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This article continues the discussion of the concept of conservative 
ecumenism proposed by the author in 2017 to describe conserva-
tive Christian alliances in defense of traditional values. Debates have 
mainly revolved around the use of the term “ecumenism” in the case 
of such alliances. This article proposes what the author calls “ecumen-
ical consciousness” as the minimal criteria for being “ecumenical.” It 
also considers the question of whether striving for Christian unity 
is a necessary criterion of ecumenism. Based on the work of George 
Lindbeck, the author shows that the normative image of ecumenism 
as a movement to achieve unity as a mandatory condition is incorrect, 
and that negotiating unity is not the only possible form of ecumenical 
interaction. The author also discusses the relationship between theol-
ogy and ideology in connection with ecumenism.

Keywords: anti-ecumenism, Christian Right, conservatism, conserva-
tive Christian alliances, Ecumenical movement, ecumenism, intercon-
fessional cooperation, Manhattan Declaration, Pan-Orthodox Coun-
cil, postsecular conflicts, pro-life, traditional values, World Council of 
Churches, World Congress of Families.
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TODAY, the theme of conservative Christian alliances that defend 
traditional values is increasingly attracting the attention of re-
searchers — sociologists, political scientists, religious scholars. 

But this phenomenon can be studied through a theological lens as well 
as through the methods of social and political sciences. It is theology — 
or, more precisely, ecclesiology — the theological discipline of study-
ing the Church — that allows us to consider conservative Christian al-
liances as a form of ecumenism.

The discussion of “conservative ecumenism” as a separate phenom-
enon, different from traditional forms of ecumenical interaction, began 
in 2017 with the publication of my article “Two Ecumenisms: Conserv-
ative Christian Alliances as a New Form of Ecumenical Cooperation” 
in the journal State, Religion, and Church in Russia and Worldwide. 
This theme was central to the international seminar “Ecumenism 2.0? 
Between Ecumenism and Anti-Ecumenism (Orthodox Cases).”1 Dis-
cussions continued in a number of subsequent publications,2 some of 
which were specially prepared for this issue of the journal. In this ar-
ticle, I would like to highlight this discussion and respond to criticism 
from colleagues. 

Historical forms of ecumenism

The main debate has revolved around the correctness of using the 
term “ecumenism” for conservative Christian alliances in support of 
traditional values. A little history tour is necessary here.3 Ecumen-
ism as a form of interaction between Christian churches and commu-
nities appeared more than a hundred years ago. The starting point 
of the ecumenical movement was the World Missionary Conference 
held in Edinburgh in 1910. At this conference, according to its chair-
man John Mott, Christians “realized that the biggest obstacle to the 
spread of Christianity is we ourselves” (Mott 2001, 13). One of the 
main topics discussed in Edinburgh was the missionary “struggle for 

1.	 The seminar was held on March 21–24, 2018, in Vienna within the framework of the 
Postsecular Conflicts research project, with the participation of the Ss. Cyril and Metho-
dius Institute for Post-Graduate Studies and the journal State, Religion, and Church 
in Russia and Worldwide.

2.	 See, for example, the section devoted to the discussion of the concept of conservative 
ecumenism in Religion und Gesellschaft in Ost und West 10 (2018). 

3.	 For a more detailed overview of the history of the ecumenical movement, see Shishk-
ov 2017, 272–81.
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souls” between Christians in non-Christian countries. This struggle, 
according to many participants, had only discredited Christianity in 
the face of a world that was not very friendly to it. The need for a sin-
gle Christian witness in rapidly secularizing societies raised the ques-
tion of Christian unity, which over time became the main goal of the 
ecumenical movement. Ecumenism can be called the Christian answer 
to secularization. 

Early ecumenism was not a monolithic phenomenon; it consist-
ed of different movements, each with its own goals. The most nota-
ble of these were two: the Faith and Order movement, which sought 
to clarify the theological conditions of church unity, and the Life and 
Work movement, which dealt with issues of unifying Christian social 
action. In 1948, various movements united to form the World Council 
of Churches (WCC), which became the central platform for ecumeni-
cal dialogue. Over time, regional analogues of the WCC emerged — the 
European Conference of Churches, the Middle East Council of Church-
es, the All Africa Conference of Churches, and so on. Church struc-
tures responsible for ecumenical activities have also appeared with-
in the churches themselves. For example, after the Roman Catholic 
Church officially joined the ecumenical movement, it established the 
Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity. The Russian Ortho-
dox Church also had appropriate structures in place.4 At the level of 
official declarations, ecumenical structures stated the goal of the vis-
ible achievement of Christian unity,5 and at the level of practice fo-
cused on interaction in the field of social work, human rights activities, 
organization of joint prayer actions and pilgrimages, and so on. The 
term “ecumenism” has become firmly associated with the activities of 
the WCC, its affiliated ecumenical organizations and foundations, as 
well as church structures engaged in bi- and multilateral theological 
dialogues between churches.6 I have suggested calling this organiza-

4.	 In 1960, on the eve of the accession of the Russian Orthodox Church to the World Coun-
cil of Churches, the Commission on Inter-Christian Relations was established, and in 
1979 the Holy Synod Commission on Christian Unity. The Synodal Theological Com-
mission was the successor of the latter in 1993, and one of its first tasks was to evalu-
ate the results of the theological dialogue between the Orthodox Church and non-Chal-
cedonian Oriental churches.

5.	 FitzGerald 2004, 1. Achieving the visible unity of churches is also mentioned in the doc-
ument “The Church: Toward a Common Vision,” presented at the 10th WCC General 
Assembly in Busan, 2013.

6.	 We are talking, for example, about official dialogues between the Orthodox and Roman 
Catholic Churches, or between the Roman Catholic Church and the World Lutheran 
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tional type of ecumenism “classical” to distinguish it from the “con-
servative” type, which is not related to the WCC or the official church 
structures responsible for theological dialogues between individual 
denominations.

Conservative ecumenism is institutionalized in the form of move-
ments whose activities revolve around the agenda of so-called “tra-
ditional values”: the traditional family (anti-LGBT), life (against 
abortion, euthanasia, artificial insemination), and religious freedom 
(religious symbols in public space) (Shishkov 2017, 224). A striking 
example of a conservative and ecumenical organization is the World 
Congress of Families (WCF), perfectly described by Kristina Stoeckl 
(Stoeckl 2018). Another example of the institutionalization of con-
servative ecumenism is the pro-life movement (Martin 2018). With-
in the framework of conservative ecumenism, there are also bilater-
al church contacts and initiatives, such as the interaction between the 
Russian Orthodox Church and the Billy Graham Evangelical Associa-
tion (Shishkov 2017, 286–94).

“Ecumenical consciousness”

Returning to the discussion on the correctness of classifying con-
servative Christian alliances as a form of ecumenical interaction, one 
should ask the question: what is ecumenism and what are the criteria 
for belonging to it? The phenomenon of ecumenism is not only (and 
not primarily) the creation of various structures for dialogue and in-
teraction between churches and Christian communities. Ecumenism 
is also a new Christian worldview based on a turn toward openness 
and the mutual recognition of Christians of different faiths as Chris-
tians. In my article, I called this worldview “ecumenical conscious-
ness” and suggested the minimum criteria that define it. There are 
three: (1) recognition of the community of Christians regardless of 
their religious affiliation; (2) rejection of proselytizing, that is, a form 
of missionary activity that is associated with a deliberate effort to con-
vert Christians of one confession to another; and (3) a fundamental 
rejection of the theological language that defines Christians of other 
confessions in the negative terms of “heresy” and “schism” (Shishkov 
2017, 273). I argued that conservative ecumenicists are bearers of ec-

Federation. These dialogues are not related to WCC structures and represent direct ec-
umenical contacts between faiths. 
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umenical consciousness and share these ecumenical values (Shishk-
ov 2017, 297). 

Will Cohen calls my criteria ambiguous.7 In his view, following 
these criteria does not necessarily amount to ecumenism. For exam-
ple, he speaks of a church publicist who “very much wants to include 
the non-Orthodox as ‘all who follow Christ’ but refuses to recognize 
the ecclesiastical nature of any non-Orthodox [Christian] communi-
ty” (Cohen 2018, 26). Another example relates to Orthodox believers 
who say they are against proselytizing, but do not recognize the exist-
ence of other churches outside Orthodoxy (Cohen 2018, 26). In both 
cases, these Orthodox believers don’t recognize other Christian com-
munities as churches from a theological point of view, as part of the 
Church as a metaphysical reality. 

However, even in classical ecumenism there is no requirement to 
recognize other churches as churches. Moreover, one of the key doc-
uments of the World Council of Churches states that “membership 
[in the WCC] does not imply that each church must regard the other 
member churches as churches in the true and full sense of the word” 
(World Council of Churches, 1950). This means that those Christians 
who recognize the community of Christians over confessional bound-
aries, denounce proselytism, and do not use the language of “heresy” 
and “schisms,” but are not ready to recognize other Christian commu-
nities as churches in the ecclesiological sense of the word, can also be 
called ecumenists. 

A necessary element of ecumenical consciousness, which I have 
missed, is the desire for the restoration of unity. Cohen writes, “An 
ecumenist is someone whose hope for the restoration of full unity 
. . . makes working toward it an imperative.”8 He adds: “Many classi-
cal ecumenists, especially Orthodox or Catholic, generally have seen 
working for union with another church, out of a hope rooted in the 
recognition in that church’s retention of at least certain key ecclesial 
elements in common, as the necessity.”9 

Regina Elsner believes that I reduce the normative requirements 
of ecumenism exclusively to the goal of organizational unity (Elsner 
2018, 19). But as you can see above, in defending the idea that con-
servative Christian alliances are a form of ecumenism, I hold the oppo-

7.	 Cohen 2018. See also the article by W. Cohen in this issue. 

8.	 See Cohen’s article in this issue.

9.	 Ibid.
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site view. For such alliances, organizational unity is not the goal. Rath-
er, they proceed from the fact that unity has already been achieved, as, 
for example, one of the most significant documents of conservative ec-
umenism — the Manhattan Declaration of 2009 — declares: “We are 
Christians who have joined together across historic lines of ecclesial 
differences to affirm our right and, more importantly, to embrace our 
obligation to speak and act in defense of these truths” (“Manhattan 
Declaration” 2009).

Striving to restore unity as a criterion for ecumenism

Cohen’s comment on the need for ecumenism in the quest for the 
restoration of church unity raises the question of how to understand 
unity. The modern ecumenical theologian Dagmar Heller says that 
the term “unity” was understood by the ecumenical movement in 
different ways: (1) as a common cause, (2) as an intercommunion 
(that is, eucharistic communication while maintaining the autono-
my of the churches), and (3) as an “organic union” (that is, a com-
mon organization) (“Khristianskii ekumenizm” 2017, 305). The first 
is also applicable to conservative Christian alliances. But the fact is 
that only the second and the third are perceived today as an ecumen-
ical imperative.10 

In 1989, George Lindbeck, an American Lutheran theologian and 
longtime ecumenical activist, wrote an article in which he distin-
guished between two kinds of ecumenism: unitive and interdenomi-
national. And, observing the realities of the 1980s, he came to the con-
clusion that interfaith ecumenism is growing and unifying ecumenism 
is declining. Lindbeck writes: “Christians from separate churches are 
doing more and more together across confessional boundaries, and yet 
there seems to be less and less interest in and progress towards actu-
ally uniting the churches” (Lindbeck 1989, 647).

This discovery, however, reveals an aberration that occurred in the 
ecumenical movement in the 1960s and 1970s rather than actually re-
vealing the emergence of a new type of ecumenism. Lindbeck writes 
that at the dawn of the ecumenical movement, interfaith ecumenism 

10.	 For example, the introduction to the WCC document “The Church: Towards a Common 
Vision” (2013) refers to the achievement of “visible unity in one faith and one Eucha-
ristic fellowship” as a goal (1–2). It can be argued that this official document express-
es a normative vision of unity in the ecumenical movement today.
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dominated the activities of the Student Christian Movement and the 
Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA). Lindbeck also considers 
the Edinburgh World Missionary Conference and the Life and Work 
movement, whose first conference was held in Stockholm in 1921, 
to be interdenominational ecumenism (Lindbeck 1989, 649). At the 
same time, initiatives that can be attributed to unifying ecumenism 
have emerged. First of all, the movement Faith and Order, the first 
conference of which was held in Lausanne in 1927. 

Thus, there were initially two directions in the ecumenical move-
ment: the first one was based on the idea of inter-Christian coop-
eration on various practical issues, and the second one was based 
on the achievement of Christian unity. That is, in the early stages of 
the ecumenical movement, there was no common understanding of 
ecumenism.

Lindbeck writes that the unitive type of ecumenism “was immense-
ly reinforced by the entrance of the Roman Catholic Church into the 
ecumenical arena at the Second Vatican Council” (Lindbeck 1989, 
649). In the 1960s and 1970s the understanding of ecumenism as a 
movement toward Christian unity became normative. Thus, as Lind-
beck says, “an ecumenical movement which was at first largely inter-
denominational has become at least officially unitive” (Lindbeck 1989, 
649–50). 

One of the most recent official documents of the WCC  — “The 
Church: Towards a Common Vision” (2013) — talks about the goal 
of the ecumenical movement as achieving visible unity, which is ex-
pressed in the joint ministry of the Eucharist. However, this uni-
ty is described in eschatological categories, that is, without hope of 
achieving it in the historically foreseeable future. The pessimism 
about the real achievement of visible unity recorded in the 2013 
document contributes to the decline of unitive ecumenism, which 
Lindbeck wrote about as early as 1989. The new paradigm of the 
ecumenical movement of “unity as communion” created in the ear-
ly 1990s is more interdenominational than unitive (Shishkov 2017, 
277–78).

Today, real ecumenical cooperation is based on the principles of 
practical interfaith rather than normative unifying ecumenism. Ecu-
menists no longer set themselves the goal of achieving Christian unity 
in the form of an intercommunity or a single organization. They view 
inter-Christian ecumenical interaction as a common cause. It can be a 
struggle for peace, care for the poor, resistance to discrimination, and 
so on. The members of conservative Christian alliances for the pro-
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tection of traditional values also consider their (ecumenical) interac-
tion as a common cause — the difference is only in the agenda. Bela-
rusian researcher Natalia Vasilevich calls the alliance a new model of 
unity in the ecumenical field (Vasilevich 2013, 17). She uses the term 

“value-based ecumenism” for conservative alliances. 
Will Cohen’s thesis about the desire to restore Christian unity as a 

necessary criterion of ecumenism is fully in the paradigm of unitive 
ecumenism and corresponds to the normative image that they set.11 If 
this criterion is accepted, then not only conservative Christian allianc-
es, but also a significant part of early ecumenical initiatives, as well as 
modern ecumenical practice, are beyond the scope of ecumenism. Re-
storing unity implies a process to achieve it, while understanding uni-
ty as a common cause implies that the necessary degree of communi-
ty has already been achieved. The actual unity on the basis of which 
a common cause is possible arises from the recognition of the Chris-
tian community. 

Militaristic rhetoric 

Another common argument against the recognition of conservative 
Christian alliances as ecumenical is the critique of their militaristic 
rhetoric, which some scholars consider incompatible with “genuine” 
ecumenism. 

Regina Elsner writes that “the ethos of ecumenism is communi-
ty as openness, reconciliation, dialogue, forgiveness and understand-
ing — the exact opposite of what most conservative alliances represent” 
(Elsner 2018, 19). In her view, the principles of some interdenomina-
tional alliances are contrary to the ecumenical ethos described above, 
as they use the rhetoric of war and aim to create a Christian front in 
the international culture wars (Elsner 2018, 20). 

