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And now what will become of us without barbarians?
Those people were some sort of a solution
Constantine P. Cavafy1

If the greatness of a theologian is determined by his influence, Georges
Florovsky (1893–1979) is undoubtedly the greatest Eastern Orthodox theolo-
gian of the twentieth century.2 While largely forgotten by Western theolo-
gians, with his work heretofore only collected in a poorly edited, badly
translated and now scarce edition,3 his theological programme and method
of a spiritual return to, and renewal in, the Byzantine heritage—in the well-
worn slogan, “ ‘neo-patristic synthesis’ ”—has become the dominant para-
digm for Orthodox theology and ecumenical activity. One only has to
mention his best-known students (John Meyendorff (1926–1992), John
Romanides (1928–2001) and John Zizioulas (b. 1931)) as well as those he
mentored (Archim. Sophrony Sakharov (1896–1993), Vladimir Lossky (1903–
1958), Alexander Schmemann (1921–1983) and Kallistos Ware (b. 1934)) and
one has a short history of Orthodox theology in the last century. Lossky went
so far as to call the older theologian “le plus grand [théologien orthodoxe]
peut-être de cet époque.”4 Yet Florovsky’s legacy is perhaps more profound and
ultimately more ambiguous than a banal appeal to Patristic tradition in the-
ology. He has bequeathed to Orthodox theology a paradigm for being Eastern
Orthodox in a modern world dominated by the cultural patrimony of the
West, of whose existence Western theologians remain largely unaware. In this
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paradigm, a Pan-Orthodox Eastern identity, in the form of “Christian Helle-
nism”, is asserted over against the heterodoxy of an Other.5 This Other in
practice often, but not always,6 ends up being some version of the West or
“western influence” on Eastern Orthodox thought and life. Polemicism here
is being put to positive effect in marking out what is not Orthodoxy and so by
negation affirming what is Orthodox. However, as we shall see at the end of
the study, this paradigm is ultimately unsatisfactory. It blinds the theologian
to the fact that his identity is not hermetically sealed from the Other, from the
heterodox “West” or errant Orthodox captive to it, but is, in fact, dependent
upon it.

We shall first explore the origins and character of Florovsky’s anti-western
polemicism towards the “West” in relationship to his assertion of an
“Eastern” Orthodox identity (his “paradigm”). After examining the core of
his neo-patristic synthesis, we shall argue that key ideas from it are actually
taken not from the (Eastern) Patristic sources he lauds but from some of the
very Western sources he reviles. Lastly, we shall briefly sketch a new way
forward in Orthodox theology that while it goes beyond Florovsky’s para-
digm still is in continuity with his neo-patristic synthesis.

I. Florovsky’s “Paradigm”—Its Anti-Bulgakovian Context

The nexus of this Orthodox “two-step”—assertion of Orthodox identity
through polemic against an Other—can be found in Florovsky’s own Russian
context where he attempted to articulate a theology of the “traditional”
identity of Eastern Orthodoxy against the sophiology of the great Russian
theologian Sergii Bulgakov (1871–1944). Florovsky regarded sophiology as a
species of German Romanticism and Neo-Platonism (i.e. Spätidealismus). It
was, he argued, the seductive Western path of the Russian philosopher
Vladimir Solov’ev (1853–1900) taken by both Bulgakov and his friend, the
philosopher Pavel Florensky (1882–1937), and to these Florovsky usually
adds Nikolai Berdyaev (1874–1978).7 In reviewing two studies of Berdyaev,
Florovsky notes that Berdyaev was a typical representative of a definite phase
of Russian intellectual development that was “dominated by strong Western
influences of various kinds”, notably the problematics of a Russian “tradi-
tion” rooted in Romanticism and especially German Idealism.8 There is little,
he argues in another review, particularly “Eastern” in the thought of writers
like Solov’ev, Dostoyevsky and Berdyaev,9 and to this list we can safely add
Bulgakov and Florensky as followers of Solov’ev,10 as they stand in the
Western tradition of late Idealism and “It is for that reason that these Russian
thinkers were so readily accepted in the West. They were speaking the idiom
of the West.”11 From Solov’ev the historical-theological path led back either to
a miscellany of deceptive if not outright heterodox sources purporting to be
orthodox or, alternatively, in breaking with the Russian philosopher, to the
“fathers and the experience of the Great Church—the Church of history,
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tradition and patristics.”12 Bulgakov, Florovsky believed, took the first erro-
neous way and did not stand in tradition.13

Florovsky’s theology was forged in his involvement in two controversies
with Bulgakov. He first found his voice when he publicly attacked Bulga-
kov’s Proposals for Limited Episcopally Blessed Intercommunion between
the Anglican and Orthodox Churches in the Fellowship of St Alban and St
Sergius (1933–1935).14 The intercommunion debate was followed closely by
the controversy concerning Bulgakov’s Sophiology (1935–1937) where the
two jurisdictions opposed to that of Bulgakov’s Patriarchal Exarchate of
Russian Parishes under Constantinople (“Exarchate”), the Moscow Patri-
archate and the Russian Orthodox Church Abroad, officially accused him
(respectively) of teaching “alien” to Orthodoxy and “heresy.”15 When the
matter was put under investigation by Bulgakov’s and Florovsky’s hierarch,
Metropolitan Evlogii (Georgievskii) (1868–1946), the commission split and
it produced majority and minority reports16 with Florovsky (reluctantly, as
he wished to avoid public controversy)17 signing the much more critical
second of these. Bulgakov was finally cleared of the more serious charge of
heresy by an episcopal conference of his own church in November of 1937
but, in its report, he was heavily criticized for serious doctrinal flaws in his
sophiology.18 Even taking into consideration the very real theological prob-
lems of sophiology,19 it remains the case that Bulgakov’s teaching was con-
demned by the two rival Russian jurisdictions in whose interest it was to
blacken the name of the Exarchate’s l’Institut Saint-Serge,20 with the result
that political factors then and now have tended to cloud the sober evalua-
tion of his theology.

Building on our portrait of Florovsky as having a troubled relationship
with Bulgakov, John Meyendorff writes that Florovsky frequently argued
in his lectures at St Serge that the Fathers theologized against heretics:
“ ‘The Fathers of the Church’, [Florovsky] said, ‘most often theologized for
the refutation of heretics. Setting out from an “unfaithful” expression of the
Christian Gospel, they discovered “faithful” words, in this fashion not
“establishing” the Truth—which is true only by virtue of its divine nature—
but expressing and explaining it’.”21 This Patristic approach to theology was
the “fundamental psychological method of Florovsky in his critique of
Russian culture” and, more particularly, the “psychological impulse which
inspired Florovsky during the writing of his books was the refutation of the
so-called ‘sophiology’ in all its forms” which, he believed, consisted of “a
variety of German Idealism, a peculiar Gnosticism and generally an illegiti-
mate utilization of philosophy for the expression of Christian dogmas.”22

Florovsky opposed what he saw as the ecclesially universalist and pantheist
tendencies of Bulgakov’s sophiology which he thought led to a pervasive
determinism and monism and were the result of what he believed to be an
insufficiently Christocentric theological focus.23 This he countered by a firm
Christocentrism, a maximalist insistence on maintaining what he regarded
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as traditional doctrinal and ecclesial boundaries (i.e. the Orthodox Church
was the true and only Church though individual Christians existed outside
its bounds), a radical distinction between the uncreated and the created, a
strong emphasis on divine and human freedom to the point of indetermi-
nacy, and the providentially Hellenistic character of Church tradition
embodied in the liturgy and the Eastern Patristic corpus. Not only were the
hallmarks of Florovsky’s theology developed in reaction to sophiology, but
its characteristic “Patristic” focus, Meyendorff contends, emerged from Flo-
rovsky’s desire to refute the sophiologists’ claim that both their thought and
their use of philosophy had patristic (i.e. traditional) precedent (especially in
the work of Palamas).24 Florovsky argued that only in the vision of the
Fathers, interpreted as a Christian Hellenism or a newly baptized Christian
philosophy, could be found an accurate key to the relationship between
secular philosophy and theology. At almost every point of his theology,
Meyendorff argues, Florovsky is silently responding to the sophiology of
Bulgakov, as the best-known sophiologist.25

