clarity: “Our spiritual lives, therefore, cannot fail also to be social lives. Our piety cannot fail
also to be an ethos” (§3).
The Christian Ethos as an Individual, a Political, and a
Social Ethos
The document starts with a comprehensive theological
anthropology (§1-7). This focus on the human person is
itself a clear statement, since it counters a widespread tendency, not only in Orthodoxy, to equate modernity with
individualism and to nurture unrealistic traditionalist hopes
for the return to a former, supposedly more communal, age.
The corrective offered by FLW is that a biblically-founded
Christian theology must not reject modernity’s individualism but rather deepen and widen its understanding of the

To acknowledge the positive
potential of an epoch (as of a
person) despite all its sin and
corruption is the outcome of a
spiritual vision rooted deeply in
a faith that is able to discern the
seeds of the world to come in
present realities and thus to give
orientation and hope.

human person on the basis of its Christian sources, leading modernity back to an appreciation of its theological and
anthropological roots as grounds for ethical engagement
(§5). This approach also avoids an unjustified opposition
between humanism and Christianity and thus between an
anthropocentric and a theocentric worldview. The respect
for each human person and for the sanctity of life has its
ultimate foundations in the creation of humanity in the
image of the triune God – foundations which also underlie
our being called to communion with Him (§1).3
With regard to the hot irons of the present politicallycharged culture wars, FLW formulates clear positions without falling prey to a tendency of giving more space to them
than they deserve. It thus provides a much-needed counterweight in what have become politically-, socially-, and
often also ecclesially-overheated debates, which tend to
obscure the real issues and take away energy from other,
often more important, ethical and political topics. We may
take note in particular of FLW’s passage on “zero tolerance”
regulations on sexual abuse (§16), and of its demand for
utter respect toward humans with different sexual orientations (§20). It clearly formulates the ethical arguments
against elective abortion (§25). Contrary to the official
teaching of the Roman Catholic Church, and deploying
good arguments on this front, the document stresses both
the possibility of re-marriage and the (pastorally-essential) allowance for non-Orthodox spouses to receive Holy
Communion in the Orthodox community (§21). Of particular importance is also the argument for gender equality with
its (welcome) Patristic references, as well as an Orthodox
mea culpa for not promoting this equality sufficiently over
the course of history.4 Even more remarkable is the plea
that the Orthodox Church should “remain attentive to the
promptings of the Spirit in regard to the ministry of women”
discerning how women can “best participate in building up
the body of Christ, including a renewal of the order of the
female diaconate for today” (§29). The question of ministry is, in this way, not tied only to tradition, but opened to
genuine consideration of the ecclesial common good in the
present tense – a spiritually and theologically sophisticated approach that, one hopes, will find an echo in Roman
Catholicism and other churches.
Main Pillars of FLW’s Political and Social Ethos
Sergei Bulgakov employed a congenial metaphor
comparing modernity to a sphinx, the half-man and halfbeast that devours all passersby who do not respond to its
questions.5 These questions are complex and by no means
homogeneous, since (if it is seen as a period of about two
and a half centuries) modernity contains within its span a
wide variety of intellectual traditions and cultural phases.
continued on page 11
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One could, for instance, say that modernity is prevailingly individualistic yet is just as much institutional, in
that its humanistic impulse is directed towards improving
the human lot through political institutions, through laws,
checks, and balances, and through a division of powers so
as to mitigate the human suffering that stems from political arbitrariness and violence. The reflections in FLW on
these issues are most productive. The theological arguments
brought forward, which have hardly ever been articulated
to this degree of clarity in any official church document,
could also be subscribed to by Roman Catholic Christians.
All Christians owe their first and foremost loyalty to the
Kingdom of God (Acts 5:29), which is our critical standard
for evaluating any political and social system. One of the
core statements of FLW is, therefore, that the Orthodox
Church cannot be neutral vis-à-vis the political order. Thus
it corrects a time-honored but basically faulty reading of
Romans 13:1-7, which interprets the Pauline text as promoting unconditional obedience to state authority (§9). By
contrast to this reading, FLW makes the positive claim that
a constitutional, human-rights-based democratic and civil
order is ethically superior to undemocratic systems of state
authority because it causes less harm and allows for the fuller
development of human persons. Even though it is, like any
this-worldly structure, not perfect, democracy constitutes
according to our present knowledge the most humane way
to organize political power. The guarantee of human rights
in political systems other than autocratic or totalitarian
states allows humans, including but not only Christians, to
exercise their freedom by actively contributing to the transformation of the world. It is for these reasons that the language of human rights is generally embraced in FLW (§10
and §61-67).
These texts deserve a more detailed analysis than can
be undertaken here, but it is important to note that they
formulate a clear and poignant position against any form
of anti-modernism (including various excesses of postmod-

FLW makes the positive claim that
a constitutional, human-rightsbased democratic and civil order is
ethically superior to undemocratic
systems of state authority because
it causes less harm and allows for
the fuller development of human
persons.

ernism) and/or cultural relativism. Such a clear statement
by the Orthodox Church is of importance in a globalized
world that is not characterized by “a clash between civilizations” but rather by a “clash within civilizations” – wherever
human rights are contested and curtailed by autocratic
impulses. This recognition is complemented in FLW by a
harsh condemnation of any form of “Christian nationalism,” racism, and the “most insidious ideologies of identity,” which are incompatible with the Gospel and are in
essence betrayals of Christ (§11).
In this context, FLW also formulates what may be
called a new interpretation of the theory of symphonia
(§12). Against laicist and secularist positions (§13; §80f) it
calls for a “direct and robust” cooperative model, creatively
reinterpreting the traditional concept in the sense of an
extended cooperation between church and state for the sake
of the common good, which – being “opposed to the mere
formal protection of individual liberties, partisan interests,
and the power of corporations – is the true essence of a democratic political order” (§14).6 One of the present dangers
of liberal political culture is indeed that it may tip into a
despotic secularism that silences the voices of faith in public.7 The aim of the Church must therefore be to strengthen
the civil sphere as a place where different worldviews (with
their diverse positions on social and political issues) can be
heard and where partisan polarizations are held at bay so as
not to strangle free discourse. Although no political order
can “be fully adequate to all that God intends for his creatures,” human rights mirror Christian universalism in the
sense that they give “priority to human goods over national
interests” (§11). This theology of human rights constitutes
one of the strongest chapters of FLW, including the passage
on religious freedom (§64). For lack of space, I will not
comment on Chapter V (War, Peace, and Violence: §42-50)
and its ethical reflections on violence as sin par excellence,
beyond noting the unconditional (and ecumenically-significant) rejection of capital punishment (§48) – a position that
corresponds with a central concern of Pope Francis.
Another pillar of the document is constituted by its
arguments on social justice, since Jesus’ “concern and
compassion for the poor and disenfranchised, the abused
and neglected, the imprisoned, the hungry, the weary and
heavy-laden, the despairing,” are obviously central to New
Testament ethics – which are to be followed by anyone
“who aspires to be a follower of Christ” (§6). The issue
is taken up at length in Chapter IV, which in strong words
formulates what in Catholic liberation theology and later
in Catholic social thought has been called the “option for
the poor.” The Orthodox Church is called to place the concern “for the poor and disadvantaged at the very centre of
its moral, religious, and spiritual life” (§33). This comcontinued on page 12
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mandment of love for the least and marginalized has been
present, though variably realized, since the earliest days of
Christianity. Today, the commandment of love asks for our
courageous criticism of a world in which “gross inequalities of wealth” exist and where “cheap labour at the expense of the welfare of workers… particularly in labor markets where basic workers’ protections do not exist” (§35f)
abounds. Social safety, health insurance, and medical care
are global necessities. The topical issues of slavery (§65f)
and migration (§67) are given ample space (as is also the
case in contemporary Catholic social thought, and in all international documents on human rights).8 It is regrettable,
however, that here (as in most secular as well as ecclesial
texts) the language of human rights remains individual and
is not applied more robustly to the category of social rights.
Finally, the ethical question of technology as a massive
human experiment is taken up, with the document insisting
on the need to overcome the gap between science and faith.
FLW sums up the most important points of other Orthodox
documents on ecology by calling for an “ascetic ethos, that
can reorient the human will in such a way as to restore its
bond with all of creation” (§73-76). Many of these thoughts
closely correspond with the reflections of Pope Francis in
his eco-social encyclical Laudato Si’ (2015), such that a
more in-depth comparison of the two texts and their arguments would be of substantial ecumenical benefit.
Pluralism and Unity in an Age of Globalization
Together with globalization and secularization, pluralism constitutes one of the signs of the age. FLW affirms that
it can be a basis for cultural enrichment and “one of the special glories of our age,” and counts it as “a blessing that all
human cultures, in all their variety and beauty, are coming
more and more to occupy the same civic and political spaces”
(§12). This vision of a pluralized global culture, however,
is not a free-for-all, as it presupposes a common ethical
ground and core political values. Although it surpasses the
scope of this article to comment in depth on FLW’s treatment of ecumenism and interreligious dialogue, I can affirm
the profound ecumenical significance of the document’s
ethical perspectives on intercultural exchange. The passage
s on interreligious dialogue (§55f), for instance dealing