Indeed, conservative ecumenism in its rhetoric turns to images 
of war and the distinction between friend and enemy. Its militaristic 
rhetoric is based on the idea of a common front that opposes “mili-
tant secularism and liberalism.” Some conservative Christian allianc-
es have called their interaction the “ecumenism of trenches” (Kushin-
er 2006). For example, Metropolitan Hilarion Alfeyev uses the front 
metaphor as follows: 

11.	 The references to Lindbeck’s article, which Cohen makes by offering his criterion: Co-
hen 2018, 26.
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The church should look for allies to protect traditional values. Attempt-
ing to build a common front against the onslaught of militant secular-
ism is one of the main aspects of inter-Christian and interreligious dia-
logue. There are many things that Orthodox and Catholics and even, to 
a certain extent, Christians and Muslims can do together. Family, child-
bearing, the right of all people to life, including those who have not yet 
been born, are quite close to the positions of traditional confessions on 
these issues. The joint efforts of different religions here are also possi-
ble because our polemic with secular humanism is not theological in na-
ture. It’s not like we’re arguing about whether or not there’s a God. We 
argue about the place of man in the world and the future of the human 
community. Because the answers to moral questions depend on it, and 
the very survival of entire peoples depends on the answers to these ques-
tions today. (Alfeyev 2009) 

It should be noted here that the “openness, reconciliation, dialogue, 
forgiveness and understanding” that in Elsner’s words characterize 
the ecumenical ethos have been applied by the participants of the ec-
umenical movement primarily to each other, that is, within the ecu-
menical community. It has only been since the 1970s that the idea of 
inclusiveness and pluralism, as well as radical openness to the Other, 
has become part of the classic ecumenism of the WCC, together with 
the left-liberal turn. Previously, pluralism had been seen as a problem 
rather than a solution (Kinnemon and Koup 2001, 4). 

As mentioned above, the emergence of ecumenism was a kind of 
response to secularization. The ecumenical movement, from its ear-
liest stages, has seen the modern world as a space for active trans-
formation that included not only free creativity and cooperation, but 
sometimes also struggle. One can find criticism of various manifes-
tations of modernity in ecumenical texts. For example, the classic ec-
umenical document — the Encyclical of the Ecumenical Patriarchate 
of 1920 — criticizes “the spreading addiction to excess luxury under 
the pretext of improving the standard of living and enjoying it; the 
overwhelming and unconstrained promiscuity and obscenity in liter-
ature, painting, theater and music under the decent banner of nur-
turing good taste and encouraging fine arts; the deification of phys-
ical health and disregard for the highest ideals.” From the point of 
view of the author of the Encyclical, “all these and similar phenome-
na threaten the very essence of Christian society” (“Entsiklika Vselen-
skogo patriarkhata” 2002, 15). 
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Militaristic rhetoric exists in the speeches of ecumenical figures 
up to the 1960s. For example, a speech by Eugene Carson Blake, who 
would become secretary general of the WCC a year later, reads:

Yet it is as easy as it is for all of us to turn our backs on this open door 
to Christian unity and engage in our religious games that have accelerat-
ed our past prejudices — at a time when units of the church’s all-around 
enemy army are calling on the united command of Jesus Christ to stand 
together against the forces of atheism, scepticism, hatred and disorder 
that are coming upon the church. (Blake 2002, 43) 

Blake’s speech contains the same militaristic images that Metropoli-
tan Hilarion’s words do. In both cases, the commonalities of Christians 
are opposed to the “enemy”: for Blake this is the power of atheism 
and skepticism, and for Metropolitan Hilarion it is secular human-
ism. Thus, the claim that militarism contradicts the “ethos of ecu-
menism” does not stand up to criticism. Otherwise, a significant part 
of ecumenism’s history preceding the left-liberal turn would have to 
be excluded. 

However, as Dagmar Heller argues, “the term ‘ecumenical’ is by 
definition inclusive. It comes from the Greek word oikumena, which 
the ancient Greeks used to refer to ‘the entire inhabited land’ . . . This 
has two aspects: The ecumenical movement (1) invites all Christians 
to work together in the mission that God gave them, which is: (2) to 
spread the Gospel together to the whole world” (“Khristianskii eku-
menizm” 2017, 309–10). But as I wrote earlier, the concept of “Chris-
tian community” in different types of ecumenism may not coincide. 
For example, some conservative ecumenists may not recognize liberal 
Christians who approve of same-sex marriages as Christians (Shishk-
ov 2017, 297). Conservative Christians declare the upholding of tradi-
tional morality as a true preaching of the gospel.

Theology versus ideology

Finally, one can often hear another critical argument: conservative 
Christian alliances are not ecclesiastical, but sociopolitical structures 
united by a common ideology rather than theology. 

From Will Cohen’s point of view, the inclusion within ecumenism 
of forms of interdenominational cooperation that do not seek unity, 
such as conservative alliances, leads to “a shift in focus and meaning 
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from the theological to the sociopolitical plane.”12 He defines forms 
of cooperation such as ecumenism as non-theological. Cohen says that 
this non-theological understanding of ecumenism can only be seen in 
ideological polarization. Cohen refers not only to conservative Chris-
tian alliances as non-theological definitions of ecumenism, but also to 
forms of classical ecumenism in which the element of striving for uni-
ty is lost and that are increasingly attached to the liberal trajectory set 
by the WCC.13

As we have seen above, an essential element of Cohen’s ecumen-
ical consciousness is the quest for the restoration of Christian uni-
ty, which involves overcoming the theological differences between 
churches and Christian communities. The simple recognition of the 
community of Christians, upon which, for example, the interaction 
of conservative alliances is based, is from his point of view practical-
ly of no ecumenical importance without work to resolve theological 
differences.14

Theological differences are related to church doctrine, which in 
turn means that theology in such cases is primarily understood as dog-
matic theology. The above statement by Metropolitan Hilarion — “our 
polemic with secular humanism is not theological in nature” — should 
also be understood as reducing theology only to dogmatics. The fact 
is that many researchers and church leaders often confine theology to 
the discussions that take place within the framework of bi- and mul-
tilateral theological dialogues, which really focus on the issue of over-
coming doctrinal differences that hinder unification. 

Despite the opposition between theology and ideology, conservative 
ecumenism, according to Cohen, “can also be a genuinely theological 
outgrowth of faith.”15

Archimandrite Cyril Hovorun also takes a stand against theology 
and ideology. It is worth noting that he uses the term “ideological ec-
umenism” in relation to the phenomenon of conservative Christian 
alliances under discussion (Hovorun 2017). This kind of inter-Chris-
tian interaction arises on the basis of the ideology uniting its partici-
pants. Hovorun writes:

12.	 See Cohen’s article in this issue.

13.	 Ibid.

14.	 Ibid.

15.	 Ibid.
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The divide between “liberal” and “conservative” approaches seems to 
be stronger than many other divides, including theological ones. Many 
churches experience internal divisions along this ideological line. Con-
servative wings in these churches feel closer to each other than to the lib-
eral wings in their own churches. The same applies to the liberal wings. 
This creates a precondition for what can be called “ideological ecumen-
ism” — a rapprochement between the churches not on a theological ba-
sis, but on an ideological one. In this ecumenism, theology is substitut-
ed by ideology. (Hovorun 2017)

Hovorun notes that ideological alliances are not only formed on the 
basis of conservatism. According to him, “Liberal ideology also some-
times tried to substitute for theology in the ecumenical movements.” 
For example, the WCC “from time to time fell into the trap of ideolog-
ical bias, mostly of a leftward tilt” (Hovorun 2017). 

However, from Hovorun’s point of view, the fact that alliances in-
volve themselves in a political agenda does not mean that they auto-
matically become ideological. For example, when the themes of justice 
and solidarity become the basis for church collaboration, such allianc-
es are not ideological. Hovorun writes:

Unlike ideologies, which project political programs onto religion and 
thus reduce the theological scope of the church, causes of justice and 
solidarity project the principles of Christian faith onto the public do-
main. These causes do not reduce or constrain the nature and purpose 
of the church, but implement its theological vision through social action. 
Therefore, this sort of social activity of the church does not incur the 
same sort of reductions that ideologies do. (Hovorun 2017) 

Hovorun does not explain why the discourse of justice and solidarity 
becomes theological and the discourse of traditional values becomes 
ideological. In one of his previous works, Hovorun wrote that “ideolo-
gy in many ways imitates theology and uses the communicative tools 
of the Church” (Hovorun 2014, 232). But, unfortunately, his method-
ology of distinguishing between theology and ideology remains un-
clear. Hovorun writes that unlike theology, which connects the world 
with the divine, ideologies keep people within the limits of earthly pri-
orities (Hovorun 2017). 

However, Hovorun is clearly in a hurry to assert that conservative 
ecumenism does not have its own theological discourse. Indeed, the 
problem of doctrinal differences is of little importance for conservative 
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alliances, and therefore the role of dogmatic theology in them is not 
particularly pronounced. But the main line of separation of churches 
today, from the point of view of conservative Christians, is not on dog-
matic issues, but on moral issues. In this regard, moral theology, as 
well as Christian anthropology, which is also a theological discipline, 
is beginning to play a key role. For members of conservative alliances, 
the issues of the beginning and end of life, gender, and family are re-
solved in theological discourse. 

Conclusion

The foregoing discussion on “conservative ecumenism” revealed sev-
eral important points. First, it showed that those who criticize the 
definition of conservative Christian alliances as ecumenical interac-
tion proceed from a certain understanding of ecumenism, which is 
at odds with historical forms of the ecumenical movement, as well 
as with the modern practice of interfaith cooperation. Much of ear-
ly ecumenism thus falls outside of “normative ecumenism,” togeth-
er with much of ecumenical practice, both conservatively and liber-
ally oriented. 

Secondly, this discussion demonstrated that the topic of conserv-
ative Christian alliances is highly politicized. For some classical ecu-
menists, the recognition of these alliances as ecumenism is a matter 
of ethical or even ideological choice. They believe that a movement 
that uses militaristic rhetoric, promotes violence, and sows hatred for 
certain groups of people cannot be considered ecumenical. And if this 
word is used to denote them, it is necessary to use a negative epithet — 
“ecumenism of hate” (Spadaro, 2017) or “bad ecumenism” (Stroop, 
2016). At the same time, they often emphasize that conservative ecu-
menists do not have their own theology, but instead their own ideol-
ogy. In other words, they are doing everything they can to strip these 
alliances of their ecclesiastical status. 

And here I need to clarify my position on this issue. While not an 
apologist for conservative Christian alliances, I believe that denying 
their ecclesial status makes it impossible to adequately describe them 
as a phenomenon of church life. Reducing the activities of alliances in 
defense of traditional values to purely political or ideological factors 
does not allow us to understand their religious motivation and identi-
fy the specifics of their organization. 

For example, the recognition of conservative alliances as a form of 
ecumenical interaction makes it clear that participation in them re-



A n d r e y  S h i s h ko v 

V OL  . 6 ( 1 )  ·  2 0 1 9  � 1 7

quires adherence to at least the minimum ecumenical principles, the 
totality of which I have called “ecumenical consciousness.” Christians 
who deny the presence of Christians outside their church communities, 
are proselytizing, or consider Christians of other denominations to be 
heretics and dissenters, in other words, those who can be called anti-
ecumenists, will not be members of conservative alliances, at least not 
without a fundamental review of their worldview. These anti-ecumeni-
cal Christians may be committed to traditional values, have similar po-
litical views, practice the same methods of fighting for their goals, but 
they will never unite with other similar Christians without a minimum 
commitment to ecumenism. This difference is not visible through so-
ciological or political lenses, but only through an ecclesiological per-
spective. Accordingly, the presence of “ecumenical consciousness” (or 
its absence) becomes a distinctive feature by which one can distin-
guish adherents of different groups and determine their motivation 
in public space. 

In conclusion, I would like to thank all the colleagues who took part 
in the discussion on the topic of “conservative ecumenism.” This dis-
cussion, in my view, is of great methodological importance, primarily 
because it allows us to rethink the established meaning of ecclesiolog-
ical concepts such as Christian unity, community, ecumenical cooper-
ation and dialogue, and so forth, in order to discover similarities and 
differences between different forms of ecumenical interaction, and to 
reactualize the experience of early ecumenism, which is still poorly un-
derstood. In addition, a theological view of conservative Christian al-
liances can complement the social and political science methods used 
to study this phenomenon. 
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This article discusses the phenomena of ecumenism, anti-ecumenism, 
and conservative ecumenism. The author sets two goals. The first is 
to identify the theological foundations of ecumenism and anti-ecu-
menism, and also to analyze conservative ecumenism in this research 
perspective. The second is to identify the political component of these 
phenomena. The author analyzes and criticizes the concept of “ecu-
menical consciousness” proposed by Andrey Shishkov. He gives his 
own definition of ecumenism, which includes the hope for the restora-
tion of Christian unity as a fundamental component. From the point 
of view of the author, conservative ecumenism can be called ecumen-
ism only if it contains an element associated with the quest for unity. 
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I. Introduction

A PERENNIAL way to discredit a theological opponent’s per-
spective is to say it has been determined by extrinsic, political 
factors. Each of the three phenomena to be explored here — ec-

umenism, anti-ecumenism, and the more recently emergent “con-
servative ecumenism” — has been so described by its critics. Perhaps 
most familiar to those with knowledge of Orthodoxy is the accusation 
of political expediency leveled against Orthodox ecumenism, a charge 
with centuries-old antecedents. But in an interesting twist, the anti-
ecumenists who level it have come to be accused, themselves, of be-
ing motivated by politics, albeit of a very different flavor. Unlike ei-
ther ecumenism or anti-ecumenism, “conservative ecumenism” — in 
which long-separated Christian bodies, whatever their ongoing theo-
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logical differences, cooperate to defend values they see as imperiled in 
secular society — never has purported not to make politics a priority.

Yet what I will claim about ecumenism and anti-ecumenism is also 
true of conservative ecumenism. This is that while none of the three 
movements has always been free of political determinants, neither can 
any of them be simply dismissed as mere politics dressed up in the-
ological garb. Each has something to say for itself theologically. This 
does not mean, of course, that the content of what each expresses the-
ologically is of the same value. In the analysis that follows, I will ar-
gue that there is a clear theological right and wrong in the long-stand-
ing dispute between Orthodox ecumenism and anti-ecumenism. (It is 
ecumenism that is right, anti-ecumenism wrong.) As for “conserva-
tive ecumenism,” it is theologically warranted to the extent that (1) it 
holds the “conservative” label loosely and (2) it is open to Orthodox 
ecumenism properly defined.

II. Orthodox ecumenism’s sometime intermingling with 
politics; its essential theological significance  

For most of the 20th century, the countries where Western Christi-
anity was dominant were more prosperous and powerful than those 
with majority-Orthodox populations. If leading Orthodox theologians 
wished to mingle with the well-educated and well-heeled of this world, 
they would not fare well identifying Catholics and others as heretics. 
Farther back in history, the need for financial or even military support 
from the West put pressure on Orthodox leaders to accept union on 
less than equal terms, as at Lyons (1274) and Florence (1449). As Fr. 
Alexander Schmemann lamented: “The question of the unity of the 
churches was long confused by falsehood and calculations and poi-
soned by nonecclesiastical and base motives” (Schmemann 1963, 254). 

In the 18th century, a more affirming posture toward the non-Or-
thodox was associated in Orthodox consciousness with theological lax-
ity or compromise. When Ecumenical Patriarch Cyril V vehemently 
denounced Latin baptism,1 defenders of his decree were tasked with 
explaining why in earlier centuries Latin baptism had been accepted 
by the Orthodox, as when Latin converts to Orthodoxy had been chris-
mated rather than (re)baptized. According to a novel theory Cyril’s de-

1.	 The decree of Cyril V in 1755 was titled “A Definition of the Holy Church of Christ De-
fending the Holy Baptism Given from God, and Spitting upon the Baptisms of the Her-
etics Which Are Otherwise Administered.” 
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fenders put forward, that earlier more positive approach to Latin sac-
raments had been only a function of economia, that is, a relaxation 
of the theological norm. As Nikodemos the Hagiorite put it, the strict 
rule of (re)baptism had not been applied because “it was not good, giv-
en the utter weakness of our nation, to further excite the fury of the 
Papacy.”2 The Orthodox had only given the appearance of accepting 
Latin baptism for political reasons.