However, Florovsky’s relationship with Bulgakov was far from being an
unnuanced opposition. Bulgakov was not only Florovsky’s academic supe-
rior at St Serge, but actively promoted Florovsky in his career by securing him
the post in patrology at the new institute (though not without problems).26 By
Florovsky’s own admission, Bulgakov was the person who initially spurred
him on to turn to the Fathers.27 When Bulgakov was diagnosed with throat
cancer in early 1939, it was Florovsky, on his recommendation, who took his
place on the continuation committee for Faith and Order.28 Furthermore, for
at least a brief period in Prague in the early 1920’s, Bulgakov was Florovsky’s
confessor.29 However, even during this early period when Bulgakov was
actively mentoring him, Florovsky began to set himself up against the older
theologian. In 1924, Florovsky established in Prague a Religious and Philo-
sophical Circle devoted to the Fathers, which he began to see as the well-
spring of Orthodoxy. This study group was set up in contrast to the
Brotherhood of St Sophia30 headed by Bulgakov, itself dedicated to the study
and promotion of Orthodoxy, which Florovsky had quickly joined and then
wanted to leave in all but a few months in protest against its sympathy with
sophiology,31 causing Bulgakov to ask in exasperation: “Why do you have
such an involuntary need to cast opposition from difference, animosity from
non-affinity?”32 All things considered, Florovsky was emotionally deeply
marked by his clash with Bulgakov.33 Although he kept up good personal
relations with Bulgakov until the latter’s death in 1944,34 many at St Serge
unjustifiably blamed him for the ill-fame surrounding Bulgakov in his last
years. This led to his being gradually “frozen out” of the institute from 1935
until the war. He only began teaching there again in 1946 and two short years
later he left for America to head St Vladimir’s Orthodox Theological Semi-
nary in New York City.35 In a lecture from 1968, one sees something of the
contradictory impulses at work in this key relationship for him when he says
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that though he “respected” and “esteemed” Florensky and Bulgakov, “I
would even say that I love them”, he still had to acknowledge that “I disagree
and I think they are wrong. [The Russian Religious Renaissance] is a blind
alley or probably even an evil bed.”36 All things considered, Florovsky’s
theology, neo-patristic synthesis is, therefore, best understood as a positive
assertion of Orthodox identity by means of a negative polemic against
heterodoxy.

II. The “Paradigm” in Florovsky’s Work—Anti-Western Polemicism and
Christian Hellenism

Yet it would be a mistake to think that Florovsky’s polemic was only directed
towards Bulgakov and Russian religious philosophy insofar as it was para-
sitic on German Romanticism as the form of negative Western influence
leading to heterodoxy. In fact, Florovsky’s polemic against Russian religious
philosophy was a species of his more general polemic against pre- and
post-Great Schism Western theology. In the face of such theology, he asserted
Eastern Orthodoxy as the common tradition of the undivided Church, a
Christian Hellenism that embraced not only Basil and Gregory of Nyssa but
also Augustine as a sort of honorary Greek Father.37 However, it should be
noted here that when we speak of anti-western “polemicism” in Florovsky’s
thought, this needs to be distinguished from the polemics of thinkers like the
Greek theologian and Patristic scholar John Romanides38 and the great Greek
philosopher Christos Yannaras (b. 1935)39 whose shrill critiques of the West
and wild accusations (tracing every contemporary evil to Aquinas and
Augustine) lack Florovsky’s catholicity and general historical good sense. A
version of our paradigm can be traced in them but, lacking Florovsky’s liberal
spirit, it is enacted wholly without nuance. Florovsky’s more nuanced
polemicism ranges from an outright rejection of the ethnic “Latinity” to a
dismissal of all forms of Scholasticism to the more subtle subsuming of
Western Patristic thought under a Christian Hellenism that is Eastern and
Greek in character. Florovsky’s later appeal to the “Byzantine-Slavic” inher-
itance as the wellspring of the “Russian soul” and, especially, his anti-western
polemicism can be traced to his pre-theological, specifically, philosophical
period, especially his alliance with the Eurasian movement in the 1920’s.40

Before his final break with the Eurasians in 1928,41 Florovsky contributed to
a collection of the Eurasians entitled Russia and Latinity (1923)42 which, as Paul
Gavrilyuk has recently written, “advanced a claim that for the Orthodox
believer in France to be converted to Roman Catholicism was worse than to
be killed by the Bolsheviks in the Communist Russia, on the grounds that the
former led to the eternal perdition of the soul, whereas the latter caused only
a temporal destruction of the body.” When the well-known diplomat and lay
churchman Prince Grigory N. Trubetskoy (1874–1930) criticized this extreme
idea in the journal Put’, the Eurasians responded with an open letter, which
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Florovsky signed, that defended the moral comparison of the repressive
nature of Bolshevism and Roman Catholicism.43

Our paradigm is evident early on in Florovsky’s theological writings as
well. Most notably, at the 1936 First Pan-Orthodox Congress of Theologians in
Athens (November 29-December 6), which Bulgakov also attended, Flo-
rovsky gave two widely influential papers.44 They were summaries of the two
key aspects of the argument of his soon to be published history of Russian
theology, Puti Russkogo Bogosloviia [The Ways of Russian Theology] (Paris,
1937).45 He stresses, in this massive work, the fundamentally Greek/
Hellenistic identity of Eastern Orthodoxy and its traditional cultures and the
distortion of this identity by an alien foreign tradition from the post-schism
West.

The first paper, given in German, was his “Western Influences in Russian
Theology.” Florovsky’s communication was one of three papers in a panel
dedicated to the determination of foreign influences (Roman Catholic, Prot-
estant, Philosophical) on Orthodox theology after the Fall of Constantinople.
The paper opens with Florovsky quoting and commenting favourably on
words from the then recently deceased head of the Russian Orthodox
Church Abroad, Met. Antonii (Khrapovitskii) (1863–1936). This is clearly a
direct affront to Bulgakov, who was attending the same conference, if it is
remembered that Met. Antonii’s jurisdiction had condemned the sophiology
of Bulgakov as heretical just the year previous. Moreover, Florovsky had
signed the more critical “minority” report on Bulgakov’s theology only
months earlier. Met. Antonii held, Florovsky wrote, that the whole devel-
opment of Russian school theology since the seventeenth century was “but
a dangerous borrowing from heterodox Western sources” or, as Met.
Antonii put it, “ ‘copying systems of heretical doctrines.’ ” “Many”—we are
told, and Florovsky says that there is a “bit of truth in such assertions”—got
the impression that Russian theology had been “entirely disfigured by
Western influences” so that a “redirection” of theology was required in the
form of a “radical return to the ignored and forgotten sources of Patristic
Orthodoxy.” The paper then proceeds to show in brief how there was a
“forcible pseudomorphosis of Orthodox thought” where the Orthodox (first
under a Latin then German or English captivity) were forced “to think in
essentially alien categories to express themselves in foreign concepts” so
that a western theology and culture were established that had no “roots in
life” resulting in a “split in Orthodox consciousness.”46 In his Puti, this sort
of polemic against the West can be seen in his description of the period
when Ukraine was under the Latinizing influence of Met. Peter Mogila of
Kiev (1596–1646) where, finding the Church in ruins, under his aegis
“everything is suffused with a foreign, Latin spirit. . . . This was an acute
Romanization of Orthodoxy, a Latin pseudomorphosis of Orthodoxy. A
Latin and Latinizing school system is built on a deserted spot; not only ritual
and language, but also theology, worldview and religious psychology
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become Latinized. The very soul of the people comes to be Latinized.”47

Orthodoxy itself, however, remained unchanged, as the foreign accretion
did not destroy the “authenticity of faith.” What is required is a “return to
the historical sources of Eastern Orthodoxy” away from “the path of scho-
lasticism”, of “alien sources.” However, such a return to the origins of
Orthodoxy must be both a critical and “spiritual return to patristic sources and
foundations.”48

Florovsky’s second paper at the Athens Congress was given in English
(“Patristics and Modern Theology”) and it calls modern Orthodox
theologians to return to their own Eastern tradition of the Fathers and the
liturgy. This is a return not to the dead letter of their texts but a return
which is a rekindling of the “creative fire of the Fathers, to restore in our-
selves the patristic spirit” resulting in a “continuity of lives and minds.”49