This vision of a pluralized global
culture, however, is not a free-forall, as it presupposes a common
ethical ground and core political
values.

with the relationship of Orthodox Christianity to Judaism,
are inspiring. With regard to Orthodox relations with
non-Orthodox Christians, FLW refers to our common
baptism, the legitimacy of common prayer, and the need
to “repent of past misunderstandings and offences against
their brothers and sisters, and to love one another as fellow
servants and heirs of the Kingdom of God” (§52).
Admittedly, it is surprising that here (as in §54) the
Bible as the word of God is not mentioned as a common
basis for a Christian ethos. Moreover, Christians should ask
themselves (as the document is not quite able to do) whether
intra-Christian pluralism could not also be regarded
as such a richness, since no single tradition is able to
exhaust “the inscrutable riches of Christ” (Ephesians 3:8).
Nevertheless, the document succeeds admirably in communicating a social ethos that respects pluralism in the public
sphere – which is necessary for Christian credibility today
and must be reflected in our relations towards the other,
since otherwise our message becomes incomprehensible
and even scandalous for secular as well as other religious
worldviews, as I know from many encounters. This age can
be a kairos moment for the churches, if Christian anthropology and social ethics can become credible to others through
charity, hospitality, and openness toward secular and other
religious institutions.
However, cooperation between Christians is not only
a matter of credibility, but also a pragmatic question.
Substantial competence is needed in complex areas like
poverty reduction, ecology, international tax regimes, and
so forth. Christians will only be able to make a viable input
if they can productively link their ethical and theological
visions to the social and political realities and debates of
the day. Cooperation with the multitude of secular institutions active in these fields thus also becomes also a matter
of human resources. To effectively promote a Christian
social ethos in the public sphere (whether on a local,
national, or international level), and to cooperate with other
networks with similar concerns, each requires a resolute
engagement of Christians with the world around them,
within which their lives are constituted. Such engagement
is of even greater importance in the present situation, since
these institutions, which despite their deficits guarantee a
minimum international order, are increasingly threatened
and under political pressure from major national actors.
Meanwhile, although church institutions are strong in their
worldwide charitable activities, at the level of political
advocacy they tend to be (as somebody put it for the European
context) “paralysed giants.” It is worth comparing FLW’s
treatment of these issues with the comparable material in
Laudato Si’ on dialogue (§163-201).9 There, a reminder of
earlier ecumenical documents on social ethics is inserted,
continued on page 13
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particularly of the three European Ecumenical Assemblies
(1989; 1997; 2007) and of the Charta Oecumenica (2001),
which were passed with the strong support from the
Orthodox Churches and which outlined an agenda as well
as a series of self-commitments with regard to Christian
representation vis-a-vis public institutions. These earlier
documents could serve as inspiration for Orthodox no less
than for ecumenical social ethics today.10
One of the most important questions for the future of
Christianity is whether its institutions are able to take up
the humanistic, political, and social impulses of modernity,
which have become global, without foregoing justified criticism of them. A Christian hermeneutics of suspicion that
debunks the world in toto as a place of evil is not credible: it
does not do justice to ongoing ethical dynamics and it easily
collapses into ideological or cultural warfare. Even if there
might be good reasons for pessimism, Abraham’s pleading
to God for the salvation of the city (Genesis 18:20-33) and
Jesus’ prayers for all in need of help are better models for
Christians than the attitude of the Pharisee (Luke 18:9-14).
It is encouraging to see that FLW gives strong testimony to
such a constructive Christian humanism in its “prophetic
witness of hope and joy in a world wounded by its rejection of God” (§80). Moreover, the document’s “prophetic
vocation demands a refusal to remain silent in the face of
injustices, falsehoods, cruelties, and spiritual disorders; and
this is not always easy, even in modern free societies” (§80).
From a Catholic Christian point of view, it is to be hoped
that FLW will be widely discussed both across and beyond
the Christian family, inspiring many practical initiatives and
ecumenical collaborations.

One of the most important
questions for the future of
Christianity is whether its
institutions are able to take up the
humanistic, political, and social
impulses of modernity, which have
become global, without foregoing
justified criticism of them.

ECUMENICAL TRENDS

Notes:
1. This Social Word was written and signed by the 14 churches in
Austria after a long process of preparation in 2003: the text may
be downloaded at www.sozialwort.at. It has been complemented
by a research project on the social ethos of the Christian churches,
with publications on solidarity, human rights, reconciliation, and
ecological issues: https://se-ktf.univie.ac.at/forschung/publikationen.
2. In Catholic social thought, this is expressed in the concept of
“the signs of the times,” which require us not only to analyse
current trends but also “to decipher the authentic signs of God’s
presence and purpose” in them (GS 4). Cf. Ingeborg Gabriel,
“Christianity in an Age of Uncertainty: A Catholic Perspective,”
in Peter L. Berger (ed), Between Relativism and Fundamentalism
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 124-51.
3. This insight is unfolded at greater length in Chapter III (§1531), which contains many ethical reflections on the course of
human life from conception to death. Of particular significance
is this chapter’s extensive reflection on the “protection and care
of children,” including a commitment to combat child labor and
child abuse, which also offers ethical considerations of adolescence and sexuality.
4. The Roman Catholic Church has pronounced a similar mea
culpa in the jubilee celebration of John Paul II in Lent 2000 for the
sins of the Church – a pronouncement that has, however, largely
been forgotten. See http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/
en/homilies/2000/documents/hf_jp-ii_hom_20000312_pardon.
html.
5. Sergei Bulgakov, Social Teaching in Modern Russian Orthodox
Theology (Evanston: Seabury-Western Theological Seminary:
1934), 10.
6. A similar option can be found in the Declaration on Religious
Freedom of Vatican II (Dignitatis humanae), §4, 6.
7. For a democratic interpretation of the common good, see
Ingeborg G. Gabriel, Ethik des Politischen: Grundlagen –
Prinzipien – Konkretionen [Ethics of the political: foundations,
principles, concretions] (Echter: Würzburg 2020), 143-62.
8. For instance, in the Universal Declaration (§22-26), in the
Pact on Social and Economic Rights (1966), and in the Vienna
Declaration of Human Rights of 1993. For a history of social
rights see Samuel Moyn, Not Enough: Human Rights in an
Unequal World (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2018).
9. http://w2.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/encyclicals/
documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si_
en.pdf.
10. http://www.ceceurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Charta
Oecumenica.pdf: “We commit ourselves to seek agreement
with one another on the substance and goals of our social
responsibility, and to represent in concert, as far as possible,
the concerns and visions of the churches vis-à-vis the secular
European institutions.”
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or the Life of the World: Toward a Social Ethos of
the Orthodox Church, which was approved by the
Ecumenical Patriarchate in January and released in
April 2020, is by all accounts an extraordinary accomplishment. The document was produced by a special theological
commission that was appointed by his All-Holiness in June
2017 following the Holy and Great Council that was held
in Crete a year earlier. In carrying out its work the commission, which was made up of lay and ordained theologians
and included two women among its twelve members, gathered reports from a number of eparchies around the world
that then helped to guide them in completing the 33,000word text. John Chryssavgis and David Bentley Hart served
as general editors of the document, which was formally
approved by the Holy and Sacred Synod of the Ecumenical
Patriarchate before undergoing final editing.
The relationship of this document to the Holy and Great
Council is important to note in considering its significance.
The closing line of For the Life of the World (FLW) states:
It is the earnest prayer of all who have been associated
with this document that what is written here will help to
advance the work inaugurated in 2016 by the Holy and
Great Council of the Orthodox Church, and will further
aid in fulfilling the will of God in his Church and in the
world. (§82)1

In an article published in Commonweal a month prior to the
formal release of the document, John Chryssavgis elaborated on its relationship to the work of the Holy and Great
Council in more detail. He noted that the social teachings
of Orthodoxy over the past century had turned inward
both “as the means of survival in times of persecution and
oppression” and due to “the tendency to denounce or dismiss anything that resembles Western Christianity.”2 He
pointed to a statement issued by the Russian Orthodox
Church in 2000, “The Basis of the Social Concept,” as an
example of an Orthodox approach that was only critical
of “the world.”3 The Great and Holy Council, on the other
hand, was informed by a more “ecumenical” understanding of the contemporary context in which the Orthodox find
themselves (“ecumenical” used here in the sense that the
term has acquired in the modern Ecumenical Movement).
Chryssavgis continues:
In contrast, it was at least partly the encounter with other
traditions and cultures, other branches of Christianity
and even other religions, that inspired the worldwide
Orthodox Churches to convene the Holy and Great
Council in Crete in 2016. Meeting together for the
first time in almost a millennium, Orthodox patriarchs
and hierarchs – together with a handful of consultants –
issued a formal decree as well as an encyclical message
on “the role of the Orthodox Church in the contemporary
world.” The new document complements the work of the
SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2020
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Council and can be understood as part of the process of
its reception.4