At the dawn of the ecumenical movement the important but flawed 
encyclical issued by the Ecumenical Patriarchate, “Unto the Church-
es of Christ Everywhere” (1920) gave skeptics of ecumenism fresh 
grounds for thinking the movement too bound up with political con-
cerns and categories. When the encyclical called for “a league (fellow-
ship) between the churches” on the model of the newly formed League 
of Nations, its praise of the latter was unreserved (“Encyclincal” 1997, 
12). When it sweepingly identified all divided denominations togeth-
er as “the Christian body,” and “the whole body of the Church” (“En-
cyclical” 1997, 12, 13) the encyclical betrayed an imprecise and rath-
er weak ecclesiology. 

Yet neither these shortcomings of the 1920 encyclical, nor the po-
litical pressures under which earlier union attempts were undertaken, 
should be taken to mean that somehow ecumenism has always been 
nothing but politics. Orthodox tradition has also known situations of 
schism and doctrinal divergence where unity was restored successfully, 
with integrity. Examples include the Formula of Reunion of 433, or the 
ends of the Acacian (484–519) or Arsenite (1261–1310) schisms. An 
ongoing task of Orthodox ecumenism is to give such examples of prin-
cipled restoration of unity greater prominence in popular accounts of 
Orthodox tradition.

Before turning to a consideration of the politics of anti-ecumenism, 
a brief definition of ecumenism may be ventured, to provide a base-
line by which to distinguish between ecumenism and anti-ecumenism 
theologically, going forward. Ecumenism may be defined as activity — 
whether of prayer, reflection, interpretation, encounter, dialogue, or 
otherwise — undertaken in the hope (but not the presumption) of an 
eventual restoration of full, authentic unity between one’s own com-
munion and another, not by the submission of the other tradition to 
one’s own but by reconciliation of the differences that have caused or 
now perpetuate the separation. In this definition, ecumenism does 
not presuppose an equivalency between or among divided churches; it 

2.	 Nikodemos the Hagiorite, Pedalion, 57, quoted by Metallinos 1994, 90–91.
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does hold that there is some meaningful reality of church, even if im-
perfect and incomplete, outside one’s own communion. 

III. Orthodox anti-ecumenism’s political element; its es-
sential theological significance

Being politically incorrect for truth’s sake is often considered the hall-
mark of Orthodox anti-ecumenists. They are unafraid, for example, 
to call Protestants and Roman Catholics heretics, something they say 
the truth calls for. It might therefore seem counterintuitive to propose 
that their own positions could be shaped by political factors, but this 
is the thesis advanced by George Demacopoulos in his article “‘Tradi-
tional Orthodoxy’ as a Postcolonial Movement,” in which he speaks of 

“the ambivalence of Eastern Christianity’s dependence on/resistance 
to the Western other” (Demacopoulos 2017, 477). Inasmuch as Ortho-
doxy has long been anxious to distance itself from Latin Christianity 
by drawing clear lines of demarcation and expurgating borrowed ele-
ments, this is best understood, Demacopoulos argues, in terms of an 
ongoing relationship of dependency he likens to the predicament of 
having been colonized. If ecumenism is prone to a politics of accom-
modation, anti-ecumenism is prone to a politics of separation  — a 
kind of identity politics. 

Demacopoulos traces the provenance of one of the most signifi-
cant producers of anti-ecumenical literature in the United States, the 
Center for Traditionalist Orthodox Studies, to communities in Greece 
whose identities were forged in the 1930s when they separated from 
the canonical Church of Greece in an act of resistance to the adoption 
of the “new” calendar, which they considered a capitulation to West-
ern dominance. 

The phenomenon of resistance has a largely positive valence in 
Orthodoxy; it is typically associated with theological rigor, as in the 
case of Mark of Ephesus. Orthodox tradition has known many oth-
er moments, however, in which resistance would have to be viewed 
as negative, either cast in political terms, or, if in theological ones, 
as sheer recalcitrance — whether when groups at the margins of the 
Byzantine empire did not accept the imperially enforced theologies 
of Ephesus (431) or Chalcedon (451), or in the case of the Bogomils 
or Old Believers and other sectarian groups. In all these cases, from 
the canonical Orthodox point of view, resistance was a mistake. It was 
resistance to catholicity and only imagined itself to be resistance to 
heterodoxy. 
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Is Orthodox resistance to the West different? Mainstream and in-
fluential mid-20th-century Orthodox writers both in Greece (Pho-
tios Kontoglou) and among Russian émigrés in Europe (Leonid Ous-
pensky) were active in inveighing against Western styles in art and 
commending the importance of reviving traditional Orthodox forms 
(Demacopoulos 2017, 485–86). This obviously can be interpreted in 
positive or negative ways. Positively, one could see it as a return to au-
thentic particularity, in line with the principle of enculturation in mod-
ern ecclesiology; negatively, one could ask whether increasingly since 
the schism began Orthodox theological purity had not come to be sub-
tly transmuted into a function of the categories of (Greek/Byzantine) 
East and (Latin) West, with purity now overidentified with the former. 
Georges Florovsky’s insistence that Eastern theology free itself from 
its “Babylonian captivity” to Latin scholasticism may be considered an 
example of the mode in question.3 According to Paul Gavrilyuk, “Flo-
rovsky’s persistent conflation of the criterion of truth with the criteri-
on of identity has bedeviled Orthodox theology ever since” (Gavrily-
uk 2013, 269). 

It may fairly be asked whether (theological) truth or (political) 
identity lay behind Cyril V’s renunciation of Latin baptism. A later de-
fender of Cyril’s decree, Konstantinos Oikonomos (1780–1857), in-
voked an idea of “evangelical economia” to explain the Church’s earli-
er practice of not requiring (re)baptism of Latin converts lest it deter 
them.4 Another writer, Neophytos, invoked the very opposite logic to 
say why — whatever was done before — (re)baptism was now strictly 
required: heretics’ incentive for entering the Orthodox Church would 
otherwise be undermined. He declares that baptism in heresy is “not 
capable of providing remission of sins,” but does not leave it at that. 
He then lingers, or doubles back, on his own assertion to make a de-
duction of surprising logic. “For if it does provide [remission of sins], 
then they join the Church for no reason, and the heretics who do not 
join hear this.”5 Neophytos’s argument here appears to be one of evan-
gelical akribeia: the strict rejection of all baptism except Orthodox 
baptism will serve the evangelical purpose of bringing people into the 

3.	 In fact Florovsky’s critique is best understood as an effort to overcome one narrow form 
of Latin theology that many of his Catholic contemporaries were also seeking to tran-
scend, insofar as it had closed itself off from vital contact with Eastern patristic sources.

4.	 The Extant Ecclesiastial Writings of Constantine Presbyter and Oikonomos of the 
Oikonomoi, published by Soph. C. of the Oikonomoi, vol. 1 (Athens, 1862), 475, quot-
ed in Metallinos 1994, 92.

5.	 Neophytos, 147, as quoted by Metallinos 1994, 39n41. 
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one true (Orthodox) Church. Neophytos does not start from the idea, 
as a theological premise, that baptism is real only in Orthodoxy; in-
stead he derives the conclusion that it must be real only there from 
the premise that converts will enter Orthodoxy only if that is the case.

But what if behind these crisscrossing lines of argument there lay 
something else that might better make sense of Cyril V’s and his fol-
lowers’ insistence on a return to the allegedly normative practice of 
(re)baptizing converts? The conclusion drawn by Metropolitan Kallis-
tos Ware is that when the patriarch issued the formal rejection of Latin 
baptism, it was not so much to bring Roman Catholics into Orthodoxy, 
as it was to keep Orthodox people from going over to Rome. 

Cyril was . . . anxious at all costs to curtail Roman Catholic influence 
in his Patriarchate and to prevent further infiltration by the Latins. . . . 
Surely prospective converts would reflect more carefully before seceding 
to Rome, if it were forcibly emphasized that the Orthodox Catholic 
Church was the sole treasury of valid sacraments. (Ware 1964, 79–80)

We may call what Ware describes here, “political akribeia.” The hard-
line position is taken as self-protection against Western imperialism 
and proselytism. 

Ware is careful to note that Cyril V’s stance on Latin baptism was 
supported by significant theological argumentation, most fully devel-
oped by Eustratios Argenti.6 Ware writes: “Certainly Cyril had prac-
tical motives for condemning Latin Baptism, but his action was not 
merely a piece of religious opportunism, for he could also defend it on 
serious theological grounds” (Ware 1964, 80). 

This is an important point to highlight in regard to the proto-anti-
ecumenical theology of the 18th and 19th centuries — and to the anti-
ecumenical theology of today: whatever its non-theological influences 
or historical contexts, it can nevertheless be defended (and must be 
engaged) on “serious theological grounds.” 

The pivotal theological claim of Orthodox anti-ecumenism is en-
capsulated in the following statement from the New Martyr Hilari-
on (Troitsky), a writer highly regarded by other anti-ecumenists: “If 
the grace-giving Baptism of the Holy Spirit is permitted outside the 
Church, then it is completely impossible to preserve the unity of the 
Church” (Troitsky 1975, 39). 

6.	 E. Argenti, Manual on Baptism, 6–7, quoted by Ware 1964, 90. 
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For Orthodox anti-ecumenism, the Church’s unity depends on an 
all-or-nothing divide between Church and non-Church. For Orthodox 
ecumenism, by contrast, a paradoxical ecclesia extra ecclesiam may 
account for the anomaly of schism as a temporary phenomenon. In 
my paper’s concluding section I will further delineate the crucial dif-
ference between these two systems of thought. 

IV. “Conservative Ecumenism” as political alliance; its 
possible theological basis

Unlike ecumenism or anti-ecumenism, “conservative ecumenism” 
does not purport to eschew politics; rather it is openly and unabash-
edly oriented toward political developments, which it seeks not only 
to evaluate but to shape and redirect. At the same time and without 
contradiction, this movement is perhaps more adamant than either of 
the other two (ecumenism and anti-ecumenism) in the claim that it is 
not beholden to the powerful of this world, but uncompromising in its 
witness to the gospel, however unpopular.

It would not be difficult in the dramatically new North American 
political climate that erupted in 2016 to show that the credibility of 
such a claim by the religious right — and thus also of Orthodox “con-
servative ecumenists” who identify with many of its aims   — has re-
ceived a severe blow, as though it had not been diminished enough 
already. But it would run counter to my purpose to single out con-
servative Christianity whether for censure in this regard, or praise in 
some other, since I consider it to be essentially cut of the same cloth 
as liberal Christianity — which we normally think of as its opposite — 
in how it understands itself in relation to politics. Both, in their public 
outspokenness, proceed as if a glaring and fundamental feature of to-
day’s geopolitical landscape were not there, namely the coexistence of 
two, competing, quasi-imperial ideologies, each of which can be rea-
sonably identified with the inheritance of Christian tradition in some 
important respects, but perceived as betraying it (whether by outright 
abandonment or deceptive profanation) in other important respects.

When an Orthodox Christian rhetorically turns today toward the 
political powers and prophetically calls them out  — implicitly or ex-
plicitly warning fellow Orthodox against ecclesial accommodation to 
such powers — there are two directions in which he or she might face. 
In one direction, he or she may turn and face the Babylon of the post-
secular religious nationalism of traditionally Orthodox countries, in 
the Russian mold. We have come to expect to hear such prophetic de-
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nunciation of this Babylon of authoritarian, state-sponsored religious 
nationalism (with its suspicion or denigration of human rights as an 
imperialist tool of Western individualism, and so on) from Orthodox 
academic theology, often in ecumenically open and regular contact 
with Catholic and other non-Orthodox Christians whether in the Unit-
ed States or other areas of the Orthodox “diaspora.”7

In another direction, the Orthodox Christian today who calls out 
the powers may turn to face the Babylon of liberal secularism — long 
identified more fully than elsewhere with post-Christian Europe, but 
understood increasingly in the Obama era as emanating from the fed-
eral government of the United States, as well as from the more endur-
ing strongholds of Hollywood and academia. We have come to expect 
to hear the alarm sounded against this post-Christian secular Baby-
lon from self-identified conservatives, ranging from such prominent 
religious leaders in traditionally Orthodox countries as Metropolitan 
Hilarion of Volokolamsk to American evangelical converts to Ortho-
doxy like Rod Dreher. Their demonstrated interest in cooperating with 
non-Orthodox Christian conservative individuals or ecclesial bodies 
to combat secularism in Europe and North America has led Andrey 
Shishkov to consider them as part of a global movement of “conserv-
ative ecumenism” (Shishkov 2017, 58–85) the concept and phenome-
non to be explored here.

But I wanted first to offer this basic framework within which to see 
conservative and liberal Christianity’s kinship — in how their critical 
attentiveness and responsiveness to matters sociopolitical is, in each 
case, unidirectional. Liberal Orthodox academic theology today as-
tutely perceives and publicly denounces threats to ecclesial and hu-
man freedom posed by post-secular religious nationalism. Orthodox 
conservative or “traditionalist” theology astutely perceives and public-
ly denounces threats to such freedom posed by post-Christian secular-
ism. Each subgroup meanwhile sees in the Babylon it is not denounc-

7.	 If we were to name it so as to be paired with Shishkov’s “conservative ecumenism,” this 
contemporary movement, however comparatively small it may be and whatever impact 
its voice may or may not have within global Orthodoxy, might be called “liberal ecu-
menism,” although this would not be in reference to any actual program having to do 
with church division and unity but with, strictly speaking, sociopolitical concerns 
springing from certain shared Christian principles — shared between these Orthodox 
academic theologians and their fellow Christians of other traditions. Although this Or-
thodox “liberal ecumenist” movement — not of days gone by, as if it had been super-
seded by the rise in Orthodoxy of “conservative ecumenism,” but contemporary and of 
new vintage — will be mentioned very little in the remainder of this paper, it is impor-
tant to note it here as something that exists in parallel to “conservative ecumenism” 
and that has much in common with it.
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ing an ally  — only minimally (if at all) problematic  — in the noble 
effort to bring the world a little farther away from the brink of perdi-
tion and closer to the kingdom. It is in this respect that I see conserv-
ative and liberal Christianity as alike. 

Their kinship as I have described it has coherent meaning only if 
we do indeed live in a world simultaneously characterized by post-
Christian liberal secularism and post-secular religious nationalism. 
Only in that case does denunciation of just one raise the question of 
accommodation to the other. In other treatments of these two phe-
nomena their relation to one another is generally presented not as 
synchronic but as chronological, with the post-secular world in which 
conservative ecumenism is waxing the successor to an earlier, post-
Christian world in which the ecumenical movement, represented by 
the World Council of Churches, came to reflect an increasingly liber-
al and progressive political agenda in the latter years of the 20th cen-
tury. Shishkov’s presentation tends toward this diachronic or chron-
ological approach,8 and while I do not wish to deny the rationale for 
it altogether, I would like to augment the synchronic element, which 
also appears at times in his presentation, but with considerably less 
emphasis.

In light of what has just been said the following analysis, while 
building on Shishkov’s category of conservative ecumenism, propos-
es a modification in how the latter is to be understood. My proposed 
modification in our understanding of conservative ecumenism per-
tains to its relation to ecumenism (what Shishkov calls “classical ec-
umenism”) as well as to anti-ecumenism. The relationship between 
or among ecumenism, anti-ecumenism, and conservative ecumenism 
looks different depending, above all, on how ecumenism is defined in 
the first place. 