Furthermore, making a special appeal to his mostly Greek auditors,50 the
Fathers, he claimed, forged a “canonized” “new, Christian Hellenism” such
that their schemes and formulae were “through and through Hellenistic or
Greek.” Hellenism, Florovsky concludes in some of the most famous words
in modern Orthodox theology, is a “standing category of the Christian
existence.” A theologian must pass through a “spiritual Hellenization [. . .]
let us be more Greek to be truly catholic, to be truly Orthodox.”51

This Hellenization of revelation in the Fathers, or, in a later phrase, “Hel-
lenism under the sign of the cross”,52 is part of the providential action of God
in the mission to the Gentiles.53 The Old Testament is complete and Israel did
not receive the Messiah since it did not recognize him but refused and
rejected him, resulting in the promise being passed to the Gentiles. The
Church is above all Ecclesia ex gentibus; but, as the language in which revela-
tion was given to the Church was Greek, we can say both that Greek as a
language was “elected” and that the Greeks themselves as a people with their
cultural patrimony were elected: “in the election of the Greeks we must
discern the mysterious ways of God’s will. The ‘calling of the gentiles’ was a
blessing by God over Hellenism. Paul was sent to the Greeks and so the way
of orthodox Judeo-Christianity proved to be an historical dead-end.”54 Flo-
rovsky is consciously turning on its head Harnack’s allegation55 that Patristic
teaching was an “ ‘acute Hellenization’ of primitive Christianity” by asserting
that “Hellenism is the common background and basis of the whole Christian
civilization and culture”, being “simply incorporated into our Christian exist-
ence.” If Hellenism is constitutive of Christianity then, pace Harnack, we are
“not Hellenised enough.” Hellenism, however, underwent a “conversion” or
as it were, was baptized and thereby “transvaluated”, “dissected with the
sword of Christian Revelation and was sharply polarized” so that one has
now the true Christian Hellenism of Hagia Sophia and the Fathers and
the pagan Hellenism of the Acropolis and Nietzsche and Goethe.
Re-Hellenization not de-Hellenization, then, is needed as “the only remedy
for the modern Chaos in theology,” but “the move back to Greek tradition”56
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is then revealed as a decisive move back to Byzantium–a re-Byzantinization
of theology.

Christian revelation, therefore, is historical and presumes certain facts that
cannot be abstracted from or interpreted away; one of them is the language of
Scripture in which that revelation is given. The Greek language, for Flo-
rovsky, was a sacred one insofar as the New Testament was expressed in it.
Indeed, he claimed that only the New Testament in its original Greek could be
said to be “inspired,” not the translations, which can be changed and inter-
preted. But all languages assume their own thought worlds and Greek is no
exception here as it presupposes a web of Hellenistic concepts. If we apply
this reasoning to the Greek writings that comprise the New Testament then
we must conclude that the message of God has been articulated in Greek
thought categories. Thus if one wants to learn the message of God “you must
learn Greek categories, not only Greek words, because forever you have to
start with a definite drafting of this message, and the draft was made in
Greek.” But if one must be immersed in both the Greek language and
thought-world to understand the Gospel then this is also providentially the
case with the authorized interpreters of the Gospel—the Fathers.57 Through
the gracious choice of specific “eternal words, incapable of being replaced” in
their dogmatic definitions, the Fathers, inspired by Christian life as a “new
experience and a new faith”, forged a sacred perennial (albeit eclectic)
“Christian philosophy” or “philosophy of the Holy Spirit”, which was
“enclosed” within Christian dogmatics. This “true philosophy” is a “system
of religious philosophy and a philosophy of Revelation” where revelation is
unfolded within human thought creating an entire system of “believing
confession.”58 Florovsky argues that the Fathers adopted no particular philo-
sophical tradition but they “attempted a new philosophical synthesis on the
basis of the Revelation” linking the “Divine message” they had to deliver
with the “aspiration of the Hellenic mind.” Philosophy here is then under-
stood as “simply the vocation of the human mind to apprehend the ultimate
Truth, now revealed and consummated in the incarnate Word.”59 Above all
one sees this philosophical vision in the services of the Church, especially
from Lent to Pentecost, where we see the “common mind of the worshipping
Church. One can best be initiated into the Spirit of the Fathers by attending
the offices of the Eastern Church.”60

Bulgakov, in contrast, believed that dogmas were truths of religious rev-
elation that had metaphysical content. They were expressed differently
depending on the language of the philosophy of the day, whether it was the
Greek philosophy used by the Fathers or our own contemporary philoso-
phy.61 In reaction to this sort of approach, Florovsky asserted that it was
wholly illegitimate to express Christian teaching in any other philosophy
but that forged by the Fathers. Christianity “is history by its very essence”
and there exists no abstract general Christian message that can be detached
from its historical context and there likewise is no eternal truth “which
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could be formulated in some supra-historical propositions.”62 The philoso-
phy that the Fathers used in expressing Christian dogma was in fact unique
and differed greatly from that of Aristotle and Plato in that the Greek
thought forms of such thinkers were baptized and then redirected to
Christian purposes. It was wholly “ridiculous” to attempt to reinterpret
“traditional doctrine in terms of categories of a new philosophy, whatever
this philosophy may be”63 since that doctrine was quite simply inseparable
from the renewed Greek philosophy in which it was formulated. The
Christian philosophy of the Fathers is, therefore, wholly coextensive with
Christian dogmatic teaching and tradition and, more precisely, Eastern
Orthodoxy which, he argued, stands for the “common heritage of the
Church universal” in both East and West, as “Patristic tradition.”64 Amongst
the many dangers of such a position, as Bulgakov realized early on, was its
temptation to illegitimately and unhistorically treat the Fathers as “dogmati-
cally infallible” “unerring texts” smoothing over and harmonizing the
different Patristic writers like the Talmud does with different rabbis (“a
rabbinic approach to the writings of the Fathers as ‘tradition’ ”). However,
Bulgakov continues, and here Florovsky would have certainly agreed
with him, “Orthodox theology is not the Talmud, and a real veneration
of the Fathers must reverence not the letter but the spirit. The writings
of the Holy Fathers must have a guiding authority, yet be applied with
discernment.”65

During the early centuries when Christendom was not split, it was
united, Florovsky argued, in a common theology “under the uncontested
lead of the Greek Fathers and masters.” Western theology up to Augustine,
he argues, was “basically Greek thought in Latin dress.”66 In other words—
and here this is a puzzling claim—what is ostensibly particularly Eastern,
insofar as it embodies the Greek Hellenistic culture of the Eastern Empire,
is actually the universal tradition of the Latin West such that we can truth-
fully say that Eastern Orthodoxy is the orthodoxy of East and West. This
means that there is no independent Latin Western tradition. The common
Greek tradition was “reduced or impoverished”67 in the West during the
Middle Ages: “then comes doom over the West. There was a general eclipse
and decay of civilization in the West just after Augustine. The Greek
language was almost completely forgotten, even by the scholars.”68 The
Christian Hellenism of the Fathers became in the West mere “historical
reminiscence”69 since Western Christianity had lost the vision of the Fathers
and even the East underwent an “abnormal ‘pseudomorphosis’ ” of Ortho-
dox theology that began with the Greek diaspora in the West being
“exposed to all the devices of the Western world.”70 Although Western the-
ology now has a different “vision” than that of Orthodoxy71 and despite the
fact that there has been an extensive (but ultimately superficial) Western-
ization of traditional Orthodox teaching, the teaching of the Fathers is alive
in the East till the present day, since it speaks the idiom of the Fathers, is
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still speaking Patristic Greek, as a “living tradition [. . .] [which] gives to the
East its Christian identity.”72