Setting FLW in this relationship with the documents of the
Council of 2016 (especially the much-shorter document
issued by the Council, “The Mission of the Orthodox
Church in Today’s World”) is important for understanding
not just the content of this most recent statement, but also its
purpose and intended impact.5
The document’s title comes from John 6:51, where
Jesus says, “I am the living bread that came down from
heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live forever; and the
bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh”
(NRSV). It is what might be called a eucharistic text. The
section headings, in turn, are taken from the divine liturgy
of Saint John Chrysostom, which continues to be celebrated
by Orthodox of all nationalities throughout the world today.
This is not surprising, as the Orthodox tradition is so deeply
liturgical. However, what has not been readily noted in the
commentaries on FLW to date is its relation to another text,
also deeply grounded in Orthodox life and liturgy, and also
explicitly engaging the modern ecumenical “encounter with
other traditions and cultures, other branches of Christianity
and even other religions.” I am referring to the extraordinary
book by Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World:
Sacraments and Orthodoxy, which was first published in
1963 and has remained continuously in print since then.
Nowhere in the body of the current text of FLW do I
find even an indirect reference or passing allusion to that
earlier book by Schmemann. But I cannot believe that the
reference implied in the title is coincidental. Schmemann’s
For the Life of the World would become not only one of
the most important books on Orthodox understanding of
the sacraments in the twentieth century, but one of the most
widely read ecumenical texts as well. The text opens with a
meditation on food, the material source of life. In the biblical world, Schmemann observed, food (like material things
in general) is a means of communion with the divine. God
continued on page 15
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although not consecrated, and thus not restricted to the
eucharistic liturgy, or even to the Orthodox faithful. Members
of the congregation are invited to take pieces of the antidoron home and eat during the week as the first food of
the day. “It is the practice in many places, especially in the
Diaspora, for antidoron to be offered to [non-Orthodox] visitors as a sign of Christian fellowship,” notes The Blackwell
Dictionary of Eastern Christianity.9

Nowhere in the body of the
current text of FLW do I find even
an indirect reference or passing
allusion to that earlier book by
Schmemann. But I cannot believe
that the reference implied in the
title is coincidental.
makes “all creation the sign and means of [God’s] presence
and wisdom, love and revelation.”6 He continues:
In the Bible the food that man [sic] eats, the world of
which he must partake in order to live, is given to him by
God, and it is given as communion with God. The world
as man’s food is not something “material” and limited
to material functions, thus different from, and opposed
to, the specifically “spiritual” functions by which man is
related to God.7

Humanity is hungry, he said, not just for food, but for God:
The natural dependence of man [sic] upon the world was
intended to be transformed constantly into communion
with God in whom is all life. Man was to be the priest
of a eucharist, offering the world to God, and in this
offering he was to receive the gift of life. … Things
treated merely as things in themselves destroy themselves
because only in God have they any life.8

Starting in this way from the material world and implicitly from the general experience of physical hunger
(being a matter of social, political, and ecological injustice
in the world), then moving to the particular experience of
the eucharist in chapter 2, allowed Schmemann to bridge
the church-world divide coming from the side of the world,
rather than presupposing the church’s own terms of engagement. Communion with the divine, the source of life
of communion, is through the material world, neither apart
from it nor replacing it.

I noted above the relationship between FLW and the
documents that were issued by the Holy and Great Council
of the Orthodox Church held in Crete in 2016, especially that statement on mission. Crete was decidedly a
closed Orthodox affair. Invitations to delegates from other
Christian traditions were only sent to communions formally involved in ecumenical dialogues approved by Orthodox
hierarchs. Ecumenical relations were almost entirely defined as participation in the World Council of Churches.
Several official delegates from the Pontifical Council of
the Roman Catholic Church, which is not a member of the
World Council of Churches but is a member of the Faith
and Order Commission, attended. No representatives from
the world Pentecostal movement were invited.10 There was
no ecumenical consultation regarding either the original
or final drafting of documents of the Council, contrary to
what had been the hope of a number of prominent Orthodox
theologians.11 The few delegates from other communions
who did attend the Council at Crete were not allowed to
participate in any of the discussions at the end. Instead they
were invited to attend a briefing at the end of each day, and
otherwise to be tourists on the island.
The deliberations of the Holy and Great Council of
2016 were treated like the prosphora in the eucharistic liturgy of the Orthodox Church. FLW, on the other hand, is
the antidoron, offered not just to the Orthodox faithful but
to the wider community of visitors and guests as a blessed

One of the central acts of the Orthodox eucharistic liturgy is instructive for understanding not only Schmemann’s
For the Life of the World but also the recent social ethos
document that shares its name – and for understanding the
resonance between the two. The round loaf of leavened
bread that is offered in the Orthodox eucharist is called prosphora in Greek (“an offering”). During the liturgy, a large
cube with the imprint of the lamb on it is cut from the center
of the loaf. It is this cube, approximately one-quarter of the
full loaf, that is consecrated and served to the faithful in
the eucharist. The remaining three-quarters of the loaf are
called the antidoron (“instead of gifts”). This too is blessed,
ECUMENICAL TRENDS
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continued on page 16

The deliberations of the Holy
and Great Council of 2016 were
treated like the prosphora in the
eucharistic liturgy of the Orthodox
Church. FLW, on the other hand,
is the antidoron, offered not just
to the Orthodox faithful but to the
wider community of visitors and
guests as a blessed gift of life.
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gift of life. The document is the antidoron provided as nourishment for the faithful as they engage the modern world,
but also offered to the wider Christian world (including
evangelicals, Pentecostals, and others who were not part of
the twentieth-century Ecumenical Movement), to the wider
human religious community, and to the whole creation as an
Orthodox offering for life.
Chapter 2 of Schmemann’s text is on the eucharist, setting the liturgical tone for what follows. Chapter 3, although
explicitly on the theme of mission, is in fact a meditation on
time (“The Time of Mission”); throughout the book, moreover, one finds time at the heart of Schmemann’s thinking
about the church and the world. He regularly refers to our
time as the modern era, but the specific focus of his attention
is on “secularism.” Indeed, much of the book is given over
to engaging with those for who secularism is a new religion. Secularism for Schmemann has flattened the meaning
of time and thus of faith to a one-dimensional experience:
“A secularist views the world as containing within itself its
meaning and the principles of knowledge and action.”12
The more recent social ethos document is equally mindful of the time in which it is published. While one finds
occasional references to secularism in describing our age
(§13, §80), along with references to secular states or secular
government (§8, §67), it is far more common to see FLW
describing the present time as “modern.” Paragraph 80
explains the terminological distinction by noting that ours
is an age of religious and ideological pluralism, and that
“secularism itself is a form of modern ideology.” The term
“modern” appears 46 times in the document, describing our
world, age, societies, economy, and in two instances (§12, §39),
Christians. The manner in which §21 and §39 frame the concept of the modern as problematic for Christians is instructive regarding the wider usage of the term. As §12 states:
One of the more morally corrosive aspects of modern
democratic politics is the tendency to slander and
revile - even, in fact, to demonize - others with whom
one does not agree. Indeed, there is no other space than in
the political, perhaps, where the modern Christian must
strive more assiduously against the prevailing tendencies
of the age, and seek instead to obey the commandment of
love [emphasis mine].

The modern Christian is implored to strive to resist the
political tendencies of the age. In a similar manner, §39
warns modern Christians against succumbing to the dominant material economic forces of our age:

This keen awareness of the church
being located in the context of
the modern era or late modernity,
rather than framing it in terms
of a colonial or post-colonial
context, might be said to reflect the
experience of churches mostly in
what is often called the Orthodox
diaspora.

This keen awareness of the church being located in the
context of the modern era or late modernity, rather than
framing it in terms of a colonial or post-colonial context,
might be said to reflect the experience of churches mostly in
what is often called the Orthodox diaspora. This is a subtle
distinction, but it distances the document from the twentieth-century experience of oppression under communist
regimes, and from the longer experience of oppression under Turkish and Arab rulers, which alike have often framed
Orthodox ethics in past generations. It is also not the colonial or post-colonial context of churches in regions where
the Orthodox presence is small, in Latin America, Africa
(apart from Egypt and Ethiopia), and East Asia. This particular, Euro-American location in the diaspora is important
to note, as it conditions the document’s ecumenical understanding and positioning.
Concomitant with the modern orientation of the document, its core ethical concerns are those faced not only by
Orthodox Christians but by all who must navigate the swift
social and political currents of our time. Thus the document
takes on a tenor of “proclamation to all people,” in this
respect being resonant with the great papal encyclicals
of the last half-century. Nowhere is this notion of being a
prophetic sign to the rest of creation clearer than in the document’s eucharistic meditations:

It is not by accident, moreover, that Christ’s parables
and injunctions so often advert to the crushing weight
of indebtedness under which the poorer classes of his
day struggled; and modern Christians should not allow
an overly spiritualized reading of his language to hide
the social issues he was addressing from view [emphasis
mine].13
SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2020