In Shishkov’s own working definition of ecumenism, there is a cer-
tain fluidity with respect to one point, whose significance I will try to 
shed light on from a couple of different angles. Rather far along in his 

8.	 Although he acknowledges the ongoing existence today of liberal ecumenism  — and 
thus a certain simultaneity of the two — as is evident where he envisions a “competi-
tion of ecumenisms” (Shishkov 2017, 79) between the old-school WCC-oriented (what 
he calls here “classical”) mode and the newer, conservative mode of Orthodox ecumen-
ism, nevertheless liberal ecumenism is evidently gray and fading in the picture he pre-
sents of it. Indeed he says of it that at the rate things are going it stands at much risk 
of “suffering a defeat” at the hands of conservative ecumenism “in the competitive fight 
for Eastern Orthodoxy” (80).
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article, in accounting for his view that the trans-confessional anti-sec-
ular strategic alliances he calls “conservative ecumenism” are right-
ly given the name of ecumenism, and not something else, Shishkov 
writes: “As with classical ecumenists, conservative ecumenists are also 
the bearers of an ecumenical consciousness. They share such ‘ecumen-
ical values’ as the recognition of the commonality of Christians, a re-
fusal to proselytize, and a refusal to use the language of ‘heresies and 
schisms’” (Shishkov 2017, 81). At an earlier point in his article, speak-
ing in this case specifically of those Orthodox Christians involved in 
the (classical) ecumenical movement, Shishkov makes the same refer-
ence to “bearers of an ecumenical consciousness,” but with an impor-
tant difference. In this rendering, they are said to be such in that they 

“acknowledge the commonality of Christians and the necessity for un-
ion, reject proselytism, and refuse to employ the language of ‘heresies 
and schisms’” (Shishkov 2017, 67).9

The discrepancy between the two descriptions of what it means to 
have an “ecumenical consciousness” is significant. In the one case, ap-
plied to classical ecumenism, concern for actual union among divided 
churches is constitutive. In the other, where it is said why both clas-
sical ecumenism and conservative ecumenism should be rightly iden-
tified as ecumenism, concern for union is not included as a constitu-
tive element. Elsewhere Shishkov indeed addresses this discrepancy 
between the two ways of defining ecumenism, but he does so only in-
directly, when he takes up the question of whether Orthodox anti-ec-
umenists are rightly so designated. He writes: “Some Orthodox an-
ti-ecumenists specifically attack classical ecumenism for its unifying 
objective and its liberalism, while loyally responding to interconfes-
sional cooperation [i.e., conservative ecumenism] in defense of ‘tra-
ditional values’” (Shishkov 2017, 82). Shishkov’s conclusion is that 
Orthodox anti-ecumenists of this type “only conditionally qualify as 
anti-ecumenists” (Shishkov 2017, 82).

However, Shishkov’s notion that so-called anti-ecumenists might 
actually be considered in the category of ecumenists in some sense, af-
ter all, is tenable only if one defines (I would say redefines) ecumen-
ism as Shishkov does: by making the “unifying objective” non-c0nsti-
tutive of ecumenism. If the unifying objective — what George Lindbeck 
called “unitive ecumenism” (Lindbeck 1989, 70) — is centrally defin-

9.	 Emphasis added. Shishkov again will associate classical ecumenism with unitive ecu-
menism when he discusses an aspect of the Havana Agreed Statement jointly signed by 
Patriarch Kirill and Pope Francis; Shishkov 2017, 24. 
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ing of ecumenism (as it is according to the definition I proposed near 
the end of section 1 above) then no one who opposes it can be consid-
ered an ecumenist. An ecumenist is someone whose hope for the res-
toration of full unity (with another communion, seen as still ecclesial 
in some important sense) makes working toward it an imperative.10 
An anti-ecumenist is someone who cannot hope for such restoration, 
because he sees no meaningful ecclesial reality outside his own com-
munion. In that case unitive ecumenical efforts could only bring, if an-
ything at all, concession and capitulation to falsehood.

Those, then, whom Shishkov says “only conditionally qualify as an-
ti-ecumenists” — conditionally rather than fully insofar as “their rec-
ognition of conservative ecumenism makes them bearers of an ec-
umenical consciousness” (Shishkov 2017, 82), as he goes on to put 
it — would, on the contrary, be thoroughgoing anti-ecumenists accord-
ing to the definition of ecumenism that entails an inherent openness to 
the possibility of union with one or more other communions. In that 
case, the differentiating line would run not where Shishkov draws it, 
with, on one side, all those who accept either “classical ecumenism” 
(with its unitive dimension) or conservative ecumenism (without a 
unitive dimension), and, on the other side, “only those who reject the 
possibility of any contact with those of other faith traditions,” these 
isolationists alone counting as “the genuine anti-ecumenists” (Shishk-
ov 2017, 82). 

Instead, the differentiating line would run through the middle of 
the group that Shishkov calls “conservative ecumenists.” Only those 
from within this group who continue to affirm “classical ecumenism” in 
principle11 — specifically, with its “unitive” dimension — would prop-
erly fall on the “ecumenist” side of the differentiating line. Those from 
within this same group who in principle oppose “classical ecumen-
ism” — again, specifically in terms of its unitive dimension — would 
properly fall on the “anti-ecumenist” side of the line. This redrawn 

10.	 In this respect, the “unitive” character that I am saying is indispensable to the basic 
idea of ecumenism does not entail, precisely, the acknowledgment of the “necessity for 
union” as Shishkov phrases it; that is to presume too much about the achievability of 
union (and indeed its rightness vis-à-vis any particular ecumenical dialogue partner). 
Many classical ecumenists, especially Orthodox or Catholic, generally have seen work-
ing for union with another church, out of a hope rooted in the recognition in that 
church’s retention of at least certain key ecclesial elements in common, as the necessi-
ty. Whether union itself comes of the ecumenical effort or should come of it — depend-
ing on how the dialogue goes — is another question.

11.	 Strong criticism of certain, even many, concrete instances of the work of “unitive ecu-
menism” may still be possible in someone who does not oppose such work in principle.
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map of the interrelations among ecumenists, anti-ecumenists, and so-
called conservative ecumenists raises two interrelated questions.  

First, is it even possible to find Orthodox who are proponents of 
old-school unitive ecumenism — to find them, for example, among the 
signatories to the socially conservative Manhattan Declaration (2009), 
or among those committed to European Catholic-Orthodox collabora-
tion to combat secularism and moral relativism? Can conservative ec-
umenist and unitive ecumenist convictions coexist within one and the 
same person? The clear answer to this is yes.

Shishkov sees an early example of conservative ecumenism in the 
Hartford Appeal of 1975, which was initiated by the future founder 
and editor of First Things, John Richard Neuhaus (then a Lutheran 
pastor and later a Catholic priest), and to which Fr. Alexander Schme-
mann was a signatory, among others. Schmemann was also “a ‘clas-
sical ecumenist’ with nearly thirty years of service in events held by 
the WCC and its affiliated institutions (beginning in 1948)” (Shishk-
ov 2017, 72). Schmemann was a (proto-)conservative ecumenist with 
a keen interest in matters of church division and unity. Shishkov also 
discusses the joint declaration of Patriarch Kirill and Pope Francis in 
Havana, Cuba in February 2016, noting that while “the conservative 
agenda occupies a significant portion” of the text, the “‘classical’ ec-
umenical formula of church unity also exists within the declaration” 
(Shishkov 2017, 79).

Yet in order to maintain his categorizations, Shishkov is prone to 
see instances where (as he defines them) conservative and classical ec-
umenism coexist in the same person or document almost as anoma-
lies — or as he puts it, “hybrid forms of ecumenism” (Shishkov 2017, 
79). I instead want to suggest that there is nothing about classical and 
conservative ecumenism that needs be at odds with each other, and 
that when classical ecumenism is rejected by “conservative ecumen-
ists” as Shishkov defines them — which is not always the case — it is 
because, in that case, the “conservative ecumenists” really are not ec-
umenists at all.

But this leads to the second and related question raised by my al-
ternate mapping: what precisely is meant by “classical ecumenism”? 
Here Shishkov’s way of treating the subject ties classical ecumenism 
almost entirely to the historically evolving institution of the World 
Council of Churches. Another approach might instead tether classi-
cal ecumenism’s definition to certain principles that from the begin-
ning of Orthodoxy’s participation in the movement have consistently 
informed its understanding of what ecumenical engagement proper-
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ly is.12 Drawing in part on the work of Peter Lodberg, Shishkov aptly 
traces a shift in WCC-based ecumenism away from its “initial univer-
salistic ecumenical ideal” (Shishkov 2017, 84) whereby various tradi-
tions sought to overcome their particularism to a “pluralistic approach” 
whose emphasis on diversity, regional as well as racial and sexual, 
meant that “the initial and main objective established by the ecumen-
ical movement — the union of Churches — has gradually begun to re-
cede into the background or to disappear altogether” (Shishkov 2017, 
69–70). But while the union of churches has indeed receded as a fo-
cus of the WCC, it has not receded from the world of ecumenical ac-
tivity altogether. This (as I see it) essential component of classical ec-
umenism, the unitive component, migrated from the WCC to various 
bilateral dialogues in the latter decades of the 20th century and those 
of the early 21st. Shishkov notes the withdrawal of the local Ortho-
dox churches of Bulgaria and Georgia from the WCC in the late 1990s 
(Shishkov 2017, 68), but these same churches have continued their 
participation in the international Catholic-Orthodox dialogue. This 
is not to say that pressure on them to also withdraw from that ongo-
ing forum of classical ecumenism could not continue to build to a cri-
sis point; it is only to suggest that the precise reasons for withdrawal 
in that case would be different. Opposition to WCC involvement over 
the past two or three decades has come from Orthodox social conserv-
atives, some of whom retain a commitment to unitive ecumenism, as 
well as from anti-ecumenists, who by (my) definition do not. Ortho-
dox opposition to bilateral Catholic-Orthodox dialogue has come only 
from anti-ecumenists.

If the nexus of questions concerning church division/unity, with 
which the ecumenical movement was itself robustly concerned from 
the 1927 World Conference on Faith and Order in Lausanne and for 
decades thereafter,13 has always been at the heart of classical ecumen-
ism for the Orthodox, then Orthodoxy’s growing qualms about WCC 
participation over the past thirty years should be understood in light 

12.	 One can discern a consistent thread running through not only the works of Florovsky 
and other important theologians (Schmemann, Zizioulas and others), but also certain 
Orthodox statements clarifying or qualifying its participation in the WCC, such as the 
September 1991 statement issued by the inter-Orthodox Consultation in the wake of 
the Canberra Assembly. https://www.oikoumene.org/en/ resources/documents/wcc-
programmes/ecumenical-movement-in-the-21st-century/member-churches/special-
commission-on-participation-of-orthodox-churches/sub-committee-ii-style-ethos-of-
our-life-together/inter-orthodox-consultation-after-the-canberra-assembly.

13.	 See, for example, the Toronto Statement, “The Church, the Churches, and the World 
Council of Churches” 1950, and the document “Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry” 1982. 
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of the WCC’s own movement away from classical ecumenism in this 
foundational sense, and not necessarily as a decline in Orthodox com-
mitment to classical ecumenism per se. I believe the latter is best un-
derstood not in terms of evolving WCC institutional ecumenism but in 
the theologically meaningful way that Orthodoxy has always consist-
ently cared about ecumenism. If we do understand classical ecumen-
ism in this sense, then in important respects, and in spite of anti-ecu-
menists’ influence (well shown by Shishkov 2017, 80) on the final form 
of the relevant conciliar document, Orthodoxy’s commitment to clas-
sical ecumenism was in fact reaffirmed at the Council of Crete. This is 
a point of no small consequence.14

Having now clarified the question of what classical ecumenism was 
and still is for the Orthodox,15 I can return to the first question and 
see with more clarity why it made sense to answer it, as I did, by say-
ing that not all so-called conservative ecumenists reject classical ecu-
menism. For a variety of reasons having to do with its liberal trajec-
tory, conservative ecumenists have come to oppose the WCC almost 
uniformly, but not the bilateral dialogues, for example, with the Cath-
olic Church, where classical ecumenism carries on. Many conserva-
tive ecumenists still espouse this classical ecumenism. Those who do 

14.	 Has it really been definitely re-affirmed? The correct interpretation of the relevant doc-
ument of the 2016 Council of Crete continues to be debated. Shishkov is correct to point 
out the significance of the change in the expressed purpose of Orthodox participation 
in the WCC. Whereas in the preconciliar draft it was said to be for the purpose of “con-
tributing to the witness of truth and [the] promotion of unity,” in the final version of 
the official conciliar document it is instead said to be for the purpose of “contributing 

. . . to the advancement of peaceful coexistence and cooperation in the major socio-po-
litical challenges” (Shishkov 2017, 80, with reference to the relevant texts issued be-
fore and after the Council). This shift from a unitive to a non-unitive focus would be 
far more concerning if it described Orthodox ecumenical engagement altogether. Inso-
far as it applies more specifically to Orthodox WCC participation, it seems to reflect the 
movement of the WCC itself away from unitive concerns and toward sociopolitical ones. 
However, there is little doubt that the conciliar text “Relations of the Orthodox Church 
with the Rest of the Christian World” leaves much about the precise nature of Ortho-
dox ecumenism unspecified and undeveloped.

15.	 No claim is being made here, of course, of resolving this question at its most vexing ec-
clesiological point of inner tension  — rather, only of resolving that classical ecumen-
ism for the Orthodox must be, in some shape or other, “unitive ecumenism,” and must 
not be hitched to the direction in which the institution of the WCC has gone over time. 
Where Shishkov, himself venturing into the ecclesiological core of the question, writes 
that from the Orthodox point of view, “the union of churches must be understood as 
reunion with the Orthodox Church” (Shishkov 2017, 66–67), this seems to me to reflect 
one and not the only way of interpreting Orthodoxy’s ecclesial self-understanding in 
the condition of each and every Christian division.
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not are not, as I would see it, actually conservative ecumenists, but 
anti-ecumenists.

Shishkov’s three criteria for qualifying even these Orthodox “con-
servative ecumenists” who oppose unitive ecumenism as ecumenists 
are somewhat thin and ambiguous theologically. What are Shishkov’s 
three criteria? One is a refusal to proselytize. But while this sometimes 
bears real ecclesiological significance, by no means does it always. In 
the Balamand Statement (1993) of the Joint International Commis-
sion mentioned earlier, refusal to proselytize is indeed connected with 
recognition of the other confession’s sacramental reality. But in a great 
many instances, Orthodox objection to proselytism has had a self-pro-
tective character, on the one hand arising from concerns over Roman 
Catholic (and Eastern Catholic) encroachment on traditionally Ortho-
dox territory (as was the case with the Balamand Statement itself ), 
but on the other hand never actually committing itself (as Balamand 
did) to that mutual ecclesial recognition that ought logically to be en-
tailed or implied in a principled rejection of proselytism. The message 
of the authors of the letter from Mount Athos quoted above is a case 
in point. It clearly and directly condemned Uniate/Eastern Catholic 
proselytizing of “suffering Orthodox,” but it insisted that Orthodoxy’s 
negative stance on Latin baptism had been “not for purposes of pros-
elytism but in order to protect the flock.” Although perhaps at first 
glance this could appear to imply a reciprocal renunciation of prose-
lytism, it actually does not. Nowhere in the letter is there an assertion 
or even an implication that Catholic ecclesial life has spiritual and pos-
sibly salvific value, which is the only basis on which a refusal to prose-
lytize makes any Christian sense. In the overall context of their letter, 
it is evident that what is renounced is not proselytism as evangelism 
(of those lacking the true faith, that is, Catholics, by those possessing 
it, that is the Orthodox) but proselytism as imperialism (by which the 
weak and “suffering,” in other words the Orthodox, are preyed upon 
by the temporally powerful, the Catholics). By contrast, a rejection of 
proselytism that has unambiguous ecumenical meaning and not just 
self-protective political meaning would have to manifest itself in an af-
firmation of the other tradition’s ecclesial significance.