There is ambiguity here. Florovsky is not always consistent in his identifi-
cation of Christian Hellenism. In a few cases,73 he will say (as for example in
1948) that “Christian Hellenism was never a particularly Eastern phenom-
enon. The Fathers were teachers of the Church Universal, not just of the
Eastern Church.” In this same passage he counts as Hellenistic everything
from Augustine and Jerome to Gregory of Nyssa and Chrysostom to
Thomism, the Caroline Divines and the Tractarians.74 But he also more fre-
quently can seem to collapse all Christian tradition, Christian Hellenism, into
the Eastern Fathers understood as specifically Greek. As late as 1955, he held
to the very strange opinion that there was no such thing as Latin Patristics
since its distinctive writers were all actually tacitly Greek: “Here I first of all
offer one of my ‘heresies.’ I believe that the early period of Christian theology,
sometimes described as Patristic, was purely and thoroughly Hellenic, Hel-
lenistic, Greek; and that Latin Patristics never existed. Well, it really may seem
to be too much. But actually, and this is so important, actually which names
are usually given as Latin Fathers? Hilary of Poitiers—well, modern patrolo-
gists classify him under East and not under West, because, except for the
Latin language, there was nothing Western in his thought at all; Augustine—
well, African, neo-platonic, philosopher. That is not true—African tempera-
ment, neo-platonic philosophy. Jerome—the beautiful Latin style, but his
heart was in the East always. Ambrose—yes, very Latin; unfortunately, almost
all his books are translated from Philo, Basil the Great and some other Eastern
writers. How much Latin Patristics is left?”75 But ambiguity exists also else-
where. Florovsky’s hegemonic approach to the Patristic tradition does not
lead to the rejection of ecumenism. Indeed, he was a founding member of the
WCC. Ecumenism for the Orthodox, he writes in 1949, is a kind of non-
proselytising “missionary activity” in which the Orthodox Church witnesses
to the truth of Christ as she is the guardian of the apostolic faith and Tradition
in their integrity and their fullness, so being in this sense the “only true
Church.”76 However, a few years later, he writes that since the Orthodox
Church is the Church one must say that all other Christian Churches are
“deficient” so that “for me, Christian reunion is just universal conversion to
Orthodoxy. I have no confessional loyalty; my loyalty belongs solely to the
Una Sancta.”77

The Fathers and the Church proper for Florovsky, any way you look at it,
are “Greek” and indeed “Eastern” in “spirit.” Here is not the blunt polemi-
cism against the “Latin spirit” of Puti but a more insidious polemicism of
a universalist variety. Florovsky has collapsed the Gospel into a specific
cultural expression of the truth of Christ—call it, Byzantinism—which then
devours all other incarnations of that reality, since it will not abide any-
thing as properly proclaiming the Good News but a specifically Greek
voice.78
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III. The Role of Catholic Consciousness/Patristic Vision in
Neo-Patristic Synthesis

It is at this point that we need to turn our attention to a closer analysis of
Florovsky’s characterization of this Patristic tradition. What is it at its core?
We have already seen that he speaks, contra Bulgakov and post-schism
Western theology with its use of non-Patristic sources from Aristotle to
Hegel, of a Christian philosophy of the Fathers, which is a baptized canon-
ized Hellenism. This Christian Hellenism, furthermore, is marked out for
Florovsky by its emphasis on what he called “catholic” or “sobornyi con-
sciousness”, where the Fathers speak as witnesses from a direct personal
experience of the mystery of Christ, which Florovsky deems “vision.” The
Church is characterized by a divine-human unity which above all reflects
the unity of the Trinity in whom many become one, which Florovsky
referred to as sobornost’ or catholicity.79 Catholicity is mediated to us through
“living tradition”,80 as a creative movement of the Spirit at work in the
experience of the Church from the Upper Room to the present day. The idea
of the Church as sobornost’—completeness, integrality, conciliarity and unity
in diversity—and the notion (even the phrase) of “living tradition” is
largely adapted from the Slavophiles, most especially, Aleksei Khomiakov
(1804–1860).81 The Slavophiles were heavily dependent on Johann Adam
Möhler (1796–1838) of the Catholic Tübingen School. In Die Einheit in der
Kirche (1825), an immensely important monograph for modern Orthodox
theology, Möhler drew on his teacher Johann Sebastian Drey (1777–1853) as
well as Neander, Schleiermacher, Hegel and Schelling.82 This much is
uncontroversial. Indeed, it is noted by Florovsky himself who, in discussing
Möhler’s importance for Khomiakov and resonance with the Slavophile Ivan
Kireevsky (1806–1856), describes the book, which he had earlier reviewed,83

as “remarkable.”84 It is “more than merely a book, a theological tractate or
philosophical synthesis”, he wrote, but “It is his Confessions, an inspired
account of what was disclosed to the author in and through the patristic
works.”85 We shall return to the importance of Möhler for the neo-patristic
synthesis shortly.

This catholicity is a completeness in the life of grace (“sobornost’ ”) in
which Christians are bonded together in a union of common life and love
with their fellows which reflects the Trinity. Such a grace-filled union is a
call to all Christians. Christians are called, in the “glorious liberty of the
children of God” (Rom. 8:21), to participate (in the émigré coinage) in the
“churching” (otserkovlenie) of their very being. Florovsky refers to this
churching of the human person using various phrases such as, “the catholic
transfiguration of personality”, “catholic consciousness” and “the catholic
regeneration of the mind.” Each Christian is commanded to freely love his
neighbour as himself by rejecting, denying and even dying to himself. He
sees himself so wholly in the Other in that in the Other, he is freely
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responding to Christ Himself. The Christian life consists of the free culti-
vation in history of an ecclesial consciousness whereby in faith in Christ
“we enclose the many within our own ego” imaging the Holy Trinity in
whom many become one.86 In taking on Christ through treating our brother
as our life, we become incorporated into Christ and “become inheritors of
the divine nature” (II Peter 1:4).

As the identity of the Church as catholicity (sc. unity in Christ) is described
as a form of consciousness, it is not surprising that Florovsky uses a variety
of psychological imagery to discuss its internal life. Throughout his work he
speaks of a primary set of terms as subjects (e.g. Church, Fathers, tradition)
undergoing, being characterized by or possessing a second set of terms (e.g.
“experience”, “faith”, “image”, “vision”, “witness”, “memory”, “freedom”
and especially “mind”). This takes the form of stock phrases that reappear
throughout his work, such as “the experience of the Church”, “the mind of
the Fathers” and “the vision of the Fathers.” He will likewise combine the
second set of terms within itself, treating one as a subject of another, such as
the “experience of faith.”87

Florovsky’s psychology of catholic consciousness, which he claimed
had Patristic provenance (pointing to like notions of phronema and theoria or
noetic vision), begins in the Church. It begins in the Church since revelation,
which is experienced by the saints, is only received in and through
belonging to the Body of Christ. This Body has its own experience and
“mystical memory”, which is “tradition.” Tradition in this context is under-
stood as the noetic aspect of the unity of the Spirit. In the Body, understood
as a common bond of love, we have genuine knowledge of God in Christ
by the “unity and continuity of the spiritual experience and the life of
grace.”88 True knowledge of God, therefore, is founded on tradition.
But tradition is not a collection of ancient opinions and teachings. It is
a living movement of the Spirit in the Body, through which one partici-
pates in an inherited ecclesial experience and memory. Such traditional
ecclesial knowledge of God is revealed to the individual Christian in
the “silence of faith, in silent vision.” This vision, the experience of silent
faith, is eventually unfolded as a verbal proclamation or expression.89

Faith, then, is understood as the silent “evidence of experience” and “vision
and perception”, which comprehends revelation as the Word of truth
addressed to man in the Church.90 This comprehension of the truth of
Christ cannot remain silent but must be expressed noetically as a dogma
or an “expressed truth.”91 Dogma, therefore, “witnesses” to what has
been experienced or seen by faith in a vision.92 However, this “vision” of
faith in which truth is received appears to be a sort of indemonstrable
intuition,93 what the Romantics called “intellectual intuition” or “feeling”,
for we are told that dogma is not a discursive axiom which “is accessible
to logical development” but an “intuitive truth.”94 In another place,
we hear further echoes of Romanticism when he describes the self-
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consciousness of “catholicity” as a “concrete oneness in thought and feeling.”95

It appears that Florovsky was transmuting the Romantic notion of
creativity as a supra-rational and quasi-revelatory intuition to catholicity. In
an early piece, he claims that the cultural/spiritual creativity expressed
in Russian Christianity operates not by a rationally discursive and causal
comprehensiveness but by supra-rational bursts of creativity, which he
describes as “feeling”, “mystical intuition” and the “religiously enlightened
gaze.”96