The Eucharist, in being celebrated and shared by the
faithful, ever and again constitutes the true Christian
polity, and shines out as an icon of God’s Kingdom as
it will be realized in a redeemed, transfigured, and glorified creation. As such, the Eucharist is a prophetic sign
as well, at once a critique of all political regimes insofar
as they fall short of divine love and an invitation to all
peoples to seek first the Kingdom of God and its justice
(Matthew 6:33). (§8)
continued on page 17
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The notion that the eucharist is to be a prophetic sign and
a critique of all political regimes assumes that it is being
witnessed by others who are not members of the church,
and perhaps who are not even visitors attending the liturgy.
Paragraph 44 reminds the faithful that “In every celebration of the Eucharist, the Church prays in her Great Litany
‘for the peace of the whole world, let us pray to the Lord.’”
But the text does not consign this hope to being heard only
inside the church. The sign of the eucharist shines out
beyond the church and its liturgy. It is quite significant that
the invitation is not to accept Christ as savior or to join the
church, as one might hear in other traditions. It is instead an
invitation “to seek first the Kingdom of God and its justice”
(§8), which are universal in their scope.14
The document continues in this manner to address a
wide range of contemporary ethical issues, including marriage and family life (which were addressed by the Holy and
Great Council at Crete as well). FLW assumes that marriage
is between a man and woman, but it pointedly avoids any
direct condemnation of same-sex marriage. Paragraph 19
acknowledges:
We live in an age in which sexuality has come more and
more to be understood as a personal fate, and even a
private matter. A great many political and social debates
in the modern world turn upon the distinct demands and
needs of heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, and other
sexual “identities.”

It does not make any explicit judgment regarding such
“demands and needs,” other than to note that “inclinations
and longings” are complex and often formed early in life.
It then moves to make its explicit pronouncement regarding
such matters:
It must be accounted, moreover, a basic right of any person – which no state or civil authority may presume to
violate – to remain free from persecution or legal disadvantage as a result of his or her sexual orientation.
But the Church understands human identity as residing
primarily not in one’s sexuality or in any other private
quality, but rather in the image and likeness of God
present in all of us. All Christians are called always to
seek the image and likeness of God in each other, and to
resist all forms of discrimination against their neighbors,
regardless of sexual orientation.

necessity,” a position that is significantly different than that
taken by Pope Paul VI’s 1968 encyclical, Humanae Vitae
(“Of Human Life”). So too, the document unequivocally
states that the Orthodox believe life begins at conception,
but recognizes the need for a pathway to reconciliation for
those who have terminated a pregnancy, noting that, “as
the act of abortion is always objectively a tragedy, one that
takes an innocent human life, reconciliation must involve
the acknowledgment of this truth before complete repentance, reconciliation, and healing are possible” (§25). These
paragraphs offer a consistent ethic of life that at the same
time allows for pastoral discernment.
FLW is likewise consistent in its condemnations of
poverty and economic inequalities in the modern world, in
light of their accompanying problems of hunger and lack
of access to adequate health care (§40), yet it levels such
critiques without taking a stance on the moral superiority of
one economic system over another. It does not go so far as
Pope Francis has done in calling upon the church to become
“the church of the poor,”15 but it does come close to embracing what Liberation Theology has called “the preferential
option for the poor”:16
[The Church] must always, as heir to the missions of
the prophets and to the Gospel of the incarnate God, be
a voice first for the poor, and a voice raised whenever
necessary against the rich and powerful, and against
governments that neglect or abuse the weak in order to
serve the interests of the strong. (§41)

The blessing that comes through the antidoron belongs
especially to the poor.
FLW is probably one of the most important Orthodox
statements on social ethics in centuries. It is also, I would
suggest, one of the most important ecumenical texts of the
last century. The hope it voices that “Christians of all comcontinued on page 18

Other matters regarding human sexuality and marriage
are addressed mostly in terms of pastoral needs and practices
attentive to what the 2016 Holy and Great Council in its
statement on marriage termed “the exercise of ecclesiastical
oikonomia.” Of particular note are the document’s indications with regard to contraception and abortion. Paragraph
24 states: “The Orthodox Church has no dogmatic objection to the use of safe and non-abortifacient contraceptives
within the context of married life, not as an ideal or as a
permanent arrangement, but as a provisional concession to
ECUMENICAL TRENDS
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FLW is likewise consistent in
its condemnations of poverty
and economic inequalities in the
modern world, in light of their
accompanying problems of hunger
and lack of access to adequate
health care (§40), yet it levels such
critiques without taking a stance
on the moral superiority of one
economic system over another.
SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2020

FOR THE LIFE OF THE ECUMENICAL MOVEMENT, from page 17
munions can meet together in love and work together for
the transformation of the world” (§52) should remind us of
the vision behind the Universal Christian Council on Life
and Work that was held in Stockholm in 1925. But FLW is
not inviting us only to engage in common practice in the
world. In a profound way it is inviting us all to commit ourselves and our communions to a new openness and solidarity grounded in a shared appreciation for the depths of
Christian faith found among each of our traditions. As we
read in §54:
Our commitment to ecumenical relations with other
Christian confessions reflects this openness to all who
sincerely seek the truth as the incarnate Logos, Jesus
Christ, and who remain true to their conscience, even
while we continue to bear witness to the fullness of the
Christian faith in the Orthodox Church. Moreover, the
Church can stand with other Christians in this way not
only out of solidarity in light of a shared history and
moral vision, but also because such Christian groups,
through their Trinitarian baptism and confession of the
faith of the Councils, profess and share many aspects of
Orthodox teaching and tradition.

Notes:
1. All citations of the document are taken from the website of
the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America: www.goarch.org/
social-ethos.
2. John Chryssavgis, “The Orthodox Church and Social Teaching
‘For the Life of the World,’” Commonweal (March 23, 2020):
https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/orthodox-churchsocial-teaching.
3. The Russian Orthodox Church, Department for External Church
Relations: “The Basis of the Social Concept”: https://mospat.ru/
en/documents/social-concepts/.
4. Chryssavgis, “The Orthodox Church and Social Teaching ‘For
the Life of the World.’”
5. See “The Mission of the Orthodox Church in Today’s World,”
as part of the “Official Documents of the Holy and Great Council
of the Orthodox Church”: https://www.holycouncil.org/-/mission-orthodox-church-todays-world.
6. Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World: Sacraments
and Orthodoxy, revised and expanded version (Crestwood: St.
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1973), 14. I will be citing from this
1973 edition, which contains two additional chapters that are
identified as Appendices.
7. Schmemann, For the Life of the World, 14.

But FLW is not inviting us only
to engage in common practice in
the world. In a profound way it is
inviting us all to commit ourselves
and our communions to a new
openness and solidarity grounded in
a shared appreciation for the depths
of Christian faith found among
each of our traditions.

8. Schmemann, For the Life of the World, 17.
9. Ken Parry et al, eds., The Blackwell Dictionary of Eastern
Christianity (Malden: Blackwell, 2001), 35.
10. See Iuliu-Marius Morariu, “Eastern Orthodox Churches and
Ecumenism according to the Holy Pan-Orthodox Council of Crete
(2016),” HTS Theological Studies 74.4 (2018), 1-5: https://hts.
org.za/index.php/hts/article/view/4954/11387#CIT0009_4954.
11. Radu Bordeianu, “The 2016 Pan-Orthodox Council and
Ecumenical Relations (2015),” Public Orthodoxy (October 30,
2015): https://publicorthodoxy.org/2015/10/30/the-2016-pan-orthodox-council-and-ecumenical-relations.
12. Schmemann, For the Life of the World, 124.

Although FLW is primarily addressed to “all the Orthodox
faithful—clergy and laity, women and men” (§82), the riches
of its insights are not only meant for the Orthodox faithful. In a profound sense they are addressed to all Christians,
all humanity, and even all creation. Ecumenical renewal
always begins from within the depths of one’s tradition,
communion, or culture as these are found on the peripheries of history, whether this means scattered through diaspora or marginalized in the life of the poor. FLW is deeply
grounded in the life of the Orthodox faith, especially as it
was articulated through the Holy and Great Council of the
Orthodox Church in 2016. As §82 concludes, however, it
is prayerfully offered in the hope that “what is written here
will help to advance and will further aid in fulfilling the will
of God in his Church and in the world.”
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13. See also §11, 18, 20, 35, and 71 for additional significant
engagements by the document with the conditions of “modernity”
and indeed “late modernity.”
14. The theme of proclamation to all people appears again in §10,
coupled now with a criticism of an Orthodox tendency in the past
to conflate faith and national or cultural identity. Such conflation
might have served to help preserve Orthodox institutions and
even Orthodox Christian identity in politically-hostile contexts in
the past. It now hinders the vocation of proclaiming the Good
News of Jesus Christ to all peoples – a position that sounds strikingly evangelical in its content.
15. See Clemens Sedmak, A Church of the Poor: Pope Francis
and the Transformation of Orthodoxy (Maryknoll: Orbis Books,
2016).
16. See Gustavo Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation: History,
Politics, and Salvation, (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1988),
xxv-xxxvii; and Dwight N. Hopkins, “The Preferential Option for
the Poor and the Oppressed,” in Hopkins, Heart and Head (NYC:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), 53-74.
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Anglicanism, Orthodoxy, and Serving the Lord
in Today’s World: Reflections on For the Life of
the World

By Sarah Rowland Jones

F

or the Life of the World (FLW), a ground-breaking
document on the social ethos of the Orthodox Church,
was commissioned “to serve as a solid foundation for
reference and conversation on vital issues and challenges
facing the world today.”1 This conversation is one to be had
not merely within the Orthodox families of churches, but
also with their ecumenical partners and indeed within the
wider world. It is particularly timely, given that so many
bilateral and multilateral dialogues among Christian traditions have in the last couple of decades moved from more
traditionally “theological” topics to exploring ethical questions, and to the ways these may be fruitfully tackled from
more thoroughgoing theological perspectives. Therefore,
not only in what it says, but perhaps even more importantly
in the ways the document has found for saying it, FLW has
the capacity to be a rich resource for Christians and ecclesial bodies attempting to address the challenges of our contemporary world with a deeper spiritual integrity.