Acknowledgment of the commonality of Christians and avoidance 
of the terms heretic and schismatic are Shishkov’s two other criteria. It 
is true that each of the two was part and parcel of the advent of 20th-
century classical ecumenism, in contrast to the denunciations and hos-
tilities of the past. But over the years it has become possible for these 
respectful modes of interaction among separated Christians to be de-
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tached from an underlying commitment to unitive ecumenism. The 
willingness to acknowledge commonality across confessional lines cer-
tainly can and normally should have ecumenical significance but it can 
also be subtly circumscribed in such a way that it excludes all hope of 
ever bridging certain theological differences, in which case its properly 
ecumenical significance is negligible. So too when the name of Chris-
tian rather than heretic is used of non-Orthodox, this can mean quite 
different things. When a non-Orthodox individual is called a Chris-
tian it could (and again arguably should, on the basis of the ancient 
adage “one Christian, no Christian”) also entail some kind of recog-
nition of the Christian character of the individual’s faith community, 
but that logic is often absent where Orthodox admit the existence of 
Christians of other traditions. Writing for a North American archdi-
ocesan magazine, Fr. John Oliver is typical of many anti-ecumenical 
Orthodox in his willingness to include non-Orthodox among “all who 
follow Christ” — and indeed even to name their charitable institutions 

“Christian” — while committing himself not at all to an ecclesial recog-
nition of any non-Orthodox community that would give rise to a pos-
itive appraisal of ecumenism (classically understood, that is, in Lind-
beck’s “unitive” sense) (Oliver 2018, 18).16

In the end, to include conservative Orthodox involvement in non-
unitive forms of inter-confessional cooperation under the umbrella of 
ecumenism, even if some or many of the Orthodox participants con-
cerned are directly opposed to unitive ecumenism, effects a shift in fo-
cus and meaning from the theological to the sociopolitical plane. The 
prospects are then radically diminished for ecumenism’s being seen in 
terms other than what Shishkov calls “the global ‘culture wars’” and for 
its being able to serve to bolster spaces of authentic Christian freedom 
that can constructively cut across the entrenched positions from which 

16.	 Drawing a distinction between being “ecumenical” (which he affirms) and espousing 
“ecumenism” (which he does not), Fr. John Oliver says, “One is being ecumenical . . . by 
bumping elbows with anyone else — wherever he resides in the numberless religious 
and non-religious neighborhoods outside the visible boundaries of the Church — to feed 
the hungry, nurse the sick, clothe the bereft, serve the poor, visit the imprisoned, which 
are part of the basic mission of the Church. St. Thomas in Nashville, Baptist in Knox-
ville, Methodist in Memphis, St. John’s and Mary in Chattanooga — all these Christian 
hospitals in Tennessee from theologically-conflicting confessions are yet joined ecu-
menically in the singular task of caring for the sick. Such ministry, yes. Conjoined in 
charity, please. Dialogue and dinner with our various neighbors, certainly. Raising a 
mug of beer or cup of tea to cheerfully toast a mutual agreement not to condemn or kill 
each other or bust up each other’s property, absolutely. Beyond that, though? Ecumen-
ism is different. . . . To be ecumenical stands as the high calling of all who follow Christ; 
ecumenism may be the most dangerous of all heresies.”
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the culture wars are waged. When Shishkov writes of “the ideologi-
cal polarization of the two ecumenisms along liberal and conservative 
lines” (Shishkov 2017, 82) it may be observed that his non-theolog-
ical definitions of (1) classical ecumenism (loosed from unitive ecu-
menism and instead tied strictly to the WCC’s increasingly liberal tra-
jectory) and (2) conservative ecumenism (also unmoored from unitive 
ecumenism) make this binary perspective all but inescapable. Ideolog-
ical polarization then becomes all there is to see. We know, of course, 
how entrenched this polarization appears to be within and among the 
churches. But it is not everything, not even empirically. Where the the-
ological leaven at ecumenism’s core has not been removed, more sur-
prising coalitions and combinations of reconciling views remain pos-
sible, and prove far more resistant to being co-opted by either of the 
two great Babylons of our time, the beast of post-Christian secular lib-
eralism or that of post-secular religious nationalism. 

Finally, however, a word about conservative ecumenism should be 
added that may appear to upend everything that has just been said. It 
may appear that I have presented conservative ecumenism as always 
necessarily non-theological in its non-unitive dimension, that is, in its 
concern specifically with things sociopolitical. But it would be a mis-
take to see it that way. That is, here again there is a question. Where 
conservative ecumenism takes up issues at the forefront of the cul-
ture wars, whether having to do with abortion, same-sex marriage, or 
religious liberty, it could be doing this in only an ideological way. Of-
ten the emphasis on “values” rather than doctrine and on Christian 

“civilization” rather than actual Christianity signals that a set of ide-
ological concerns have been split off from the root of Christian faith 
and have indeed supplanted it. However, activity of the Church or her 
members that aims at influencing public opinion or policy, including 
by means of cooperation with other Christian groups that may share 
the Church’s perspective on a given policy or legislative proposal, can 
also be a genuinely theological outgrowth of faith. What Shishkov calls 
conservative ecumenism is indeed not, then, inherently or always “bad 
ecumenism” as Chris Stroop contends (Stroop 2016); I would concur 
here with Shishkov that such an opinion is “too judgmental and does 
not adequately assess this phenomenon.”17 It can be bad ecumen-
ism — bad if it understands the conservative basis of its ecumenical 

17.	 Shishkov 2017, 73n28. Conservative ecumenism, as a manifestation of a basic Chris-
tian concern for the temporal sphere, may be seen as being in continuity with the Life 
and Work movement, even though the latter is more often associated with progressive 
forms of ecumenism.
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coalition-building in a reified way as having to be always and every-
where at odds with progressive forms of ecumenical coalition-build-
ing, rather than open at least sometimes to the latter’s concerns, based 
on a shared foundation of Christian principles.18 It can also be, for all 
intents and purposes, “no ecumenism” — if it is decoupled from uni-
tive ecumenism.19 

But it can also be good ecumenism; and let me conclude this sec-
tion by suggesting by way of brief summary how Orthodox conserva-
tive ecumenism at its best may be understood, roughly on the model 
of Fr. Alexander Schmemann, whom Shishkov has presented as a sort 
of proto-“conservative ecumenist.” In its right balance and orienta-
tion it remains, in the first place, deeply interested in the question of 
church division and unity that has always been at the center of clas-
sical ecumenism. It does not arise as if from the ashes of such unitive 
ecumenism, but out of a legitimate perception of a growing one-sid-
edness (from the late 1960s onward) in the WCC–based and liberal-
Protestant-dominated ecumenism that came to be less and less alert 
to a variety of dangers having to do with secularism and relativism. In 
this regard, what it rejects is not the WCC’s engagement with the strug-
gles of humanity in the contemporary world; on the contrary, conserv-
ative ecumenism at its best is profoundly interested in church-socie-
ty relations and not at all sectarian. It intends rather to supplement 
what it sees as a growing lacuna in progressive Christianity’s impor-
tant, but overly narrow, focus on social justice and human rights, a la-
cuna having to do above all with a vision of the transcendent, of what 
Schmemann called the “upper story,” without which democratic liber-

18.	 Similarly, “liberal ecumenism” would be bad ecumenism if always opposed to any and 
all of the concerns of conservative ecumenism. Shishkov is correct in this regard when 
he writes (2017, 82), “If classical ecumenism [which for Shishkov means liberal-pro-
gressive, WCC-based ecumenism] still aspires to be inclusive and universal, its propo-
nents will be forced to seek ways to incorporate the issue of ‘traditional values’ into its 
agenda. This, however, will require that both sides be prepared to conduct a responsi-
ble dialogue and to hear each other’s arguments. Today, it is difficult to say whether the 
World Council of Churches will become a ‘parliament’ of sorts, wherein the entire ide-
ological spectrum would be represented, or whether it will continue to occupy a liber-
al niche.” 

19.	 For in that case, the character of its interest in other Christian groups is finally the same 
as its interest in any groups with which it finds common cause on sociopolitical mat-
ters. About the World Russian People’s Council (WRPC), which he describes as “an ex-
ample of a Russian conservative ecumenical initiative,” Shishkov writes (2017, 78) that 
it “proposes not merely an ecumenical project, but rather a super-ecumenical conserv-
ative project that goes beyond cooperation between Christians toward interreligious co-
operation.” My point is that cooperation and ecumenism properly speaking must be 
distinguished.
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alism continually runs the risk of mistaking negative for positive free-
dom, subjective for objective truth — in short, the risk of imposing an 
illiberal liberalism as the de facto civic religion.

But Schmemann was no promoter of conservatism per se and no 
stranger to the dangers of “soil and blood” nationalism, which he dis-
cerned to be an animating element in the thought of Solzhenitsyn, for 
example. One can infer from Schmemann’s profound appreciation for 
the personal and religious liberties afforded by American democracy 
that he would be at the forefront of those Christians — including many 
self-identified conservative ones — sounding the alarm today over the 
threats to these liberties posed by the strong circulating currents of 
authoritarian nationalism unleashed in the United States. The “con-
servative ecumenism” of his participation in the Hartford Appeal was 
conducted in a catholic spirit attuned to the signs of the times rath-
er than a sectarian, ideological spirit wedded to conservative ecumen-
ism for its own sake. Perhaps it is even more necessary now than it 
was in his time to be careful not to imagine conservative ecumenism 
as something more deeply stable than it is — careful lest we reinforce 
already strong tendencies either to idolize or demonize it by “ontolo-
gizing” it in this way (together with a similarly ontologized liberal ec-
umenism, only inversely). 

Effective critique of “conservative ecumenism” cannot be on the 
grounds that it happens to be what we are today calling “conserva-
tive” — unless, of course, it itself has internalized this identity so deep-
ly that it imagines itself obligated to oppose everything we happen to-
day to call “liberal.” Effective critique must rather be on the grounds 
that it has given up on unitive ecumenism, in which case, it is rightly 
to be named anti-ecumenical.

V. A key theological difference between Orthodox ecu-
menists and anti-ecumenists 

Orthodox anti-ecumenists work hard to specify those things they be-
lieve are found only in the Orthodox Church. Few today deny the pos-
sibility of salvation elsewhere; nor do they contest that God’s spirit is 
somehow everywhere. But according to Fr. Peter Heers, we must dis-
tinguish between the “creative, sustaining, and providential energies 
of God,” in which all humanity participates, including schismatics 
and heretics, and “the purifying, illuminating, and deifying energies 
of God,” in which only those in the one and undivided Church partici-
pate (Heers 2015, 171–72). Heers elsewhere speaks of grace operating 
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on a person externally versus internally (Heers 2015, 178). After bap-
tism, the Holy Spirit “works to form Christ within,” but before baptism 

“the activity of the Holy Spirit is restricted to drawing the soul towards 
Christ” (Heers 2015, 177). Against the idea that Christ may be formed 
within a baptized non-Orthodox Christian, Heers writes that the “‘one 
Spirit’ that dwells in and constantly builds up the ‘one Body’ (Eph. 
4:4) cannot be at work creating ‘incomplete communion’” (Heers 2015, 
179). Heers admits that “God, of course, can save whomever He pleas-
es” (Heers 2015, 173n363), but for Heers the one way God cannot do 
this is by forming non-Orthodox people (including baptized Roman 
Catholics) into Christ, because according to Heers’s ecclesiological sys-
tem, “the Holy Spirit is restricted.”20 

But Heers makes a further point: “Without these distinctions re-
garding the divine energies of the Holy Spirit, participation in the life 
of the Church in order to receive the grace that heals and saves would 
be pointless” (Heers 2015, 172). Here we have an echo of the logic of 
Neophytos when he spoke of Latin baptism in the 18th century: “For 
if [Latin baptism] does provide [remission of sins], then they [who] 
join the [Orthodox] Church [do so] for no reason.”21 For Heers as well, 
it is as if the Church holds so little intrinsic appeal that only if “the 
grace that heals and saves” is available nowhere else would one ever 
join it. He writes disapprovingly (though accurately): “If the Holy Spir-
it is accepted to be active — purifying and illuminating those outside 
the [Orthodox] Church through various ‘ecclesiastical elements,’ the 
first among which is Baptism  — it follows that ‘ecclesiality,’ the pos-
session of the character or nature of the Church, must also be conced-
ed” (Heers 2015, 158). And this cannot be done because for Orthodox 
anti-ecumenical theology, it would necessitate a contradiction in the 
doctrine of the oneness of the Church. 

This is the central point on which Orthodox ecumenical theology 
differs from the anti-ecumenical theology represented in the writings 
of Heers. The disagreement is not just about whether the Holy Spirit 
can work outside the Orthodox Church — and can do so not just uni-
versally and providentially, but ecclesially, to “form Christ” in those 
baptized elsewhere. It is true that Orthodox ecumenical theology gives 
an affirmative answer to this question and Orthodox anti-ecumenical 
theology gives a negative answer. But more important than just how 
they differently answer the question is the reason why. Orthodox anti-

20.	See the longer quotation from which this is extracted, just above (Heers 2015, 177).

21.	 See above, note 5.
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ecumenical theology states that the answer must be no because other-
wise — if the Holy Spirit can “form Christ” in those baptized outside 
the Orthodox Church — it must be “completely impossible to preserve” 
the oneness of the Church in that case. By contrast, Orthodox ecumen-
ical theology believes that both as a doctrine and as an existential real-
ity, the oneness of the Church still can be preserved even if one affirms 
that Christ may be formed through the Holy Spirit in those baptized 
in a communion such as Roman Catholicism that has been separated 
from the Orthodox Church. 

In fact, anti-ecumenists themselves unwittingly undercut their own 
position on this point. Acknowledging that the Greek Church did not 
always use the term heretics to describe Latin Christians even after the 
separation, Patrick Barnes writes:

Whatever reticence the Church may have had regarding the Latins in 
the first two centuries following the Great Schism can also be viewed as 
patient hope for their full return. . . . Nor can one responsibly state that 
the Roman church ceased overnight to be a repository of ecclesial Grace. 
Rather, it became spiritually ill, the disease of heresy spread, and the 
great branch of the West was finally detached from the rest of the Body, 
a reality which the Saints and various Synods since that time attest. This 
process may have lasted for decades  — or even centuries  — after the 
Great Schism. (Barnes 1999, 19) 

Here Barnes himself effectively grants that the baptism that yields “a 
real, metaphysical, ontological change”22 did — at least for some peri-
od of years — continue to be performed in the separated Roman Cath-
olic Church.

Anti-ecumenism’s distinct theological commitment, then, is to 
something else, namely to the belief that over time, grace must inev-
itably and only decline, further and further, in the communion sepa-
rated from the Orthodox Church. Orthodox ecumenical theology dis-
agrees. If grace can be diminished in separation, with one deviation 
giving rise to another, Orthodox ecumenism also leaves open the pos-
sibility that grace might also be increased and renewed — not least, by 
fresh contact with and receptivity to the Eastern Christian tradition. 
With respect to the Great Schism in particular, the Orthodox anti-ecu-
menist sees the church of Rome as “finally detached” — this finality be-

22.	 The phrase is from Saint Diadochus quoted by Telepneff, 77–78 (quoted in turn by 
Barnes 1999, 36). 
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ing, so they insist, a “reality which the Saints and various Synods since 
that time attest” (Barnes 1999, 19). But the ecumenist does not see 
any of this attestation as adding up to an authoritative resolution of 
the Orthodox Church as a whole that would rise to the level of dogma.