What is absolutely crucial for Florovsky, as it was for Möhler before
him,97 is the continuity of the Christian today in his catholic consciousness
with that of the Church of the ages. But how can one conceptualize this
continuity when there has been manifest schism and disruption? One can
only rightly conceptualize this unspeakable unity if one a) identifies the
said consciousness with certain individual Christians who exemplify or
preferably teach a certain core ethos/spirit or Christian philosophy
(Christian Hellenism); and b) distinguishes those bearing the identity from
those in whom it is distorted. The latter uphold a false un-Christian
(Western) philosophy, for example scholasticism and Romanticism, and
lack catholic consciousness. The saints, and, in particular, the Fathers, are
the preeminent instances of this catholic consciousness. The Fathers have
attained to such a fullness of catholicity that their faith (which as we have
just seen is providentially Hellenistic), once expressed, is no mere personal
profession but “precisely the testimony of the Church. They speak from the
depths and fullness of its catholicity: they theologize within the element of
sobornost’.”98 By prayer and ascesis, the Fathers, who witness to the testi-
mony of the Church and its life as tradition, are accordingly described
everywhere in Florovsky not just as teachers but “guides and witnesses” to
the identity of the Church whose “vision is ‘of authority’, not necessarily
their words.” The Fathers neither present to us “ready-made” answers, nor
can one look to them for a simple consensus patrum as a binding empirical
agreement of individuals.99 The Fathers help us face the problems that are
of true importance in the new age and to construct a contemporary
synthesis.100 We must follow the Fathers creatively and not through what
Florovsky often referred to as a “theology of repetition.”101 A “theology of
repetition” is one which is addicted to archaic forms and phrases but
which misses their inner living spirit. Rather, being inspired by the
Patristic vision, we should be unafraid to respond to theological contexts
that were unforeseen by the Fathers even if that means going beyond the
initial sense of their words. We are called, then, to creatively and spiritu-
ally102 return to the sources, to follow the Fathers by acquiring their mind
(phronema), which is a consensus reflecting the very “catholic mind” or fun-
damental identity of the Church:103 “The time has arrived to en-church our
own mind and to resurrect for ourselves the holy and blessed sources of
ecclesial thought.”104
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IV. The Romantic Origins of Neo-Patristic Synthesis—Solov’ev, Kireevsky,
Möhler and Schelling

Yet just how Patristic is Florovsky’s account of neo-patristic synthesis? Let us
take perhaps its key idea: Patristic “vision.” The Fathers do of course speak of
their experience of God in Christ or “vision.” However, if one wishes to find
them appealing to this experience as a justification of their authority or the
veracity of their particular theologies, then one will be sadly disappointed, as
John Behr has recently argued.105 When the Fathers do speak of vision, one is
struck both by the variety of its uses and by the fact that they use it to
underline the fact that the knowledge of God requires repentance and puri-
fication, mental and spiritual toil, and should in no way be taken lightly. One
needs to begin at the beginning and always to remember the necessity of
absolute dependence on Christ. Vision is appealed to as something that is to
be attained, but of which one falls short, therefore impressing on the listener
the need for God’s mercy and the gift of repentance. This is the opposite
of Florovsky’s use of it, which is as a supra-discursive sight of
the whole truth of God attained by a saint or doctor, which vision makes
them an authoritative witness to divine truth. The locus classicus for theoria
and the noetic vision in neo-patristic synthesis is found in the first two of
Gregory Nazianzus’ Theological Orations. Gregory, in a passage which is
repeatedly cited by Romanides as an example of an appeal to experience/
theoria in theology,106 writes that theology is not for everyone “but only those
who have been tested and have found a sound footing in study [theoria]” but
even more importantly they should have undergone or “at the very least are
undergoing, purification of body and soul” since for the impure to touch and
hold pure things is, he says, “dangerous”, just as it is not good for “weak
eyes” to look at the “sun’s brightness.”107 Theoria here is in no way a mental
sweep of God’s glory but concerted intellectual effort which in no way can be
treated casually by the Christian.

In the next oration, Gregory does speak of something like a “vision of God”
in its common sense when, in the language of an initiate, he talks about
ascending the holy mountain like Moses, calling his listeners to follow him
like Aaron in order to penetrate the cloud and see and converse with God.
But what does he see? Gregory says that once he directed his gaze he
“scarcely saw the averted figure of God” and this only by being sheltered in
the rock. This rock is Christ, the Word incarnate by whom alone one knows
the Father. So not only is Gregory—speaking dramatically as an initiate—
saying he can only see God in Christ, but he only sees the “averted figure” of
God, mere “indications of himself” that God has left behind and not “the
nature prime, inviolate, self-apprehended.” How can the vision increase?
Gregory’s answer is short and simple: “we must begin again”, he says,
knowing that to tell of God is not possible and to know Him even less
possible.108 Quite simply, no claim to theological authority by Gregory is
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made based on the vision of God and it is doubtful that a similar case could
be made from other Fathers.109

We must turn, therefore, elsewhere than the Fathers110 for the source of
“vision” in Florovsky’s thought. We know already that the notions of
sobornost’ and “living tradition” are Slavophile borrowings from Möhler,
but what of Florovsky’s talk of Patristic “mind”/“catholic consciousness”
with its concomitant “vision” of the Fathers and, to add another key notion,
“Christian philosophy”? In fact, on closer analysis it appears to be just as
much a result of Western (particularly, Romantic) influence as Bulgakov’s
sophiology.

Certainly, the notion that the Christian faith was “the only sure and use-
ful”111 “true philosophy” compared with the myriad different schools of the
Greeks is found in the Fathers. “Christian philosophy” is “true” philosophy
because it comes from a revelation of Truth Himself, the Word made
flesh,112 and presupposes that as a philosopher one is “truly a lover of wis-
dom”113 as one is a follower of the very power and Wisdom by whom and
in whom all things were made.114 However, as we saw earlier, Florovsky’s
idea of Christian philosophy says much more than this and echoes the
Romantics in its talk of a “philosophical synthesis” or total “system” of the
Christian faith. The truth of revelation, for him, quite different than the
Fathers, is unfolded in Christian dogma into “an entire system of believing
confession, into a system of religious perspective—one may say, into a
system of religious philosophy and a philosophy of Revelation.”115 In par-
ticular, as has been shown recently by Matthew Baker,116 he was critically
building on the work of Solov’ev who, Florovsky argues, attempted in his
last work (albeit unsuccessfully) to vindicate the Christian faith in a philo-
sophical “Great Synthesis” or all-embracing synthesis of theology, rational
philosophy, and positive science. This was to be “a general instauration of
the Christian philosophy” that would give a complete philosophical
account of the “universal proclamation of the Gospel, that is, of the Divine
Truth”, with particular emphasis on the historical nature of revelation
beginning with Christ Himself.117 The influence of Solov’ev on Florovsky,
more interestingly, can also be seen in Solov’ev’s notion of “faith” which for
him was a “mystical perception” by which “the proper existence of an
object, its inner undisclosed reality, can be affirmed” and therefore corre-
sponds for him to the “religious principle.”118 This perception was an
“immediate certitude” that the object exists in itself which gave one an
unconditional “mystical knowledge” of the actuality of a thing.119 Flo-
rovsky, in commenting on Solov’ev, says that his notion of faith was “pre-
cisely an insight into existence” akin to Bergson’s “intuition” but ultimately
deriving from Schelling.120 All of the same language is, of course, used later
by Florovsky to describe the “vision” of the Fathers.

Yet we find the same constellation of ideas in Kireevsky in a way that
more clearly echoes Florovsky himself. In Kireevsky, Hellenism and Anti-
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Western polemic (particularly, an Anti-Idealist polemic) were conjoined, just
as is later the case with Florovsky. Kireevsky calls for the restoration of
the “philosophy of the Holy Fathers” which, he claimed, was a transforma-
tion of classical pagan philosophy, but, more importantly, was a product of
their “superior vision” or “immediate, inner experience [. . .] communicated
to us [. . .] as the testimony of eyewitnesses concerning a country they
have been to.”121 Drawing on the terminology of Kant and Schelling,
he distinguished122 between a discursive rationality or understanding
(Verstand = rassudok) and the “inner root” of this rationality as reason
(Vernunft = razum). When left to its own devices, discursive rationality one-
sidedly resolves all realities according to logic, resulting in the fragmenta-
tion of the human person. Reason, in contrast, expresses an “integrality”
(tsel’nost’) of being where “all the separate forces merge into one living and
integral vision of the mind [tselnoe zrenie uma].”123 This “vision” or “sight of
the mind” (zrenie uma) is the common Russian interpretation in the period
of “intuition” as an a priori form of cognition, not necessarily mystical,
which Schelling called Anschauung or intellectuelle Anschauung.124 For
Kireevsky, this vision involves a direct, unmediated contemplation of the
object so that one participates intimately in its reality. He seems to identify
intuition with the faith of the first Christian philosophy rationally con-
structed by the Fathers. A philosophy that “combined the development of
learning and reason into one all-embracing intuition of faith [sozertsanie
very].”125 This “living faith” is the “supreme reason and the essential
element of cognition.”126