Therefore, not only in what it says,
but perhaps even more importantly
in the ways the document has found
for saying it, FLW has the capacity
to be a rich resource for Christians
and ecclesial bodies attempting to
address the challenges of our
contemporary world with a deeper
spiritual integrity.

Anglican-Orthodox engagement of various sorts has
a long, dense, and mainly cordial history, of which only
highlights can be given here. Anglican Reformers, understanding the English Reformation as a return to the theology
and practices of the early church, were often well-versed
in patristics, and liturgical reform was similarly influenced
(Cranmer notably had a well-thumbed copy of the Liturgy
of John Chrysostom).2 Many Caroline divines regarded
Anglican approaches to the interplay of theology and prayer
as akin to those of the Apostolic Fathers and their successors.3 The next century saw considerable communication
between Orthodox figures and Non-Jurors, some of whom
hoped to establish a relationship of communion.4 Nor was
this interest all one-way: Cyril Loukaris, Patriarch of Constantinople in the early seventeenth century, corresponded
with George Abbot, Archbishop of Canterbury, and the
eighteenth-century Saint Tikhon of Zadonsk, Bishop of
Voronezh, drew upon Anglican books of devotion.5
A further wave of Anglican interest arose in the nineteenth century, as the Oxford Movement looked to the early
church, seeking forms of renewal in contrast to both liberal
and evangelical tendencies.6 1864 saw the founding of
the Eastern Church Association, still extant today under
the co-patronage of the Archbishop of Canterbury and the
Ecumenical Patriarch.7 The Fellowship of St. Alban and
St. Sergius, founded in 1928, similarly promotes undercontinued on page 20

The current dialogue between Orthodox and Anglicans,
particularly that held through the International Commission
for Anglican-Orthodox Theological Dialogue (of which I
am a member), deliberately turned its focus to what it terms
“Christian anthropology” as it began its fourth phase in
2009. This has led to the Buffalo Agreed Statement, In the
Image and Likeness of God: A Hope-Filled Anthropology,
which aims to be a foundational consideration of primary
doctrines held in common, from which a second phase of
work is now evolving, as the practical consequences of
these theological presuppositions are explored in relation to
various specific areas of ethical challenge – some of which
ECUMENICAL TRENDS

are among those addressed by FLW. So it is within the context of this Anglican-Orthodox dialogue that I shall particularly consider aspects of this document, first taking a detour
to set the wider historical context of Anglican-Orthodox
relationships.
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standing between Eastern Orthodox and Western Christians,
primarily Anglicans and Roman Catholics.8 The continuing
vibrant life of both associations illustrates how a significant
body of Anglicans have long felt a strong affinity to the historic and current faith and life of the Orthodox Churches.
Such closeness has also been recognized institutionally. Lambeth Conferences from 1888 onwards warmly
welcomed various contacts and conversations, including
between Archbishops of Canterbury, Patriarchs of Constantinople, and others; pressed for closer relations through
formal committees; and even dared to hope for the possibility of moving towards “intercommunion” (Resolutions
1888:17; 1897:36; 1908:62, 63; 1920:18, 19). Commitment
to dialogue has persisted, though not without substantial
challenges. Following informal talks with an Orthodox
delegation at the 1958 Lambeth Conference, and after
a 1962 meeting between the Archbishop of Canterbury
(Dr Michael Ramsey) and the Ecumenical Patriarch
(Athenagoras I), proposals for a joint Theological Commission duly bore fruit in the 1976 Moscow Agreed Statement.9
This statement addressed common theological concerns including the knowledge of God, the inspiration and authority
of scripture and its relationship with tradition, the filioque
clause, and aspects of the Eucharist.10
The next phase of talks, of course, had to grapple with
the implications of the 1978 Lambeth Conference Resolutions on the ordination of women.11 This led to some
refocusing of the Commission’s work around “the pastoral
and practical dimensions of the subjects of theological discussions,”12 the first hint of moving towards more socially-rooted debate – not least, it must be admitted, because it
was evident that a move towards full communion was not
yet on the cards.13

ethical challenges. Humanity’s care for the environment
and end of life issues have been the first addressed.
At the heart of this most recent phase has been awareness of the need for an evolving theological methodology
– or perhaps, evolving way of enunciating theology – adequate to the new subject matter. Thus, the Buffalo Statement
might well be termed as confessional in mode, rooted in
doxology and eschatological hope. In exploring how “divine revelation and human creativity are interconnected,”17
it does not shy away from the often-messy interplay between the two, in the concrete aspects of human existence
in all our fallenness, even as we are grasped by redemptive
hope.
It is immediately clear, as we turn to FLW, that there
are significant resonances and points of connection with
the most recent work of ICAOTD, in both style and content. Even its opening heading, It is time to serve the Lord,
indicates a similar starting point of understanding the
human person and all human life as being in response
to the God who creates and redeems – in this paradigm,
exploring a social ethos requires beginning with a theologi
cal anthropology. The assertion that “our service to God
is fundamentally doxological in nature and essentially
Eucharistic in character” (§1) could equally find a home
within an Anglican-Orthodox statement.
The theological method that follows similarly tackles
the stretching task of bringing into dialogue the continuity
of theological truths and the challenges of contextualization. The document’s Preface helpfully spells out the underlying assumptions in this approach:

The third phase of dialogue was launched in 1989, reconstituted as the International Commission for AnglicanOrthodox Theological Dialogue (ICAOTD). This led in
2006 to the Cyprus Agreed Statement, The Church of the
Triune God, a detailed consideration of the doctrine of
the Church in the light of the doctrine of the Trinity, and
aspects of ordained ministry.14 It touched on Christian
understandings of the human person, and how the Christian
life is lived and the gospel proclaimed, within culture.15 The
Cyprus Statement, in turn, became the springboard for the
fourth phase of the dialogue, which, since 2009, has focused
on theological anthropology, committed to finding ways to
speak together despite concerns over areas of difference
in practice. Its work has been in two stages. The first task
was to consider “the primary doctrines held in common,”
which resulted in the 2015 Buffalo Statement, In the Image
and Likeness of God.16 The second task, now underway, is
exploring the practical consequences that follow from these
theological suppositions in relation to particular pressing
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Holy tradition, however, is much more than a static deposit inherited from the past, requiring nothing more
than assiduous curatorship and rote repetition. It is not
simply a memorial to the words of the Fathers of old, but
is rather the living and dynamic reality to which those
words pointed, the ever abiding presence of the Holy
Spirit who descended upon the Apostles at Pentecost, a
constant and ever-new pilgrimage toward the Kingdom
that is to come. It is this living tradition that inspires the
Church to recover its sacred calling and that endows her
continued on page 21

The assertion that “our service to
God is fundamentally doxological
in nature and essentially
Eucharistic in character” (§1)
could equally find a home within
an Anglican-Orthodox statement.
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with the divine courage to transform the world with all
its new challenges from within…