VI. Conclusion

In this paper I have argued that neither Orthodox ecumenism, nor 
Orthodox anti-ecumenism, nor even Orthodox conservative ecumen-
ism can be dismissed by reducing them to strictly political movements. 
Whatever elements of politics have been and may continue to be inter-
twined with each — and it is certainly important to consider their po-
litical dimensions and motivations both historically and today — nev-
ertheless each makes claims that must also be engaged theologically. 
This is not to say that the claims of each are equal to one another in 
theological cogency. The claims of Orthodox anti-ecumenism, I have 
tried to show, finally are not internally consistent and do not stand up 
against the contrary claims of Orthodox ecumenism. The latter right-
ly leaves open a possibility prematurely closed off by anti-ecumenists, 
namely the possibility that one or another Christian communion sep-
arated from Orthodoxy might, even in its ongoing formal separation, 
be in a process of recovering whatever it may have lost due to the sep-
aration, rather than only and inevitably losing more and more of the 
gifts of God with which it once had been graced.

The case of what Andrey Shishkov calls “conservative ecumenism” 
was treated at considerably more length than the other two movements 
within Orthodoxy, in part because conservative ecumenism is a more 
recent phenomenon on the Orthodox scene and therefore calls for an 
especially close and careful analysis in order to relate it properly to the 
others. The lengthy treatment was also due to the need I felt to respond 
to Shishkov’s particular way of framing this movement. Here I wished 
to develop three points in some tension with Shishkov’s perspective. 
First, I sought to retain within any overall definition of ecumenism, as 
an essentially theological enterprise — which, I argue, is how the Or-
thodox have always chiefly engaged in the ecumenical movement — the 
element of unitive ecumenism, which Shishkov is too ready in my view 
to decouple from ecumenism’s core meaning. Second, I looked to clarify 
that the “classical ecumenism” that itself prioritized unitive ecumenism 
and that characterized the World Council of Churches (WCC) at its in-
ception has continued to live on elsewhere — in particular, in bilateral 
ecumenical dialogues, such as that between Catholics and Orthodox — 
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even as it has been increasingly marginalized within the WCC. I further 
argued that the withdrawal of some local Orthodox Churches from the 
WCC in the late 1990s  — but not from the international Catholic-Or-
thodox dialogue — is to be understood as a reaction against a certain 
narrowly liberal sociopolitical trajectory of the WCC rather than as a 
rejection of “classical ecumenism” with its specifically unitive element, 
as Shishkov’s presentation seems to suggest. Finally, I offered the sug-
gestion that far from being a mere matter of hair-splitting semantics, 
the adjustments I have recommended in how we define ecumenism, al-
ways with its theological significance at the core, such that there can be 
neither a genuine “conservative ecumenism” nor a true “classical ecu-
menism” without the unitive element still at the center, can be helpful 
in resisting the impulse to feed already strong tendencies toward soci-
opolitical polarization within the Church.

Perhaps, then, prophetic denunciation of religious nationalism will 
not only come from the safe haven of secular liberalism, nor denun-
ciation of secular liberalism only from the safe haven of religious na-
tionalism, but both may be criticized by a Church at home in neither 
the one nor the other, and therefore free to speak according to crite-
ria uniquely given to her. 
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THE word “religion” is quite common in law, in the media, and 
in academic and everyday speech. However, this term is inter-
preted in ways that are contradictory and vague. This leads to 

discriminatory policy, negative or affirmative, toward certain groups 
based on their religiousness.1 The appropriateness of this term was 
questioned in the 1990s by a group of scholars who developed what 

1.	 Kenny provides the examples of jurisprudential cases from the European court. See 
Kenny 2014.
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became known as “the ideological critique of religious studies.”2 In 
November 2012 this way of thought became institutionalized: schol-
ars from University of Stirling (Scotland) organized the international 

“Critical Religion Association.” Ivan Stransky, William Cavanaugh, Ta-
lal Asad, and Timothy Fitzgerald are leading authors of this field. An-
thropologists and religious scholars, including Russians, actively dis-
cuss issues raised by this group (Forum 2017). 

Their idea was to encounter Religious Studies as a research pro-
ject that had its own history and ambitions. How did religious schol-
ars create their field of investigation, how did ideologies3 use the term 

“religion,” and what kind of biases does the field of Religious Studies 
create? These critics were inspired by critical sociology (Michel Fou-
cault, Edward Said, Lawrence Newman) and Thomas Kuhn’s paradigm 
shift theory (Strenski 2004). They claim that scientific knowledge is 
useful not merely for scientific discoveries, but also to legitimize pow-
er constellations in society (Asad 2003). 

Each author came to his own conclusions in a different way. 
Church historian Cavanaugh traced the transformation of the term 
religio from Ancient Rome to the present and how it became com-
mon in Western culture. Asad, a historian of Muslim culture, stud-
ied the rise of the term “secular” and the exploitation of this term 
by the colonial authorities to create an Orientalized image of the 
Eastern world. During his anthropological research in Japan and 
India, Fitzgerald realized the impossibility of distinguishing “reli-
gious” from “non-religious” practices and institutions (Asad 2003; 
Cavanaugh 2009; Fitzgerald 2003). Each of these authors concluded 
that the terms “secular” and “religious”: (a) are ideologically biased 
and contradictory, although they are familiar to Western culture; and 
(b) that all attempts to set clear boundaries for these terms are logi-
cally inconsistent. 

These critics have different views on the future of religious studies. 
Fitzgerald believes that religious studies should be replaced by cultur-
al studies, since “the best work being produced in religious studies de-
partments is not essentially any different from the work being done 
in departments of cultural studies or departments of cultural anthro-

2.	 See the website of The Critical Religion Association, accessed September 8, 2018, 
https://criticalreligion.org. 

3.	 By ideology I mean the neutral conception of ideologies as “‘systems of thought,’ or 
‘systems of belief ’ or ‘symbolic practices’ which pertain to social action or political 
projects.” See Thompson 1984.
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pology” (Fitzgerald 2003). This position is radical, but it must be rec-
ognized that some areas of religious studies do face serious methodo-
logical problems. The most problematic field of religious studies is the 
psychology of religion. 

In contrast to the sociology of religion, which remains close to 
its parent discipline of sociology, this discipline operates distant 
from the mainstream of psychological research (Paloutzian and 
Park 2005). There is one possible explanation for such a state of 
affairs: perhaps the methodology of this field is not good enough? 
Are the terms “religious feelings,” “religious consciousness,” and 
“religious psychotechniques” objective and measurable? To answer 
this question, I analyzed the leading research programs of mod-
ern psychology of religion using the “secular-religious” opposi-
tion: cognitive religious studies, neurotheology, and transperson-
al psychology. 

These intellectual projects define their objects of research in 
their own way. Neurotheology (Andrew Newberg, Moshe Idel) and 
transpersonal psychology (Abraham Maslow, Stanislav Grof, Evge-
ny Torchinov) study religious states/senses (See Arzy and Idel 2015; 
Maslow 1964; Atran 2004; Boyer 2007; Newberg and Waldman 
2009; Torchinov 1998). They are interested in how people perceive 
space and their bodies, especially unusual cases. Cognitive religious 
studies (Pascal Boyer, Scott Atran) focus on religious beliefs/repre-
sentations. This approach tries to understand why people believe in 
gods or paranormal phenomena. All three projects compete against 
and criticize each other (Pyysiäinen 2012, 123–25). I am interested 
in the research objectives of these paradigms and their application 
of the terms “religion” and “secularity.”

1. The study of religious states

1.1 Object of research

The terms “religious states,” “religious experience,” “religious feel-
ings,” “mystical experience,” and “transcendent experience” have plen-
ty of meanings and contexts of use. I will focus on the interpretations 
that have been used to create objects of research in the psychology of 
religion. 

Religious states are (a) any feelings experienced by a religious per-
son; (b) senses constituting religiousness. The object of the study has 
a unique meaning only in the second case. 
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Two opposite methodologies of “religious experience” compete in 
the psychology of religion: constructivism and essentialism. Essen-
tialists believe that there are one or more types of mystical experi-
ence. They have a common nature, observable and reproducible, but 
described in different cultures differently. Constructivists believe that 
a universal mystical experience is impossible because such experi-
ence depends on cultural context and personal expectations. Each 
culture has its own special forms of experience, such as Hasidic De-
vekut or Buddhist Moksha, but they are completely different phe-
nomena. There has been no consensus between the two sides since 
the 1970s (Malevich 2013, 26–61). I will consider only essentialist 
scholars because no study of universal phenomena is possible with-
in constructivism. 

The American researcher Randall Studstill distinguishes five types 
of essentialism. Most of them have theological assumptions, therefore 
I am interested only in psychological essentialism, according to which 
mystical teachings and practices cause the same psychological trans-
formations (Studstill 2005).

The model of psychological essentialism was proposed by Frie-
drich Schleiermacher in his Speeches on Religion. In his opinion, 
(1) religion is impossible without special psychological experience  — 
the feeling of unity with God; (2) dogmas and rituals are secondary 
derivatives of that feeling; (3) the ability to engage with religious ex-
perience is a natural ability of human psychology, which can be stud-
ied using the scientific method. Schleiermacher explained the details 
of this process in terms of the Kantian theory of knowledge (Shleier-
makher 1994).

Next, I will consider six research projects on religious phenome-
na using the model of psychological essentialism. I will list the meth-
ods used to investigate “religious states” and then analyze their theo-
retical assumptions. 

1.2 Historical review of the methods of cognitive essentialism 

The first scientific attempts to connect religious experience with natu-
ral causes took place in the 1870s–1890s. Early psychologists William 
James in the USA and Jean-Martin Charcot in France were simulta-
neously interested in magnetism and spiritism and tried to explain 
their physiological nature. The psychologists Abraham Maslow and 
Stanislav Grof, and Buddhologist Yevgeny Torchinov, inspired by the 
intellectual tradition of psychoanalysis (Carl Jung) and the phenom-
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enology of religion (Mircea Eliade) were interested in the psychedelic 
movement of the 1960s. Andrew Newberg, an American neurothera-
pist, and Israeli scientists Moshe Idel and Shahar Arzy, used function-
al magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) and electroencephalography 
(EEG) to describe brain processes during meditative or ecstatic prac-
tices in the 1990s and 2000s. 

1. Jean-Martin Charcot, one of the pioneers of neurology, spent 
thirty years studying neurological diseases at the Salpetriere clinic in 
Paris. In the 1880s he conducted public experiments with hypnosis on 
patients with hysteria. Charcot suggested that the hysteria and ecsta-
sy experienced by Christian saints are the same phenomenon as that 
experienced by his patients (Evans 2015). In 1893, in the article “Cure 
by Faith,” he wrote: 

Through all the ages, the most diverse civilizations, in the midst of reli-
gions apparently most dissimilar, the conditions of the miracle of heal-
ing have remained the same, its laws of evolution immutable.

I believe that the faith cure demands special subjects and special 
complaints — those, namely which are amenable to the influence of the 
mind over the body, if it is to find ground to work upon. Hysterical sub-
jects offer a mental condition favorable to the operation of the faith cure 
(Charcot 1893).

2. William James collected dozens of testimonies from “religious ge-
niuses” in his book The Varieties of Religious Experience and offered 
medical explanations of their conditions. According to his pragmatic 
philosophy, any human judgment (atheistic or religious) is “neurally 
conditioned,” roughly speaking, it “depends on the liver” of the indi-
vidual (James 1896).4 However, this fact does not diminish the val-
ue of these experiences for the individual and his or her moral life 
(James 1905). James tried to explain conversion or mystical insights 
by means of the rapid transition of preliminary thoughts into the fo-
cus of consciousness. 

James not only documented the testimonies of “religious genius-
es,” but also experimented with nitrous oxide and recorded his im-
pressions (James 1882). He also established the American branch of 
the Society for Psychical Research to study psychics and psychic phe-
nomena. For fifteen years, he personally studied the psychic Leonora 

4.	 “Is life worth living? It all depends on the liver.”
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Piper, organized her public appearances, and claimed that she had ex-
trasensory abilities (Fuller 2009).

3. In the 1960s, Stanislav Grof and Abraham Maslow founded the 
field of “transpersonal psychology.” Maslow studied the phenome-
non of self-development and tried to understand why happy people 
feel a selfless love for the world. He developed the concept of “peak 
experiences,” that is, moments of the highest happiness and self-ex-
pression, feelings of love for being (B-love experience) like love, in-
spiration, aesthetic experience, and “mystical experience” (Maslow 
1959). 

Maslow suggested that peak experience is the core of all religions. 
This can be experienced by everyone, both atheists and priests. Pre-
viously, it had been “explained only in terms of the supernatural,” but 
today such phenomena could be observed and evoked in experimental 
conditions by mean of psychedelics such as LSD. Maslow noted that 

“it looks as if these drugs often produce peak-experiences in the right 
people under the right circumstances, so that perhaps we needn’t wait 
for them to occur by good fortune” (Maslow 1964).

This idea prompted Stanislav Grof to carry out experiments with 
psychedelics, and he summarized his results in The Adventure of 
Self-Discovery based on the testimony of his patients. He discerned 
three subconscious levels of the psyche: (1) biographical  — psycho-
logical complexes or suppressed thoughts, (2) perinatal — the birth 
experience, and (3) transpersonal  — going beyond consciousness, 
time, and space. Psychedelics and techniques like holotropic breath-
ing make it possible to study the last two layers and lead to “the be-
ginning of spiritual awakening.” These “forms of spirituality” are 
similar to religions and the “worldview of great mystical traditions” 
(Grof 1994). 

It is hard to call Grof ’s experiments scientific: introspective reports 
ceased to be a relevant psychological tool in the middle of the nine-
teenth century after Franz Brentano’s criticism (Velichkovskii 1982, 
46). The status of transpersonal psychology fluctuates between sci-
ence and pseudoscience, and no one has conducted experiments with 
psychedelics except Grof and his followers. 

However, Grof and Maslow’s ideas became popular among reli-
gious scholars. In Russia, they were promoted by Buddhologist Evg-
eny Torchinov in his book The World Religions: Transcendental Ex-
perience. According to him, “the root of religious faith and religious 
life is transpersonal experience” (Torchinov 1998, 29). The experi-
ence itself is fundamentally indescribable, and therefore the catego-
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ries “God” and “supernatural” are only descriptive constructs. He ar-
gues that this experience is poorly examined in religious studies and 
scholars need to shift their focus from a sociological paradigm to a 
psychological one.

5. The next attempt in the experimental study of religious experi-
ence emerged with the advent of neuroimaging technologies. In 1984, 
the first scientific work appeared in which the author explained the 
emergence of religion in terms of neuroscience; the term “neurothe-
ology” was invented by Aldous Huxley in the 1962 novel The Island 
(Malevich 2013, 26–61).

Neurotheologists use MRI and EEG to track changes that occur in 
the brain during mystical states, and to understand how these states 
are induced. One of the most famous authors in this field is Andrew 
Newberg, professor of radiology and religious studies at the Universi-
ty of Pennsylvania. 

Newberg carried out two kinds of research. In the first case, he 
searched for religious practitioners and asked them to perform their 
meditative (Franciscan sisters) or ecstatic (Pentecostals) practices. 
Then he studied changes in the subjects’ brain activity during these 
rituals (N’iuberg and Uoldman 2013, 18–19).

In the second case, he asked random subjects who did not belong 
to any denomination to apply specific meditative practices for sev-
eral weeks and measured brain activity before and after the practice. 
Newberg found that different types of meditation correlate with ac-
tivation in different brain areas, but all of them positively affect at-
tention, memory, and empathy. Patients had similar health improve-
ments, regardless of whether they were atheists or belonged to any 
religion. 