But where does Kireevsky get such ideas that are so crucial for Florovsky’s
neo-patristic synthesis? Precisely the same notions can be traced to the
Western sources in which he was drenched, in particular, Möhler and Schell-
ing, which he knew long before he studied the Fathers after his so-called
“conversion.”127 We mentioned earlier the importance for Florovsky of
Möhler’s Die Einheit in der Kirche. This work is ostensibly an ecclesiology
drawn entirely from the witness of the early Fathers. Indeed, Florovsky claims
that Möhler really only provided commentary to the patristic corpus of the
first three centuries, especially Irenaeus.128 However, on closer inspection, it
reveals itself to be, as Thomas F. O’Meara has noted, “an ecclesiology some-
what formed by insights drawn from romantic idealism which are then filled
out by theologies drawn from the Church Fathers.”129 Florovsky notes
Möhler’s similarity to not only Khomiakov but also Kireevsky. Möhler, he
argues, like Kireevsky, drew on the “experience of the Holy Fathers” and
proceeds not from abstract principles but “concrete existence, from the
reality of grace in the Church. He does not construct an intellectual scheme,
but describes a living experience.”130 For Möhler, Florovsky contends, patrol-
ogy was not archaeology since the writings of the Fathers did not speak to
him “of the bygone things from the past” but a vision of the ancient Church
as a living, fresh and complete Christianity since “with all his soul and will,
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he was immersed in this wondrous world, in his imagination he lived in the
ancient church.” However, this ecclesial vision was not of a concept of the
Church “revealed to him in some prophetic vision” but the very Church
herself, which was revealed to him “through sympathetic communion with
patristic experience.”131 Yet Möhler “does not construct an intellectual scheme
but begins with ecclesial experience”, as Florovsky puts it, because like all
concrete idealism he believed that the idea moves towards its fulfilment in
concretion, whether that is the ideal philosophical community of Hegel, or
the Christianity and the churches of Schelling.132 Therefore, like them,
Möhler’s system scorns the naked idea, beginning with life—the Romantic
idealist cult of vitality—so that he can write that “Christian life she [the
Church] called the true and divine philosophy.”133 This philosophy, like any
philosophy, needs a first principle, a ruling idea, and Möhler begins his
system with the “principle of catholicism.” The “principle of catholicism”,
which is the origin of the Slavophile sobornost’, is Spirit/Unity. Unity is the
life principle animating the Church through which divinity is mediated to it.
Möhler traces the organic and historical development of this principle in the
growth of the Christian Body as a living organism. As Florovsky observes,
Möhler holds that the “Church is sobornyi, catholic in nature” and insofar as
she has such a being, she is “an organic whole, one great body, fastened
together by bonds of love and united by the power of the Holy Spirit, living
and dwelling in it.”134 Here he follows Schelling’s Absolute, in whom ideal
and real coincide, and which in radical freedom is set forth in the realm of the
real, history, as a developing ideal, Spirit, through Spirit’s self-revelation of
the Absolute. This self-revelation of the Absolute which attains its consum-
mation in Jesus Christ, chronicled in Schelling’s late Lectures on Mythology and
Revelation (1841–3), is apprehended not only through the great world reli-
gions, but especially the historical experience of the churches, composed of
free, fallible human beings, witnessed to in Scripture and the Church
Fathers.135

Florovsky was not unaware of the fact that Möhler “describes the grace-
filled unity of the Church in the terms of Romantic idealism.” However, he
claims that Möhler did not draw his inspiration from the Romantics and
that “more than enough separates him from the Romantics.” His reasoning
here is that the German theologian’s theology is “not defined by abstract
ideas of organic historicism, but by living experience.” There is in Möhler,
he claims, no “natural”, and therefore “involuntary”, “all-unity”; rather
“natural being involves, on the contrary, disunity, disjunction and so
egoism.” Möhler, in other words, is sensitive to the tragedy of history, the
freedom of the individual that allows for sin, in contrast to the determinism
of Romanticism, since “what is ‘natural’ is to assert one’s individuality, and
this natural egoism becomes the beginning of heresies in the Christian
world.” In him, we see, rather, that “integrality is realized only on Pente-
cost in the Holy Spirit.” The Church is the work of the Spirit. She has her
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foundation in Him, because He has created her as His dwelling-place. Only
in the Church is there possible “true love which unites” because man is not
capable of it but “it is a gift and charism of the Spirit.” In this way, he
argues there is “a sharp and clear distinction between Möhler and any
Romantic ‘modernism’.”136

It may be true that some Romanticism in its optimism and emphasis on the
relentless march to wholeness did not emphasize how the brokenness of
human nature allowed for the tragedy of sin, disunity and heresy. Neverthe-
less, as we have seen, the very appeal in Möhler to “experience”, “life”,
“Spirit” and especially “freedom” is arguably characteristic of one stream of
Romanticism that can be traced to the author of the Freiheitsschrift and the
Philosophy of Revelation. In other words, the very things that Florovsky claims
that distinguish Möhler from Romanticism are actually taken from it. This
dependence of Möhler on Romanticism (and by extension on Florovsky) is
still more extensive than we have revealed.

Möhler is elaborating a self-manifesting subjectivity where “unity” is the
evolving organic identity of God in His Spirit in the Church. In order to
give this reality particularity, he concretizes this subjectivity in and through
a specific type of “inner spiritual life” or “inner unity of life” which he
describes as “Christian consciousness”, “faithful consciousness”, “enduring
consciousness of the Church” and, not unsurprisingly, if we know the work
of Florovsky, “the sanctified mind from the time of the apostles” and the
Patristic “Catholic consciousness.”137 All the faithful have not only one faith,
but one consciousness, which nevertheless does not negate their distinct
personality, as one divine power of the Spirit forms them. A person in
the Church as an individual by “direct contemplation [. . .] is [called] to make
the experience of the Church one’s own [. . .] to develop Christian knowledge in the
sanctified mind.”138 This inner quality of Christian life, the Spirit living
silently in believers, seeks to express or unfold itself, just as the Absolute of
Schelling reveals itself by its Spirit in the real, in history. Since the Spirit
animates the consciousness of persons in the Church, doctrine, as is the
case in Florovsky, is first borne silently in individual Christian conscious-
nesses then proclaimed. “Tradition”—or, as it is better known from Flo-
rovsky and countless other modern Russian theologians who take the
phrase from Möhler, “living tradition”—is the unfolded word of the Spirit.
It is life and power infusing the Body which was “first spoken and is con-
tinually expounded in a living way in the Church” in its confessions and all
those who participate in it from the apostles.139 Tradition, for Möhler, as
Florovsky observes, is “not a mechanical preservation of images of the past”
or even “an external transmission via succession” but a “living continuity
of spiritual being.” However, such a continuity would not be possible
unless there were an ethos or vision of unity, a form of catholic conscious-
ness seen in particular saints and doctors. This consciousness makes for a
“living identity and mutual communion” between those who possess that
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consciousness in all ages, resulting in the “overcoming [of] time by the one
life-giving spirit” since “there is no past at all in the Church, for it does not
exist for the All-Holy Spirit.”140

Yet the only way that this tradition, as the manifestation of the principle of
the unity of the Church, can become clearer to us, Möhler argues, is if we
contrast it to what is not of tradition, which is heresy. Heresy is a sort of
rationalist counter-tradition with its own teachers and schools who, in their
egoism, lack catholic consciousness.141 In short, the assertion of catholicity
requires the negation of what is not catholic or what, at the very least, is a
falling away from the wholeness of “catholic consciousness.” Arguably, there-
fore, a form of the paradigm that we have contended is characteristic of the
work of Florovsky is found in Möhler, that is, the assertion of a particular
ecclesial identity through a polemic against all that is different and alien to
that identity.