It is not merely that “speaking to the contemporary world
‘from within’” highlights the incarnational mode (an emphasis which broadly speaking is close to Anglican hearts),
but that theology “from below” must be brought into insistent engagement with the traditions of theology, which can
sometimes still appear to dominate. That the Special Commission responsible for authoring FLW is not constituted
of bishops or other hierarchs is noteworthy in this respect.
Reading on, we find that they do not shy away from
clearly naming particularly painful contemporary realities
which the churches cannot in all honesty duck. That these
must be acknowledged and faced is drawn out further in the
Preface’s second emphasis, that the theological work must
connect with today’s most urgent pastoral concerns. This,
they understand, requires guidelines “as general parameters,
not as rigid boundaries,” and so they have attempted “to
avoid nebulous abstractions and sweeping generalizations,
preferring to offer specific principles for consideration and
adoption by the faithful and their communities.” In pursuit of this goal, they have looked to “biblical, patristic,
dogmatic, and theological sources of the tradition as a
whole.” Those who are more expert than I in some of the
areas addressed by FLW will want to judge the extent to
which tangible, durable, user-friendly guidelines have been
developed, but even where they fall short of this goal, we
nonetheless have before us a rich and provocative resource
to stimulate the wider church: first through extensive citing
of patristic sources, common to us all, and, even more so,
in the often creative and insightful ways these are brought
to bear both in interpreting tradition and in addressing
contemporary contexts often far beyond what the Fathers
could possibly have imagined.
In its own way, FLW is also a piece of confessional
theology, steeped in redemptive hope and eschatological
promise, in light of its affirmation that “being made in
the image and likeness of God, each person is unique
and infinitely precious, and each is a special object of Go
d’s love”; and that our “ultimate destiny … to which we
are summoned, is nothing less than our theosis… .” Even
if we might not often use such language, Anglicans can
hardly quibble with the conclusions that follow: “Our spiritual lives, therefore cannot fail also to be social lives. Our
piety cannot fail also to be an ethos” (§3). Both assertions
are valuable touchstones for the coherence of our own
ethical reflections.
What then of the specific areas on which the document
focuses? I shall offer a few snapshot comments, beginning
with Section II, which addresses “The Church in the Public Sphere,” and to which I come wearing particularly the
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hat of a former British diplomat. There are considerable,
often unvoiced, parallels between Anglicans and Orthodox,
where Churches have historically found themselves aligned
with state and nation, or through Empire and its legacy,18
and much of what is said in this section will resonate with
Anglican readers. Within the context of current threats of
populism in so many parts of the world, I am particularly
struck by the reflections around the need not to take democracy for granted, for “it would be irrational and uncharitable
of Christians not to feel a genuine gratitude for the special
democratic genius of the modern age.” Therefore we must
indeed “actively support… and work for the preservation of
democratic institutions and customs…” (§10).
Anglicans grieving marginalization by secularism,
particularly in England, should also heed the warning that
follows, not to fall for the temptations of a “fantastic nostalgia for some long-vanished golden era” when church and
state appeared to be united. Further, it is not only Orthodox
Christians who have “allowed for the conflation of national, ethnic, and religious identity” resulting in “advancing
national and cultural interests under the guise of Christian
adherence.” Acknowledging that “this has often inhibited the
Church in its vocation to proclaim the Gospel to all peoples”
is a responsibility of Anglicans also, for there remains considerable unfinished business around colonial history that
must be truthfully addressed if genuine liberative freedom
is to follow. I suspect that the warnings around “phyletism”
and the “subordination of Orthodox faith to ethnic identities
and national interests” (§10-11) are also warnings that some
parts of the Anglican world would do well to take to heart.
In this era which has found the voice to proclaim that
“Black Lives Matter,” the Document, though in its Preface
committing itself “to abstain altogether from the language
and intonations of judgment or condemnation” is gloriously
forthright in its denunciation of racism of every sort, calling
for those who will not “renounce the evils they promote”
continued on page 22
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to be exposed, denounced, and expelled (§11). A similarly
hard line is taken against antisemitism (§57) and slavery
(§65). The unequivocal stance on the sexual abuse of
children (§16) is one Anglicans should particularly echo,
as some parts of the Communion still wrestle adequately to
address such legacies of the (too-recent) past and present.
Section III, on “The Course of Human Life,” is ambitious in scope and courageous in its head-on approach, taking stances which, rooted in pastoral realities, may surprise
readers within and beyond the Orthodox family. For example, the document’s assertion that “the Church understands
human identity as residing primarily not in one’s sexuality
or in any other private quality, but rather in the image and
likeness of God present in all of us,” and that consequently
“all Christians are called always to seek the image and l
ikeness of God in each other, and to resist all forms of
discrimination against their neighbors, regardless of sexual
orientation” (§18), is a necessary resetting of perspectives for those parts of global Christianity (not least, areas
of Anglican discourse) where this matter is in danger of
becoming something of a shibboleth. So too, reflecting more
widely on adult relationships, the document is refreshingly
honest (and ecumenically provocative) in acknowledging
that Orthodox teaching has at times been distorted by “the
unfortunate reality that… spiritual teachings on these matters have been advanced principally by celibate men with
no experience of married life” (§20).

Another area of particular interest
is the acknowledgement that while
“the Orthodox Church has always
held as a matter of doctrine and
theology that men and women are
equals in personhood, it has not
always proved scrupulously faithful
to this ideal” (§29).
There is so much else within the document that can be
grist for the Anglican mill. It is a given, for instance, that
Anglicans (not alone, of course) have been firm supporters of the Ecumenical Patriarchate’s initiatives over recent
decades for the preservation of the environment (see §68) –
and it is perhaps no surprise that the first agreed text to arise
from ICAOTD’s current work in specific areas of common
ethical challenge is likely to address care for God’s creation.
The second area currently under debate relates to end of life
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issues, and even the single paragraph at §31 is stimulating
in the breadth and honesty with which it names so many
sharp issues, past weaknesses, contemporary challenges,
and touchstone principles. It will certainly provoke fresh
engagement from both sides of our dialogue. Another area
of particular interest is the acknowledgement that while
“the Orthodox Church has always held as a matter of doctrine and theology that men and women are equals in personhood, it has not always proved scrupulously faithful to
this ideal” (§29). Accordingly, the paragraph continues to
make a call for the Orthodox Church to “remain attentive
to the promptings of the Spirit in regard to the ministry of
women” and for consideration of a “renewal of the order of
the female diaconate.” Indeed, the hermeneutical grounding
on which these possibilities are considered shifts the locus
of such debates to new, and potentially fertile, ground.
That said, there are points with which Anglicans will
want to differ, or at least seek deeper clarification. For example, in considering the increasing numbers of “Orthodox
marriages [which] include a spouse who is not an Orthodox
Christian,” the document looks to St Paul’s teaching that
“the unbelieving husband is consecrated through his wife,
and the unbelieving wife is consecrated through her husband” (1 Cor 7:14) (§21). There seems to be an unfortunate implicit assumption that those who are not Orthodox
are not Christian. Similarly, ecumenical partners’ alarm
bells will ring when reading Section VI, “Ecumenical
Relations and Relations with Other Faiths,” which asserts
that “The Orthodox Church understands herself to be the one,
holy, catholic, and apostolic Church of which the NiceneConstantinopolitan symbol of faith speaks… In other words,
it is not a Church, but the Church” (§50). This is finessed
somewhat in subsequent paragraphs, though here there is
evidence of some lack of linguistic subtlety in balancing
positive affirmations about the riches of Orthodoxy with
references to other Christian traditions. That said, the document does acknowledge “especially close relations with
those communions that are directly descended from the
ancient Apostolic Church and that share something like her
understanding of the apostolic charism of episcopal succession and something like her sacramental theology”; it adds
that “the Church has important bilateral dialogues with the
Roman Catholic Church and the Anglican Communion, and
prays that these dialogues may bear fruit in a complete unity
with the Church” (§53). Well, yes and no – unity, surely, we
all desire; but for most Anglicans this would mean rather
more than being offered an opportunity for unity “with” the
Church, as it is seemingly presented here.
Even so, it must be concluded that the document offers
much to fuel the longstanding Anglican aspiration for communion, and more, with our Orthodox brothers and sisters.
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the full sacramental life of those who are called to be in immersed in the fire of the Holy Spirit, joined thereby to Christ
and, through Christ, to the Father,” this Document cautions
in its Conclusion (§79). May we take this warning to heart,
and all grow into the fulness of this promise. Amen.

Unity, surely, we all desire; but
for most Anglicans this would
mean rather more than being
offered an opportunity for unity
“with” the Church, as it is
seemingly presented here.

Notes:
1. https://www.goarch.org/social-ethos-preface.
2. See, for example, Andrew McGowan, “Anglicanism and the
Fathers,” in The Oxford Handbook of Anglican Studies, edited
by Mark D. Chapman, Sathianathan Clarke, and Martyn Percy
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 107-24.