1. The strong model

Torchinov defines religion as (1) psychotechnics that introduce a per-
son into (2) transpersonal and archetypal states, (3) triggering some 
subconscious mental mechanisms. In his model, the “religious” is con-
nected only with the experience of transpersonal states; the rest is re-
lated to the “secular.” For example, Confucianism is “civil rather than 
religious” and its rituals are similar to “the honors given to the nation-
al flag” (Torchinov 1998, 18).

Criticism. The strong model is based on the statement that transper-
sonal experience is possible only in religion, and in his book Torchi-
nov considers only the practices of “world religions.” But doesn’t an 
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atheist using “secular meditation” experience a transpersonal state? 
Torchinov unreasonably restricts transcendental experience within 
the framework of “religious” institutions, although it can be imagined 
outside of this circle. 

2. The moderate model

This model is based on two assumptions. First, there are several ex-
traordinary phenomena in the human psyche in which the world, body, 
and mind are perceived in an unusual way. They often occur in people 
with brain disorders, but any healthy person may experience them if 
they learn special practices or take drugs. In this case the success of 
the practice is independent of any beliefs. 

1.	 Charcot: “Between religions and lay faith cures no distinction 
can be made; the same cause the same effect” (Charcot 1893).

2.	 Maslow: “Perhaps we can actually produce a private person-
al peak-experience under observation and whenever we wish 
under religious or nonreligious circumstances” (Maslow 1964, 
17).

3.	 Newberg: “This was our first real evidence that a medita-
tion practice, even when removed from its spiritual and reli-
gious framework, can substantially improve memory in peo-
ple suffering from cognitive problems . . . meditation can be 
separated from its spiritual roots” (Newberg and Waldman 
2009, 31).

Second, the terms “God,” “soul,” “nirvana,” and so on, are merely 
labels taken from ordinary language or the cultural environment for 
the expression of unusual experiences. 

1.	 James: “The theories which Religion generates, being thus var-
iable, are secondary”; “The faith state may hold a very mini-
mum amount of intellectual content” (James 1905, 505).

2.	 Maslow: “Practically everything that happens in the peak-ex-
periences, naturalistic though they are, could be listed under 
the headings of religious happenings, or indeed have been in 
the past considered to be only religious experiences” (Maslow 
1964, 34).

3.	 Newberg: “If a survey only gives the respondent the choice of 
a few options, the result will come out black and white. Thus, 
we chose to give our survey participants free rein in describ-
ing their religious beliefs and spiritual experiences. Instead of 
coming up with a simple set of categories, we uncovered a rain-
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bow of colorful descriptions and beliefs” (Newberg and Wald-
man 2009, 10). 

Criticism. According to the moderate model, meditative practices 
and drugs can change perception and consciousness, regardless of any 
interpretation of the nature of such phenomena. In this case, should 
such phenomena be called “religious” and do we need a special school 
of psychology to study them? The only justification for such a division 
is theological. It could be said that some meditative practices stimu-
late the brain, while others interact with the “divine.” However, such 
assumptions are inappropriate for a scientific discipline with repro-
ducible experiments.

3. The weak model

Idel and Arzy propose a model in which the terms “religious” and 
“secular” do not matter to the researcher at all. The only things that 
are important are techniques to achieve experience and the underly-
ing mechanisms of consciousness. The interpretation of practition-
ers or different ideologies cannot reveal the nature of the phenome-
non. The authors denote traditional approaches as top-down because 
they assess the content of the experience based on the cultural con-
text. They call their own approach bottom-up and they aim to de-
scribe physiological correlates of mystical techniques with no axiolog-
ical interpretation.

According to Arzy and Idel, the top-down approach simply exploits 
mystical experiences as material for studying other cultural phenome-
na. Such an approach is not suitable for studying mystical experience: 
the cultural and linguistic context distort the reports of mystics, be-
cause such experience is unusual and difficult to express. The leading 
ideologies usurp the right to interpret the experiences of mystics and 
usually avoid interpretations in which the “mystical object may not be 
the ultimate divinity but the mystic’s self or body nonetheless” (Arzy 
and Idel 2013, 9). Finally, this approach overcomes cultural differ-
ences in the description of mystical practices. It assumes that mysti-
cal techniques evoke similar physiological processes in everyone (Arzy 
and Idel 2013, 10).

Criticism. The strong model is contradictory, and the moderate is 
absurd without theological assumptions. The weak model avoids the 
opposition of “religious” and “secular”: it tends to understand general 
cognitive mechanisms in each mystical tradition. However, Idel and 
Arzy unwittingly continue to use these terms.
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Fig. 1. Three models of cognitive essentialism 

Strong (Torchinov)

	 Mystical experience		 Religion

Moderate (Charcot, James, Maslow, Grof, Newberg)

	 Mystical experience		 Secular

					                    Religion

Weak (Idel, Arzy)

	 Mystical experience		      Any interpretation 

				          is possible

1.4. Discussion

Almost all the authors reviewed here who use the words “religious” 
and “non-religious” admit that this division is deceptive or biased. 
This is the case because these terms are common in academic litera-
ture. According to Idel, “it is hard to avoid the pertinence of those ap-
proaches, formulated by intellectual prodigies, especially since they 
turned into conceptual tools that are part of the quotidian language” 
(Arzy and Idel 2013, 116). 

The division of “religious/mystical experience” into three different 
phenomena could change this situation: (1) the perception of one’s 
consciousness and body as distorted by mean of the techniques of 
meditation (Arzy and Idel 2013, 33); (2) strong positive feelings; and 
(3) intuitive theories about the causes of the first and the second. 
Those who have experienced such states often combine these phenom-
ena, but they could and should be studied separately. 

Alternative terminology for the first and second phenomena al-
ready exists in the academic literature. Neuroscience investigates var-
ious transpersonal states, such as autoscopy or dissociation, and pos-
itive psychology studies positive experience as “autotelic experience” 
or “flow” (Csikszentmihalyi 2011). 

The third phenomenon causes more difficulty. It could be called 
“religion” or “spirituality,” but such a designation links it to the theolo-
gies of the major confessions, although alternative interpretations are 
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also possible. Therefore, a neutral terminology should be developed 
that will allow a clear description of people’s experiences. 

The paradigm of “intuitive theories” or “folk theories” could be the 
theoretical basis for such terminology (Gerstenberg and Tenenbaum 
2017, 517–20). According to this theory, a person uses heuristics, sim-
ple rules that give quick but imperfect results, to solve complex eve-
ryday problems. These heuristics create intuitive theories about the 
causes of the surrounding phenomena and processes (Gelman and 
Legare 2011). They are often adequate to reality but lead to systemat-
ic errors where subtle calculations are required (Kahneman 2011, 84). 
At the same time, folk theories are very influential and serious efforts 
are required to change them. 

I believe that the term “intuitive psychology” is appropriate for 
studying how a person interprets her transpersonal and autotelic ex-
periences. In a narrow sense, it refers to the daily perception of oth-
er people as capable of thinking (Arico 2010, 372). In a broad sense, 
it describes “commonsense psychology that explains human behav-
ior in terms of beliefs, desires, intentions, expectations, preferences, 
hopes, fears, and so on” (Baker 2001, 318), that is, intuitive assump-
tions about the nature of people’s experiences, intentions, and esti-
mations. Intuitive psychology applies to both individuals and groups. 
Theologies can be considered unique types of systematized folk psy-
chology, created in historical circumstances by “theological guilds,” or 
organized groups of intellectuals (Boyer 2007, 272). 

2. The study of religious beliefs

The study of “religious representations” investigates the genesis of 
ideas about gods, higher powers, and other counterintuitive rep-
resentations. The most popular and fruitful current research pro-
gram for the study of such phenomena is Cognitive Religious Stud-
ies (CRS). 

CRS studies the mechanisms of cognition and memory to explain 
the belief in the supernatural that occurs in all human cultures. The 
aim of the discipline is to solve a long-standing problem in religious 
studies: how to overcome the specific features of individual religions 
and prove that their positions are based on universal features of hu-
man cognition (Tremlin 2012).

Let us consider the most famous representatives of this approach, 
whose works have been published in the respected journals Science 
and Nature: French-American anthropologists Pascal Boyer and Scott 
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Atran. The first conducted field research in Cameroon and Nepal, the 
second studied ISIS followers and the Druze (Atran 2010). I. Pyysiäin-
en calls them the creators of the “standard model” in CRS, and the 
books Religion Explained and In Gods We Trust are considered CRS 

“textbooks” (Pyysiäinen 2012, 123–25).

2.1 Cognitive religious studies

Cognitive religious studies is based on three theories: modularity of 
mind, slow and fast modes of thinking, and cultural evolutionism. 
The first theory encounters mind as a system of independent and spe-
cialized programs (Fordor 1985, 1–5). The second distinguishes be-
tween two modes of thinking: automatic thinking, which is quick and 
unconscious, and slow thinking, requiring cognitive load (Kahneman 
2011). The third applies the laws of evolution to cultural selection, try-
ing to explain the spread of beliefs and practices in human societies. It 
claims that the peculiarities of mind can explain why certain ideas are 
better remembered and more quickly disseminated than others (Boyd 
and Richerson 1988; Dawkins 1976; Sperber 1985).

In the 1980s, Atran applied these concepts in his study of folk 
biology, or the representation of the organic world by lay people 
(Atran 1998). Boyer investigated tale transmission in African tribes 
and the use of theological concepts in everyday speech (Barrett 
1999). At the end of the 90s, both scientists began to study “reli-
gious concepts.” 

The standard model of CRS consists of the following premises:

1. The specificity of “religion”

Atran and Boyer argue that the term “religion” is problematic, but it 
can be used in scientific research:

1.	 Atran: “Religion is a fuzzy category with no transparent dis-
tinction between beliefs or actions as religious or not. Never-
theless, readily identifiable clusters of empirically and logically 
inscrutable beliefs reoccur cross-culturally as a by-product of 
nonreligious cognitive functions evolved for mundane purpos-
es” (Atran and Ginges 2012, 855–57).

2.	 Boyer: “Religion” is “a common prescientific category that may 
need to be replaced with other, causally grounded, scientif-
ic categories,” which help us to understand human cognition 
(Boyer and Bergstrom 2008). 
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Therefore, in CRS religious beliefs and secular ideology are clear-
ly divided. Religious or supernatural concepts are those notions that: 
(1) are invisible and have intentions; and (2) evoke emotions and 
action. 

1.	 Atran: “Faith in religious beliefs rests not on logical coherence 
and empirical evidence but is sustained by costly rituals whose 
elements may have no active or useful relationships in every-
day life” (Atran and Ginges 2012).

2.	 Boyer: “Religious concepts are those supernatural concepts 
that matter. . . [they] can induce strong feelings of fear, guilt, 
anger but also reassurance or comfort” (Boyer 2007, 137).

In order to avoid Abrahamic notions of God and include such phenom-
ena as the belief in aliens, spirits, ghosts, and so on, the authors de-
fined “religion” as broadly as possible.

2. The naturalness of religion

There is no special religious organ/department of the brain or reli-
gious specialists, those who perceive religious agents better than oth-
ers. Religious notions arise as a by-product of the most common cog-
nitive mechanisms, such as memory, attention, abstract thinking, and 
emotional intelligence. Boyer stresses that these abilities are the same 
for all people, otherwise religious geniuses would not be understood 
(Boyer 2007, 309).

3. Why religious beliefs are easily remembered and af-
fect people

Human thinking constantly produces spontaneous guesses about the 
world, but only a small number of them are culturally successful, that 
is, they remain in memory and are transferred to other people. Reli-
gious notions arise in all cultures, are passed down from generation 
to generation, and influence human behavior. Their cultural survival 
is caused by two factors.

(1) Memory advantage. Some stimuli are more conspicuous and 
better consolidate in long-term memory than others. Experiments 
demonstrate that “minimally counterintuitive concepts” evoke such an 
effect. They violate “assumptions about the basic categories of existence” 
and cause fascination. An optimal number of counterintuitive elements 
(2.5) within a tale makes it interesting to narrate and guarantee its 
stability during transmission (Norenzayan et al. 2006). 
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(2) Relevance. Representations that provoke action matter more 
than those that do not. For example, an intelligent but bodyless 
being causes fascination, however, it becomes relevant only if it 
knows something about our past and future and could be harmful or 
protective. According to Atran, “costly and seemingly arbitrary ritual 
commitment to apparently absurd beliefs deepens trust, galvanizing 
group solidarity for common defense and blinding members to exit 
strategies.” He demonstrates in numerous examples that religious 
groups are very cooperative, but prone to conflict in defending their 

“sacred values” (Atran and Ginges 2012). 

2.2 The cognitive religious studies research program

For CRS, both criteria of religious beliefs are essential: (1) counterin-
tuitiveness; and (2) the ability to evoke emotions and provoke behav-
ior. If we consider only the first criteria, then “the Mickey Mouse prob-
lem” arises: what is the difference between religious doctrine and fairy 
tale? If only the second, then the “the Marx problem” occurs: how do 
religions differ from ideologies?

Atran: Cognitive theories of religion are motiveless. They cannot, in prin-
ciple, distinguish Mickey Mouse and the Magic Mountain from Jesus 
and the burning bush, fantasy from religious belief. . . Commitment the-
ories are mindblind. For the most part, they ignore or misrepresent the 
cognitive structure of the mind and its causal role. They cannot in prin-
ciple distinguish Marxism from monotheism, ideology from religious be-
lief. (Atran 2004, 14)

To solve the first problem, cognitive religious scholars have developed 
criteria for distinguishing fairy tales from religion. Justin Barrett high-
lights five attributes of “god concepts”: they are counterintuitive, vio-
late intuitive assumptions about some ontological categories, they are 
intentional agents, they possess strategic information (about life, death, 
love, and honesty), and their acts are detectable in the human world 
and motivate human behaviors. These criteria explain why we do not 
consider Mickey Mouse (who does not affect the world) and George W. 
Bush (who is not counterintuitive) to be gods (Barrett 2008). 

2. “The Marx problem” is harder to solve. Marxism, Confucianism, 
the secular cult of the French Revolution, “market fundamentalism,” 
and so on have the same properties mentioned by Barrett. For exam-
ple, the laws of history in Marxism are paradoxical (it is not clear how 
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the laws of history exist), relate to strategic phenomena (the distribu-
tion of wealth), are detectable, evoke powerful feelings, and inspire ac-
tions. In public rituals, “an abstraction like ‘our tradition’ or ‘society’ 
can play much the same role as gods or ancestors” (Boyer 2007, 262).

Atran admits that “supernatural entities” occur both in religions 
and “in political and economic ideologies.” However, ideological en-
tities are non-intentional, have no consciousness and goals, and no 
personal emotional connections can be established with them (Atran 
2004, 15). Therefore, religious beliefs and rituals are more successful 
in strengthening group cohesiveness than secular ones. Atran believes 
that someday “neuroimaging may elucidate how religion and sacred 
values differ from secular beliefs and values” (Atran and Ginges 2012).

3. In solving these problems, Atran involuntarily creates new ones: 
(1) The case of Buddhism. There are many non-theological reli-

gions in which deities or supreme principles are unintentional.
(2) The case of Wahhabism. There are many religious teachings 

prohibiting any anthropomorphic description of gods, especially any 
suggestion about their direct interference in human affairs. 

CRS could answer that concepts elaborated by theological experts 
are not the same as intuitive representations of gods. However, the 
same argument could be applied to secular ideologies, and then we 
face . . .

(3) The case of nationalism. Atran claims that after the Westphali-
an peace secular national states were instituted and wars on religions 
ended. The ideology of these states lacks concepts of anthropomorphic 
and intentional supernatural beings and they do not consider their 
values as absolute. Perhaps humanism, nationalism, Marxism, and so 
on, in their doctrinal forms, are indeed prone to compromise and do 
not ensoul such concepts as “nation,” “history,” “human rights,” and 
so on. However, it is easy to prove that these abstract entities often 
became animated, sacralized, and evoke conflicts. 