Given the remarkable similarity of Florovsky’s thought to Möhler’s
Romantic idealist reading of the Fathers, it is not surprising that Flo-
rovsky’s notion of faith is similar to that of Möhler. Möhler speaks, claim-
ing to be simply exegeting the Fathers, of a sort of intellectual intuition
(“spiritual grasp”, “insight through grace”, “direct knowledge”, “unmedi-
ated certainty”), which characterizes the “unmediated consciousness” of
the Church in its knowledge of itself as the unity of the Spirit and the bond
of peace.142 Indeed, the notion of faith found in Möhler, Kireevsky, Solov’ev,
and then Florovsky, has a firm idealist pedigree. Schelling, rethinking Kant
under the influence of Spinoza, spoke early on of an absolutely free
knowing, which he called intellectual intuition. It was not derived at by
proofs or inferences or any aid from concepts but produced its own object
in intuiting itself, so that “the self itself is thus a knowing that simulta-
neously produces itself (as object).” Schelling described intellectual intu-
ition as the “organ” of all transcendental thinking.143 He identified it with
“creative imagination” or “intuitive vision” in which the universal and the
particular are always one in the Idea and claimed that without it there
could be no philosophy.144 Early on, it was associated, under the inspiration
of Jacobi,145 with faith.146 By the time of his first lectures on positive phi-
losophy (which Kireevsky attended in Munich in 1830) he advocated a
positive “philosophy of revelation.” This philosophy was a sort of mystical
empiricism that he alleged exceeded a negative philosophy of reason that
had to be put aside if one was to perceive that which is beyond the senses.
The suprasensible for him was God and the actuality, not just the possibil-
ity, of things. However, there was a way to see the unseen, to have an
assurance of that which we hope for, a certitude about the imperceptible
which is through the organ of “faith [Glaube]”, which Schelling identified
with intuition. Faith “maintains that the suprasensible can become an actual
object of experience” as given in the “external datum” of revelation—the
Gospels and the writings of Church thinkers—which is a factual historical
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reality.147 Schelling’s faith is a state of rest of all thought. It is the most
grounded thing upon which rests all knowledge. Uncertainty ceases with
faith and the work of all knowledge is done; thus faith is the end of knowl-
edge. Yet as faith is the ground of knowledge, it is not only the end of
knowledge but also the beginning of all knowledge and, as such, it is total
certitude by which one comes to know directly that which is (sc. the truly
actual/God) beyond all thought. Schelling refers to it as “trust, assurance,
heart, the courage to seize hold of that which one doubts only because it is
that which is too transcendent for our customary concepts.”148

Lastly, a critic might respond that we have neglected Florovsky’s well-
known Christocentrism in showing the roots of neo-patristic synthesis in
Romanticism, for Florovsky held that “The theology of the Church is but a
chapter, and a principal chapter of Christology.”149 The headship of Christ
of His Church, as His enhypostasized human Body or “theanthropic organ-
ism”,150 since He is its “ego” or “I”,151 makes the Church into a “kind of
continuation of Christ”152 into which we as Christians are incorporated
which is our “unity in the Spirit.”153 Florovsky had in fact criticized
Khomiakov and Möhler’s treatise on the Church.154 He felt that it overem-
phasized the pneumatological conception of the Church by not underlining
that the Spirit is the Spirit of Christ.155 It created instead a sort of “Charis-
matic Sociology” of ecclesiology156 when, in fact, “the Church, as a whole,
has her personal centre only in Christ, she is not an incarnation of the Holy
Spirit, nor is she merely a Spirit-being community, but precisely the Body of
Christ, the Incarnate Lord.”157 Yet while Florovsky does criticize Möhler’s
“great book”, Die Einheit in der Kirche, in the next phrase he says that
the right balance was obtained in Möhler’s later writings, already in his
Symbolik (1832).158 And what do we find there? Christ, for Möhler, has
become the ego or immanent self-consciousness of His own Body, as an
organically developing reality in history, a sort of enfleshed Absolute Spirit.
We find in this fashion, just as is the case in Florovsky, the Church
described as an ongoing incarnation: “Thus the visible Church [. . .] is the
Son of God himself everlastingly manifesting himself among men in a
human form, perpetually renewed and eternally young—the enduring
incarnation of the same [die andauernde Fleischwerdung desselben], as in Holy
Scriptures, even the faithful are called the ‘Body of Christ’.”159 But this idea
of the Church as the enduring or extended incarnation is not especially
Patristic. It has its origins in Schelling, whose Christian philosophy argued
that God/the Absolute has eternally been becoming man from all eternity
and that the “culmination of this process is Christ’s assuming visible
human form, and for this reason it is also its beginning; starting with
Christ, it has been going on ever since—all His successors are members of
one and the same body of which He is the head. History bears witness that
in Christ God first became truly objective, for who before Christ revealed
the infinite in this way?”160
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V. Conclusion. Beyond the “Paradigm”—A Re-envisioning of
Neo-Patristic Synthesis?

The title of our study has been taken from a poem of the Greek poet, Con-
stantine Cavafy (1863–1933), “Waiting for the Barbarians” (1904).161 In this
poem, a narrator describes the capital of a Hellenistic civilization where the
populace is assembled in the agora waiting for the conquering barbarians,
awaiting their doom, moving sharply between inaction and preening aimed
at dazzling the coming wave of marauders with the greatness of its treasure.
Yet night comes and Godot has not arrived and indeed messengers come
from the frontiers to say that “there are no barbarians anymore.” Instead of
elation, this news causes commotion and confusion since “what will become
of us without barbarians?/ Those people were some sort of a solution.”162

Orthodox theology after Florovsky, likewise, is in a bind, for, in its assertion
of its Eastern Orthodox identity, it needs someone who can fulfil the role of
barbarian. It needs someone, that is, against whom it can define itself,
embodying everything that is negative. However, by affirming its difference
through condemning its Western barbarians—making it a sort of Anti-God—
modern Orthodox theology has not found a solution to its confusion, but has
actually become ever more dependent upon the West. Its polemicism blinds
it to the fact that it actually draws its identity from the Other. Likewise,
Florovsky rejects post-Great Schism Western theology as having lost its
catholic consciousness as Christian Hellenism, yet his very articulation of
that consciousness, its structure and even content, has been taken primarily
from the sources he reviles (especially Idealism). He then, ironically, claims
these sources as uniquely “Patristic” or “Eastern Orthodox.” Here ressource-
ment is literally a “re-sourcing” of an idea, taking it unconsciously (or
perhaps tacitly) from its true “tainted” (Western) source and then finding a
new origin for it in an acceptable “canonical” (Eastern/patristic) source. But
this polemicism and re-sourcing has become a necessary stage for the con-
struction of an ecclesial identity. It is a needed veil to hide from the subject his
own dependence on the Other, thereby allowing him the necessary illusion
that his identity is self-contained, that he is, as it were, in terms of personality,
wholly a-se (i.e. aseity), from himself alone.

Florovsky was, despite his best efforts to the contrary, to borrow François
Rouleau’s description of Kireevsky, “l’anti-idéaliste éduqué par l’idéalisme.”163

Critics of modern Orthodox theology need to go beyond the all-too-common
stereotype that while Bulgakov was beholden to idealism and sundry tainted
Western sources, Florovsky’s theology was a creature merely of the Fathers.
As we have briefly indicated, Florovsky’s theology is also very much a
development of German Idealism, as is, one should add, much of the con-
temporary Orthodox theology built on its foundations. This should not be
surprising, especially if one is aware of Florovsky’s early intellectual forma-
tion, which emphasized Romanticism and post-Kantian philosophy, if it
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were not for his wrapping of himself in Patristic garb and for his attack on the
Romantic and Idealist heritage of the theology of his contemporaries. Nor
should this be necessarily negative, as much catholic ressourcement theology,
and through it Vatican II, drank from the same wells. What is crucial for
contemporary Orthodox theology—and here it should be no different from
any other theological tradition—is the acknowledgement that when reading
the Fathers it always reads them within the hermeneutical horizon of its time.
The present world picture is dominated by Western culture—so that sundry
“foreign” sources—beginning with Idealism then going down to existential-
ism and finally arriving today with the vogue of hermeneutics, post-
liberalism and post-structuralism—inevitably act as the spectacles through
which the theologian interprets the Fathers and creatively rearticulates the
mystery of their pre-modern faith for our postmodern era. Here there need
be no shame, if, while remaining rooted in ecclesial Tradition, one does not
continually hide one’s relative dependence upon Western thought and
culture for the articulation of this apostolic deposit. What is crucial is not to
hide or deny this influence, for such denial simply increases its potency by
making it unconscious.