This is something I feel particularly keenly, as the Dean of
St Davids Cathedral, standing in the place where St David
himself – a saint acknowledged in both East and West –
established a religious community in the sixth century, long
before most of our current divisions. This year the Church
in Wales marks the centenary of its disestablishment from
the Church of England in 1920, becoming an independent
member church of the Anglican Communion; five years
later, this Cathedral hosted a remarkable visitation from
the Orthodox churches. Ostensibly, the Patriarch Photios
of Alexandria and Patriarch Damianos of Jerusalem, along
with their delegations, were in the United Kingdom for celebrations around the 1600th anniversary of the Council of
Nicaea, with events in Westminster Abbey and York
Minster. The delegation also came to a service at St Davids,
where it suited both Orthodox and Welsh to play up their
putative historic linkages. Though impossible to prove,
later tradition held that David himself had been consecrated
by the Patriarch of Jerusalem, and thus the Welsh Church
could, and in this context did, claim descent from Eastern,
rather than Western, Christian roots – umpteen intervening
centuries under Canterbury’s Rome-instigated heritage notwithstanding! Indeed, recent excavations at the coast near
here have found the remains of individuals of only a century or so later, from the Eastern Mediterranean, and other
asserted connections between Celtic Christianity and the
Desert Fathers or other Orthodox Christians may have more
historic substance than we can demonstrate. So, although
the events of 1925 may have been shot through with all
manner of political aspirations, the calls of both sides for
swift movement towards reunion, as reported in the press,
were not merely window dressing; the Spirit continues to
draw all Christian people towards true unity in Christ.
In conclusion, conversations must continue, truly, “for
the life of the world,” and the present document has tremendous capacity to help Orthodox and Anglicans understand
more fully not only one another, but also the common life
of witness and service to which we are all called for the sake
of the Gospel and for the sake of the Kingdom. “Nothing
written here can bear much fruit if taken in abstraction from
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3. See, for example, John E. Booty, “Standard Divines,” in The
Study of Anglicanism, Revised Edition, edited by Stephen Sykes,
John E. Booty, and Jonathan Knight (London: SPCK, 1998), 17687.
4. Timothy Ware, The Orthodox Church (London: Penguin,
1963), 108-09.
5. Ware, The Orthodox Church, 129.
6. McGowan, “Anglicanism and the Fathers,” 115f.
7. www.aeca.org.uk.
8. www.sobornost.org.
9. Initially, Anglican and Orthodox Commissions met separately
from 1966 to 1972, before moving to joint conversations.
See “Background,” in the Introduction to the Dublin Agreed
Statement of 1984, available at www.anglicancommunion.org/
media/103812/the_dublin_statement.pdf.
10. www.anglicancommunion.org/media/103815/the_moscow_
statement.pdf.
11. See the Introduction to the Dublin Agreed Statement of 1984.
12. Alongside the Introduction, see “The Athens Report 1978,”
Appendix 2 of the Dublin Agreed Statement.
13. The 1984 Dublin Agreed Statement therefore remained very
“theological” in tone and content, addressing “The Mystery of
the Church,” “Faith in the Trinity,” “Prayer and Holiness,” and
“Worship and Tradition.”
14. www.anglicancommunion.org/media/103818/The-Church-ofthe-Triune-God.pdf.
15. See particularly, Section III: Christ, Humanity and the Church:
Part I.
16. www.anglicancommunion.org/media/208538/in-the-imageand-likeness-of-god-a-hope-filled-anthropology-2015.pdf.
17. Buffalo Agreed Statement, §1.
18. For example, see Thabo Makgoba, “Politics,” in The Oxford
Handbook of Anglican Studies, edited by Mark D. Chapman,
Sathianathan Clarke, and Martyn Percy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 372-83.
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Anthropology and Antagonism: Reflections
on Interreligious Tolerance in For the Life of
the World

F

or the Life of the World: Toward a Social Ethos
of the Orthodox Church (FLW) addresses topics
in contemporary society such as poverty, racism,
human rights, suicide, abortion, euthanasia, reproductive
technology, gender equality, and the environment in ways
which may be startling to those familiar with the traditional
views of the Orthodox Church. In particular, Section VI of
the document, “Ecumenical Relations and Relations with
Other Faiths” (§50-60) addresses questions concerning religious tolerance that bear close investigation, in light of
the history of the Orthodox Church. My task is to discuss
this topic from a Jewish perspective, proceeding from (1)
some autobiographical notes that clarify my personal views
on faith and ethics, through (2) a general discussion of the
document’s anthropological underpinnings, shared in some
respects with Judaism, to conclude with (3) a closer look at
the challenge of interreligious tolerance that is at stake in
Section VI, on ecumenical and interreligious relations.
I
I find it difficult to organize my own reflections on FLW
without sharing some portion of my personal life. This has
everything to do with the relationship between faith and
ethics, which has been central in my life since I was young.
Intuitively, and emotionally, ethics has always seemed to
me to be inferior to faith. I have never thought that ethics
alone could be the foundation of just action; I worry that it
becomes a cold, rational calculation of gains and losses, by
contrast with the deep feeling, illumination, and revelation
occurring in faith. In my eyes, it was Abraham’s absolute
faith in God rather than an ethical obligation which saved
Isaac. My natural attitude boils down to the realization that,
as Kierkegaard puts it, “either there is an absolute duty

I have never thought that ethics
alone could be the foundation of
just action; I worry that it becomes
a cold, rational calculation of
gains and losses, by contrast with
the deep feeling, illumination, and
revelation occurring in faith.
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By Alon Segev

toward God, and if so it is the paradox here described, that
the individual as the individual is higher than the universal
[i.e. moral principles] and as the individual stands in an absolute relation to the absolute, or else faith never existed.”1
However, conventionally speaking, the traditional
Jewish attitude is the opposite. Leo Baeck, a prominent
scholar and rabbi, argues that the imperative to “love your
neighbor as yourself,” unless determined in concrete circumstances by the Law (i.e. the Jewish code of conduct, the
Torah), is meaningless. “Every kind of philanthropy, if it is
not supposed to be a sterile sentimentality, must have its root
in the moral, social will, in the inner respect of humanity, in
the living respect of his right, in what the word Zedakah
means.”2 Justice, Baeck argues, necessitates a spontaneous
activity and responsibility of humans. Being finite, humans
need the Law to direct them in life. Otherwise, they are
lost. The Hebrew word “Torah” ( )הָרֹוּתmeans instruction,
teaching. Justice loses its meaning, Baeck concludes, once
spontaneity is taken from humans or defined as sin. “Justice
becomes nothing but the consciousness of absolute dependence on the grace of God in Christ; all spontaneity is again
identified with sin.”3 Many years have passed before I could
confront and deal seriously with the challenging claims
made by Leo Baeck concerning the lack of ethics (in the
sense he describes) in Christian interpretations of biblical
tradition.
Having been born and raised in a secular, socialist
kibbutz in Israel – where kids were taken from our mothers
when we were only a few weeks old and put in a collective children’s home, with only a few hours a day to spend
with our parents and siblings – I confronted daily the incompatibility between my own yearning for individuality
continued on page 25
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and the kibbutz’s expectation of social homogeneity, being governed by strict regulations and lacking in parental
love and attention. I always found myself to be an outsider,
out of sync with the mainstream. After departing, I spent a
long time in foster families, at boarding schools, and on the
streets of Jerusalem. Living with an overwhelming sense
of abandonment, it was God who became a constant presence in my life as my comfort and protector, indeed as my
Father. Moreover, through a series of decisive encounters
as a youth with Christians living in Israel, determined to
follow in the path of Jesus, I came to appreciate in a deep
and soulful way the power of Jesus’ own faith and the faith
of those who followed him – sharply contrasting yet standing in continuity with all I had known to that point. I have
maintained this appreciation throughout all the personal and
professional development that followed.
This is, in a nutshell, the personal background in relation to which I approach and will discuss some points in
FLW that offer important, but ambivalent, indications for
Jewish-Christian relations.
II
Humanity is created in the image of God, as is stated in
Genesis 1:26-27: “God created mankind in his own image,
in the image of God he created them” (םָדָאָה תֶא םיִהֹלֱא אָרְבִּיַו
)םיִהֹלֱא םֶלֶצְּב ֹומְלַצְּב. FLW takes up this fundamental affirmation by describing all humanity as “icons of God” (§12).
In the words of St. Athanasius, “The Son of God became
human so that we might become divine” (§3). Our condition
humaine is, however, a fallen existence in a world in which
our godly image is deformed by sin. This sinful existence
does not exempt us from moral decision and conduct: “We
are called, therefore, not to accommodate ourselves to the
practical exigencies of the world as we find it, but instead
ever and again to strive against evil, however invincible it
may at times appear, and to work for the love and justice
that God requires of his creatures, however impractical that
may at times prove” (§4). Agapē, overflowing love, must
be the foundation of any worldly conduct we undertake in a
world permeated with sin, if there is any hope of our godly
image coming actually to resemble the God it is meant to
reflect (that is, theōsis) (§3).
Maintaining our godly image in the twenty-first century
is a priority of FLW, a priority which Christians and Jews
of all denominations may approve. Technological progress,
social media, huge numbers of migrants and refugees wandering all over the earth, unrestrained capitalism and materialism along with poverty, and new views on sex and the
nuclear family comprise the situation in which we live and
to which the document articulates an Orthodox Christian response. The recommendations given in the document are of
two kinds. Some recommendations concern the institutional
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principles of the Orthodox Church and the need to adapt
them to our time. Other recommendations concern the faithful themselves, calling them to return to the Church and its
principles as the way to maintain our godly image. The first
recommendation is directed to the Church as a whole: the
Church should be independent of any political order, since
“The Kingdom of God alone is the Christian’s first and last
loyalty, and all other allegiances are at most provisional,
transient, partial, and incidental” (§9). This recommendation applies also to individual Orthodox Christians, who can
be tempted to mistake the glorious Byzantine empire for
the essence of Christianity (§10). Likewise, race and nation
should be irrelevant considerations in the Church: “There
is only one human race, to which all persons belong, and
all are called as one to become a single people in God the
creator. There is no humanity apart from the one universal
humanity that the Son of God assumed in becoming human,
and it embraces all persons without distinction or discrimination” (§11).
Such recommendations of and to the Orthodox Church,
of course, do not exist as the sole alternative to irreligious
disinterest in restoring the image of God. The different
Abrahamic religions, and the various denominations of
each, have many different notions of how the image of God
in our being is to be maintained. Each variation, however,
is inclined to conceive of itself as the only right way to
God while excluding the others as false ways to Him. As
the Gospel of John phrases this sentiment: “So [Jesus] said
to them again, ‘Truly, truly, I tell you, I am the gate for the
sheep. All who came before Me were thieves and robbers,
but the sheep did not listen to them’” (John 10:8). The root
of the word “holy” (k-d-s, ק-ד- )שin Hebrew means setting
apart. In this sense, Mary Douglas translates Leviticus 11:46
as follows: “I am the Lord your God, who rescued you from
continued on page 26
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the land of Egypt; I am set apart [=holy] and you must be
set apart [be holy] like me.”4 Thus, one of the most difficult moral-theological questions concerns the possibility of
religious plurality and tolerance: is there enough room for
more than one variation of monotheism? We must address
this question head-on.

And yet: on whose terms is religious
tolerance to be extended? If a
secular state’s principles of what
is and is not appropriate in public
cannot be presupposed to be
objective or coherent, can religious
institutions or religio-political
establishments be trusted to provide
such principles?

III
Since the Reformation in western Europe, religion has
regularly been assigned to the private sphere. In Hobbes’s
Leviathan, for instance, religion is relegated to the status
of opinion, which is a private matter. Jürgen Habermas
explains:
One’s religion was a private matter, a private conviction;
it was of no consequence for the state from whose perspective one was worth as much as the other; conscience
became opinion. Accordingly, Hobbes defined a “chain
of opinions” that extended from faith to judgment. In
the sphere of “opinion” he reduced all acts of believing, judging, and opining to the same level. Even “conscience” was “nothing else but man’s settled judgment
and opinion.”5

FLW sharply dissents from this assertion of a sharp divide
between public and private: “Characteristic of many of our
contemporary societies, and curiously common to their otherwise often incompatible political systems in both East
and West, is the novel teaching that there is such a thing
as a purely public sphere that, in order to be at once both
neutral and universal, must exclude religious expression”
(§80). The document criticizes this view as coercive and
inconsistent, since secularity is itself a kind of religion, and
since no clear line can ultimately be drawn between private
and public. Moreover, once you forbid wearing turbans,
habits, or yarmulkes in the public sphere, you can in principle also outlaw using specific perfumes, speaking foreign
languages in public, wearing specific costumes. And yet: on
whose terms is religious tolerance to be extended? If a secular state’s principles of what is and is not appropriate in
public cannot be presupposed to be objective or coherent,
can religious institutions or religio-political establishments
be trusted to provide such principles?
Religious tolerance is a core issue that comes to the fore
in Section VI of FLW, “Ecumenical Relations and Relations
with Other Faiths” (§50-60), but its optimistic stance is in
tension with much of the history that precedes it. We have
quoted earlier from John 10:8: “All who came before Me
were thieves and robbers, but the sheep did not listen to
them” Such a tradition, and the framing of salvation as a
“gate” in 10:9, would seem to leave little room for any other
religion as a path to God. It refers to all the prophets acting
prior to Jesus; and there can likewise be no prophets coming
after Jesus, if he is the Truth as well as the Way. So too for
Jews, Yahweh is the only God, known definitively in terms
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of the history and law of Israel, as contained in the Torah;
he is the “God of gods, and Lord of lords” (Psalm 136:6).
For Jews, the Torah is conclusive; there is no other way to
God. There can be no more revelation, no more prophets
communicating to us the word of God. And if authors from
St. Paul to Tertullian to Martin Luther (in the west), and
from John Chrysostom to John of Damascus and others (in
the east), made no shortage of effort to insist that the exclusivity (and eventually, the legitimacy) of Judaism has been
abolished, so too there is a long Jewish tradition of understanding the Torah as a universal code, valid for all humanity. As Eichrodt and Mendenhalls demonstrate, the original
essence of Judaism is the covenant ( )תיִרְּבbetween different
people of different faiths, ethnic background, and social
classes with God.6 It means a complete liberation from all
political oppression and powers through submission to the
divine Law. But the covenant lost its initial meaning in the
sixth and fifth centuries BC. In that time, Ezra compiled the
texts making up the Torah and at the same time, along with
Nehemiah, defined Judaism by means of ethnicity, excommunicating those who were not of a pure Jewish descent
(such as the Samaritans). In the resulting paradigm, Judaism
is no longer a matter of free choice, i.e. covenant, but rather
it is one of ethnicity, and the Torah has been given to the
Jews as a particular ethnic group ruled by political force
rather than by divine Law. About six hundred years later,
Jesus reclaimed the initial, ecclesiastical, meaning of the
covenant as the foundation of his faith. Alas, shortly after
Jesus, Christianity too became institutionalized and succumbed to political forces.
In his book Two Types of Faith¸ published in 1951, the
Jewish theologian Martin Buber discusses two different
types of faith, the Jewish faith (Emunah) and the Christian
faith (πίστις).7 Buber suggests that what Jews on the one
hand and Christians on the other hand understand by “faith”

26/122

continued on page 27
ECUMENICAL TRENDS

ANTHROPOLOGY AND ANTAGONISM, from page 26
is quite different, and that, in spite of their shared origins,
there is no path leading from one form of faith to the other.
They are, in this reading, mutually exclusive rather than
sequential (as much of early Christian polemics would have
it). Emunah implies belonging in the historical tradition of
the Jews, as narrated in the Hebrew Bible and its record of
the covenant of the Hebrew people with their God. Πίστις,
on the contrary, implies conversion and a rupture from
death-bound history and law. Emunah is historical, whereas
πίστις is ahistorical. Emunah refers to the entire people of
Israel, whereas πίστις concerns only the individual. Buber
is, of course, not alone in assessing the apparent continuities
of Judaism and Christianity as merely apparent. The Jewish
scholar Joseph Klausner argues in his biography of Jesus
that Jesus, who remained Jewish throughout his entire life,
challenged the Jewish culture as such and not just particular
manifestations thereof:
Judaism… is not only religion and it is not only ethics:
it is the sum total of all the needs of the nation, placed
on a religious basis… Judaism is a national life, a life
which the national religion and human ethical principles
embrace without engulfing. Jesus came and thrust aside
all the requirements of the national life… In their stead
he set up nothing but an ethico-religious system bound
up with his conception of the Godhead.8

This uncertainty, though, need not
collapse into cynicism: it is not
reason enough to avoid joining
in dialogue, whose fruits are yet
unknown.
Notes:
1. Søren Kierkegaard, “Fear and Trembling,” in Fear and
Trembling and The Book on Adler, translated by Walter Lowrie
(New York: Everyman’s Library, 1994), 70.
2. Leo Baeck, Das Wesen des Judentums, edited by Albert
H. Friedlander and Bertold Klappert (Gütersloh: Gütersloher
Verlagshaus, 1998), 221. The Hebrew word “zedakah” is translated into English as “alms.” It refers back to the Greek word
ἐλεημοσύνη: pity, mercy, donation – all are implied by the Hebrew
word zedakah. Yet, zedakah ( )הָקָדְצderives its meaning from
zedek (“ – )קֶדֶצjustice.” Thus, you can genuinely love your neighbor as yourself only if you are acting justly; a morally good person is one who abides by the Law.

Buber suggests that what Jews on
the one hand and Christians on the
other hand understand by “faith”
is quite different, and that, in spite
of their shared origins, there is no
path leading from one form of faith
to the other.

3. Baeck, Das Wesen des Judentums, 243-44.
4. Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Anaclasis of the
Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (London: Routledge, 2001), 8.

Nor is this sense of divergence in faith and ethics limited to Jewish interpreters. In the sixteenth century, Martin
Luther famously insisted on Christian liberation from the
commandments of the Hebrews.9 In the twentieth century,
Rudolph Bultmann argued that “Israel’s history is not ours,
and as far as God has graciously ruled in this history, this
grace does not apply to us.”10
Clearly, such a sense of mutual exclusivity is not the
only paradigm at work in these two traditions, with regard
to the status and legitimacy of the other. Yet we cannot take
it for granted that interfaith dialogue of the sort acclaimed
by FLW is truly possible, to the extent that each variation
of monotheism defines itself by excluding all the rest. This
uncertainty, though, need not collapse into cynicism: it is
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not reason enough to avoid joining in dialogue, whose fruits
are yet unknown. An awareness of history and an openness
to the changing condition humaine in which we find ourselves are the preconditions for any fruitful interfaith dialogue, an infinite and winding dialogue, since there is no
obvious solution to the tension between religions that define
themselves in opposition to one another. We can and should,
however, continue this dialogue in faith and hope, in order
to heal wrongs, avoid conflicts, maintain peace, and imagine new possibilities to come.

5. Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public
Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, translated by Thomas Burger (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1991), 90.
6. See George E. Mendenhall, “The Hebrew Conquest of
Palestine,” The Biblical Archaeologist 25.3 (1962), 65-87; and
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