The future of Orthodox theology is presently widely discussed by Ortho-
dox theologians in the wake of Florovsky. It would seem then that the reso-
lution of the current discussion depends much on a frank acknowledgement
that a common Christian identity for both East and West and an effective
response to the various versions of modernity164 cannot be constructed from
a theological synthesis that retains a romantic Byzantinism and an anti-
Western polemicism, for this, as we have argued, inevitably hides a secret
dependence on the West. A re-envisioning of neo-patristic synthesis is then
certainly needed. As it stands, it is a blind alley from which there is no escape
from a theology of repetition or, worse, the degeneration of Orthodox theol-
ogy into patristic archaeology. Neo-patristic theology has become a theology
of repetition since it has not returned with humility to the pre and post-
Reformation Western sources, which have helped to form its thought
landscape. Quite simply, Western European thought has become Eastern
Orthodoxy’s heritage.165

As so much of modern Orthodox theology is concerned with its ecclesial
“identity” and this study, looking at one of Orthodoxy’s central modern
thinkers, has suggested that its approach to this matter is fundamentally
flawed as it is founded on polemicism, it is beholden on us to sketch a
possible new approach. We are in search, therefore, for a way beyond the
paradigm we have traced resulting in a re-envisioning of neo-patristic synthe-
sis. That such a modest proposal of a new way forward for Orthodox theology
is accomplished within an ecumenical context is not by accident, for Ortho-
dox theology if it is to survive and even flourish in the contemporary West
must become truly ecumenical. It must embrace not only the rest of Chris-
tendom but the whole of the inhabited world (oecumene); more specifically, it
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must set out on what Bulgakov called “the broad way of an ecumenical
Orthodoxy, freed from provincialism.”166

If we are to begin anywhere, we must begin, as Florovsky and all modern
Orthodox theology has insisted,167 with the revealed mystery of divine-
human communion in Christ crucified and risen according to the Scriptures.
It is here that we might discern a hermeneutic principle for a new form of
neo-patristic synthesis. In Christ we see the perfect synthesis of opposites, in
that the poles of humanity and divinity perfectly co-inhere in one another in
a union where the natures are unconfused and unchanged yet still indivisible
and inseparable.168 In the union, the poles of humanity and divinity inter-
penetrate in a perfectly realized tension where they imply one another, are
dependent upon and exist through one another. This unity-in-tension is
between a self-possessing integrity of the One that ceaselessly gives itself
away in a dependent freedom and a ceaseless acceptance of this Other in a
free dependence who then gives itself away in turn in dependent freedom
and so on ad infinitum.169 The end of this union is that “God is humanized to
man through love for mankind, so much is man able to be deified to God
through love” or through the Spirit God is inhumanized and man is divin-
ized.170 The inhumanization of God and the divinization of man are lived out
in the Body of the Church as the perpetual extension of the Incarnation. But
if this life in Christ, as the perfect unified tension of opposites, is the foun-
dation of the mystery of the Church, cannot we take it as the very basis of all
our relationships to others? In this fashion, I am myself in Christ only by
finding myself in and through the life of my brother in union with him. And
if we can see its application to human relationships, could we not see it more
broadly as a hermeneutical principle that might mediate such historical and
civilizational “poles” or “opposites” as “Christian East” and “West”? Let us
now pursue briefly the latter suggestion in the remaining portion of our
study.

What we are suggesting is that perhaps the future of Orthodoxy theology
is not found in what has become a tired self-reflexive movement of grasping
desperately at a purely Eastern phronema, somehow available hermetically
sealed from the post-Great Schism West in the Fathers and the liturgical
tradition (e.g. “Cappadocian ontology”, “eucharistic ecclesiology” and
“Patristic exegesis”), at the same time as it distinguishes itself from all that is
not itself, alien, Western. Rather, ecclesial identity, from Orthodoxy to the
Vineyard, might be discovered through finding out who one is in and
through that which seem at first most different from or even hostile to one. In
the case of Eastern Orthodoxy, it might discover its identity in and through a
positive encounter with all that is Western including not only Western Chris-
tianity but also, by extension, modern philosophy, other non-Christian reli-
gious traditions and, most especially, science. Therefore, and here Orthodox
theology would do well to reverse the Florovskian paradigm, one can know
oneself as most Eastern, most Orthodox, precisely in the encounter with what
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is not oneself as a part of and in oneself, in one’s acknowledgement that to be
oneself one is relatively dependent on it, and through this joint meeting-
acknowledgement, I discover my heart’s true home. To alter Kipling, “Oh,
East is West and West is East, and ever the two shall meet”;171 implicating one
another in a ceaseless creative tension, a coincidence of opposites. To take an
example from the Eastern pole, we come to know Florovsky as most Eastern
a religious thinker best at the very points where he uniquely transmutes the
Westerner Möhler in his reading of the Fathers. So, despite himself, Florovsky
mediates Schelling to his neo-patristic synthesis and is, in this way, a sort of
closet Romantic while remaining wholly Patristic. Or to use another example
that highlights the central role of Palamism in Orthodox theology since the
1920’s, we come to know Gregory Palamas best at the very points where he
uses172 Augustine’s De Trinitate. Furthermore, we encounter the vehemently
anti-western Christos Yannaras with the full force of truth when we see how
he has uniquely transmuted Heidegger and Roman Catholic personalism in
light of Palamas. In this fashion, while remaining fully Palamite, Yannaras
proves to be Augustinian despite himself.

Florovsky gives hints of his agreement with this sort of dialectical
approach at the end of his Puti.173 He writes that for Orthodox theology to
return to the Fathers does not mean an abandoning of our present age, an
escape from history or a quitting from the field of battle. Eastern Orthodox
theology must not only preserve patristic experience, but also, he argues,
discover it and bring it into life standing on its own feet. In this self-discovery,
this move to independence from the non-Orthodox West, it need not become
alienated from it. A break from the West gives Orthodoxy no real freedom so
it must suffer its trials and temptations and not be mute in them but instead
creatively examine and transform them, witnessing to something new, cre-
ating a new vision of the future of Eastern Orthodoxy, a task to be accom-
plished, creatively fulfilling the future. Only in this way, by the Christian East
compassionately co-suffering with the West, discovering its opposite in itself,
will there be a “reliable path towards the reunification of the fractured Chris-
tian world.” Western errors cannot be merely refuted or rejected but they
must be “overcome through a new creative act”, inhabiting the western
tragedy and transforming it from within.174 Yet such an act can only come
about if the Orthodox can see themselves as intimately implicated by the
West. They must acknowledge that at their very roots they are Western
without in any way negating their Eastern particularity, their free grounded-
ness in the mind and worship of the Eastern Fathers.

What is needed in contemporary Orthodox theology, then, is not the
“political hesychasm” of Yannaras and Romanides,175 which, following a
form of the paradigm we have traced in Florovsky, demonizes the West in
new and more exotic forms. Rather, the needed “turn” in Orthodox thought
might be called, remembering our Chalcedonian hermeneutic principle,
“political perichoresis.” Such a political perichoresis will argue that ecclesial
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identity can only be properly forged through conscious proactive theological
engagement with the Other from the basis of one’s tradition. It would be a
re-envisioning of neo-patristic methodology, grounded in an engagement
with the Eastern Patristic corpus and the liturgy, for an Orthodox theology
that goes “beyond the Fathers” is a contradiction in terms. But now with this
new paradigm, it is called to step out beyond the sterile polarity of East and
West. The West here is no longer viewed as an alien Other, a barbarian
whom I am always already awaiting as a convenient solution for my lack of
a daring of spiritual assurance. Furthermore, such a post-Florovskian Ortho-
dox theology sees the Fathers as the well-spring of all its thinking, the source
from which and to which all its vision and action is drawn without in any
way locking it into a slavish parroting of words, a routine form of praxis that
cannot be deviated from without falling into heresy and a forbidding of
engagement and even appropriation of heterodox thought. This is freedom
in dependence, a new Patristic thought for an Orthodoxy that is no longer
bound to the Byzantine monuments of its own magnificence like a dying
animal. Such a theology above all would meet the West as not only its
brother and friend, but also its very life. It would be grasped anew as the
basis of Orthodoxy’s own self-exploration and self-discovery precisely as
Eastern, through whom it arrives where it started and knows itself for the
first time.
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