First, in social isolation or grave danger humans are prone to an-
thropomorphize nonhuman agents (puppets or computer gadgets) 
(Epley et al. 2008). Nation, traditions, and culture also could be eas-
ily personalized. A large body of research exists about the represen-
tation of the nation as a woman or a man (see Riabov 2008; Weav-
er 2002; McClintock 1995),  a sovereign body (Kantorowitz 1957),  an 
animal, et cetera.5

5.	 It is not clear why totemism is usually described in research literature as religion, but 
not as national symbol. 
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Second, it is arguable that religious communities are more cohe-
sive than secular ones. Atran forgets about secular armies demonstrat-
ing excellent discipline and organization. During their history people 
have fought for their nation, tradition, ancestors, and other abstract, 
invisible entities, doing so altruistically, out of love for their sacred 
symbols. As Benedict Anderson writes, “for most ordinary people of 
whatever class the whole point of the nation is that it is interestless” 
(Anderson 2006, 144). 

Finally, Atran acknowledges that any values can be made sacred 
and that any ideology can use rituals and absurd beliefs to strength-
en group solidarity:

1.	 “Sacred values are not exclusive to religion; mundane values 
may be sacralized through rituals linking them to nonreligious 
sacred values, like the nation.”

2.	 “Thus, even ostensibly secular nations and transnational move-
ments usually contain important quasi-religious rituals and be-
liefs: from sacred songs and ceremonies, to postulations that 
providence or nature bestow equal rights” (Atran and Ging-
es 2012).

Fig. 2. Atran and Boyer’s model of cognitive religious studies

Secular culture 
   Counterintuitive					     High group
    representations					     solidarity

  Religious culture

2.3. Discussion

CRS’s attempt to separate secular and religious concepts is problem-
atic. First, Atran and Boyer admit that (1) religious notions have no 
specific content or origin; (2) only their intentionality distinguishes 
them from secular concepts. However, psychological experiments and 
historical examples demonstrating the rapid humanization of objects 
and representations disprove this statement. Then the authors try to 
prove that religious ideas strengthen group solidarity more than sec-
ular ones. However, national symbols also evoke strong feelings and 
increase group solidarity, while national satisfaction improves subjec-
tive well-being (Morrison et al. 2011). If we draw an arrow from “sec-
ular culture” to “solidarity” in the above model (see fig. 2), then the 
dichotomy of secular and religious becomes useless. 
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This confusion is caused by two factors. First, European culture 
is biased in its contrast of secular ideologies and religions. The latter 
are perceived as more violent, less negotiable, and less rational (Ca-
vanaugh 2009, 7). Second, Atran and Boyer decided that sacraliza-
tion and counterintuitiveness are particular only to religions. Howev-
er, plenty of research undermines this statement. 

A research subject such as “religious beliefs” should be divided 
into two components: sacralization and counterintuitiveness. Pre-
requisites for the study of sacralization already exist in social psy-
chology, like the theory of protected values developed by Jonathan 
Baron: these are values “that resist trade-offs with other values, par-
ticularly economic values” (Baron and Spranca 1997). The focus 
here shifts from the religious/secular opposition to the economic/
moral dichotomy. Baron’s students investigate mundane phenome-
na such as resistance to biotechnology (Scott et al. 2016). Cognitiv-
ists and cultural evolutionists investigate counterintuitive represen-
tations (supernaturalism) and their role in the transmission of ideas 
in societies. 

Perhaps protected values and counterintuitive representations have 
an interactive effect. But we should not assign them only to those cul-
tural spheres that we call “religious,” ignoring the spheres that we call 

“secular.” Neuroimaging may never elucidate the difference between 
sacred and secular because this distinction remains merely because 
of centuries-old habit. 

Conclusion

I examined two paradigms of the psychology of religion and the ob-
jects of their research. Neurotheology and transpersonal psychology 
construct their objects by referring to altered states of consciousness, 
CRS by referring to religious beliefs. In both cases, the disciplines 
blended physiological processes and their interpretation, ignored 
secular phenomena, and provided no advantage for scientific re-
search. The only field properly using this dichotomy is theology, but 
this subject is very far from psychology, which is experimental and 
reproducible. 

A research program in the psychology of religion has resources to 
elaborate a new “protective belt of hypothesis” (Lakatos 1976). Var-
ious theories can disguise or partly solve problems that undermine 
the core explicit assumption of religious essentialism, that is an ex-
istence of unique and scientifically explorable realm of religion. An 
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alternative approach should be developed to make it possible to com-
pletely avoid the “religious-secular” dichotomy. I proposed two fea-
tures of such an alternative program: (a) altered states of conscious-
ness and their intuitive interpretations, as well as sacred values, and 
counterintuitive representations ought to be studied separately; and 
(b) they should not be distinguished as “secular” and “religious.” I 
propose another paradigm: there is no essential “religious” domain, 
either as an observable psychological state, or as a unique system of 
beliefs.

Regardless of the acceptance of this proposal by the scientific com-
munity, attention needs to be paid to this problem. Moreover, the 
methodology of other research projects, such as the sociology of reli-
gion, should be questioned.
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This article is based on unpublished sources from St. Petersburg ar‑
chives (the Manuscript Department of the Russian National Library, 
the St. Petersburg Branch of the Archive of the Russian Academy, 
and the Russian State Historical Archive). It explores the forms and 
methods of Daniel Chwolson’s (1819–1911) work on academic protec‑
tion for the Jewish minority. Apart from his well‑known effort to re‑
fute blood libel accusations that spanned five decades (1861–1911), 
Chwolson’s activities on behalf of Jews included less obvious projects 
and approaches. For instance, he attempted (unsuccessfully) to es‑
tablish an “associate professorship for Judaic Studies” at St. Peters‑
burg University in 1896–97, which in due course would give birth to 
the “Academy of Baron Günzburg.” Less apparent but equally impor‑
tant is his work in refuting anti‑Jewish theological presuppositions; 
in this he followed in the footsteps of his admired teacher, Abraham 
Geiger, and the methodologies of Wissenschaft des Judentums. In so 
doing, Chwolson argued against Christian confessional distortions of 
Judaism. His firm insistence that early Jewish sources be used in the 
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study of the New Testament and early Christianity anticipated a turn 
that would become mainstream in the latter half of the 20th century.

Keywords: Daniel Chwolson, Khvolson, Khvol’son, minority, Juda-
ism, Early Christianity, Pharisees, history of scholarship, Jewish Stud-
ies, Wissenschaft des Judentums.

DANIEL A. Chwolson1 (Daniil Avraamovich Khvol’son) (1819–
1911) is known in the history of humanities in Russia as a Jew-
ish child prodigy, a former yeshiva student who studied lan-

guages (other than Hebrew and Aramaic) and other secular subjects 
through self- education, who managed to become a student of Abra-
ham Geiger and a personal protégé of Avraam S. Norov; following his 
conversion to the state church, he held the chair of Hebrew and Syr-
iac philology at St. Petersburg University. Chwolson was in effect the 
founder of the St. Petersburg Semitological school, of Hebrew pale-
ography and Semitic epigraphy as a field of systematic research in 
Russia and, therefore, an active participant in the discussions over 
the authenticity of certain manuscripts and inscriptions collected by 
Avraam S. Firkovich. Chwolson himself was also one of the first to col-
lect and comment on Eastern sources on the history of medieval East-
ern Europe and Ancient Rus, and to acquire a vast collection of He-
brew books and early printed books that in due course became part 
of the Academic collection. Daniel Chwolson was part of the social 
and political history of Russia in the 19th century as the most assid-
uous combatant against the blood libel. It is hardly possible to refer 
to this scholar as “little-known,” much less as “forgotten,” but be-
yond this discrete, albeit broad, set of contexts, Daniel Chwolson cer-
tainly remains an understudied figure. Suffice it to say that a detailed 
foundational biography of the scholar, written from the standpoint of 
modern knowledge of him and his era, has still not been published, 
which is striking against the background of Russia’s flourishing Ju-
daic studies and especially of the study of the history of Russian-Jew-
ish intellectual life of the 19th and 20th centuries. Such a biography 

1.	 Despite the present tendency, I am systematically using the German-style transliteration 
“Chwolson” (instead of the English “Khvol’son”) since it was the Latinization favored 
and authorized by the bearer himself and the members of the same family in their 
lifetime. The variant “Khvol’son” is used in the bibliography only, to indicate the Cyrillic 
original. 
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is sorely needed, and the main research task would consist not only 
of assessing Daniel Chwolson’s contribution to those fields of schol-
arship in which he was engaged as a Russian academic profession-
al working among his peers, but also to the wider social and cultural 
context, including the European and world contexts. As preparato-
ry material toward this biography, I offer to the readers three inter-
related chapters; here Daniel Chwolson appears in three roles, which 
complemented his position as a professor (ordinarnyi professor) of 
the capital’s university — in other words: (1) as a public expert who 
addressed the wider lay public, (2) as a founding figure of his schol-
arship, who formulated a new agenda for the discipline of which he 
was the doyen, and finally, (3) a professional in the particular field of 
his scholarly expertise.

The public expert struggling against blood libel

Chwolson’s most famous work on this topic was a small booklet ti-
tled “On Certain Medieval Accusations against the Jews,” published 
in 1861 (Khvol’son 1861). The author himself in the second edition of 
the same book explained the circumstances that demanded its publi-
cation at the behest of the faculty of Oriental languages of St. Peters-
burg University:

[In 1852–53 — D.B.] many Jews, mostly soldiers, were accused of kill-
ing two Christian children in Saratov, with the intention of using their 
blood for religious purposes. In relation to this, a special commission 
was established under the Ministry of Internal Affairs by the tsar’s or-
der and was charged with a dual mandate. First, it was to examine the 
Jewish books, manuscripts, and letters seized from the accused in large 
numbers, whether information would be found in them that could serve 
as proof of the correctness of the accusation. The second assignment 
of the commission was to investigate the question: do Jews in gener-
al, or does some sect among them, use Christian blood for any religious 
or other purposes of any kind? [. . .] The members of the commission 
were Archpriest Gerasim Petrovich Pavsky and Fedor Fedorovich Sidon-
sky; in addition, a professor of the biblical Hebrew language at the local 
[St. Petersburg  — D.B.] theological academy, Vasily Andreevich Levi-
son, and I myself. The first two members of the commission stated that 
they understood only the biblical language and were not familiar with 
the post-biblical literature of the Jews and that therefore they were not 
in a position to read the abovementioned books. For this reason, exam-
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ination of the confiscated books, manuscripts, and letters was entrust-
ed to Levison and me. [. . .] My response, in terms favorable to the Jews, 
filled about 100 pages: [I] placed a detailed analysis of the Saratov case 
at the end of it. [. . .] Later I reworked my response, supplemented it sig-
nificantly, and published it first in Biblioteka dlia chteniia2 and then as 
a separate edition. (Khvol’son 1880a, vii–ix)

Later an abridged version of this report was published, with censo-
rial permission for printing dated October 8, 1879 (Khvol’son 1879). 
This date suggests a story behind it. In March 1879 a number of 
Jews were indicted on charges of murdering a Georgian Christian 
girl. The defendants were acquitted by the local court of Kutaisi. The 
prosecution appealed to the supreme court of Tiflis court chamber 
with the date of proceedings being set for April 1880. In between, 
certain periodicals in St. Petersburg became involved in the matter 
and republished the older anti-Jewish texts in support of the blood 
libel. That caused a considerable revival of blood libel literary pub-
lications. For instance, the topical accusation of child torture by a 
Jew was referred to, rather sympathetically, by Fyodor Dostoyevsky 
in his novel The Brothers Karamazov, which was published serial-
ly at the time. Chwolson’s involvement included a number of liter-
ary publications. First, the abridgement of his 1861 monograph was 
published in October 1879. The second, expanded and improved 
edition of “Certain Medieval Accusations” was completed by Chwol-
son in January 1880 and formally approved by the Oriental Faculty 
of St. Petersburg University on February 4 of that year (Khvol’son 
1880) to be followed by yet another little book. The brochure “On 
the Supposed Insularity” of the Jews (the censor’s permission was 
dated February 21, 1880) was also probably published for the same 
purpose (Khvol’son 1880).

It should be noted that by the turn of the 20th century this story 
had become one of the key points of Chwolson’s biographical narrative. 
In 1900, David G. Günzburg (Gintsburg) mentioned this episode in his 
jubilee articles dedicated to Chwolson’s eightieth birthday:

The Kutaisi trial prompted the dissemination of 10,000 copies of his 
booklet “Do the Jews Use Christian Blood?,” profound in its brevity, and 
then also the appearance of the landmark work “On Certain Medieval 

2.	 Biblioteka dlia chteniia  — a Russian journal, the title of which means “Library for 
reading” — Trans.
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Accusations against the Jews” (1880) in a revised form and twice the 
original length. Not content [to use only] his pen, Dan[iil] Abr[amovich, 
i.e., Chwolson — D.B.], in a long audience with the then august gover-
nor of the Caucasus, Grand Duke Mikhail Nikolaevich, managed to dis-
pel all possible suspicions concerning ritual murder. (Gintsburg [Günz-
burg] 1900, column 13)

Further, Günzburg quotes in his own Russian phrasing what I believe 
to be the record of an oral history from Chwolson himself (OR RNB, 
f. 183, Gintsburg D.G., ed. khr. 51):3

The rabbis blessed the name of Dan[iil] Abr[amovich]; and when he pro-
ceeded to Kutaisi from Tiflis, to which the most interesting of all archae-
ological congresses had drawn him in 1881, he learned from the judg-
es that they derived their own belief in the innocence of the accused 
from his ardent defense of the Jewish tribe. The marshal of the nobility 
brought him to the synagogue past Jews standing all along the road; the 
synagogue was illuminated, the holy ark was opened, and a solemn Mi 
Sheberach4 was proclaimed to Daniil Abramovich. A venerable rabbi, of 
splendid appearance and truly biblical bearing, gave a heartfelt speech 
in the Hebrew language, another rabbi spoke in Georgian, during which 
the marshal served as interpreter, and then the address was presented. 
(Gintsburg [Günzburg] 1900)

In 1901, an authorized German translation of “[On] Certain Medieval 
Accusations” was published (Chwolson 1901),5 and, finally, the bro-
chure “Do the Jews Use Christian Blood?” was reissued after Chwol-
son’s death in 1912 (Khvol’son 1912).

It is less known that throughout his service at the St. Petersburg 
Catholic Theological Academy, Daniel Chwolson spoke annually to the 
students, the future Catholic priests of the Russian part of Poland and 

3.	 An undated note in German. The text of the following quotation below reproduces the 
text on list 4 ob. [sheet or page 4, obverse] of the document with several changes. On 
the oral history behind the published jubilee eulogy in Voskhod, see my forthcoming 

“Manuscripts, Images, and Biographies of Daniel Chwolson: New Details from the 
Archives of St. Petersburg” (2019). 

4.	 The beginning of a Jewish prayer of blessing, used to bless those who are getting 
married, do work for the community, become a bar/bat mitzvah, who are ill, or on other 
occasions. The prayer begins Mi sheberach avoteinu . . . , “May the one who blessed 
our ancestors bless . . .” Thanks to Rabbi Bob Freedman for this translation. — Ed.

5.	 As far as I know, this text has not been translated into English.
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Lithuania, giving lectures against the blood libel (Gintsburg [Günz-
burg] 1900, column 13).

Plan for the establishment of a new university instruc-
torship in Judaic Studies

The last third of the 19th century in Germany brought dramatic chang-
es, inter alia, the dismantling of conservative Protestant hegemony 
in the training of academic scholars of Judaism. Such a fundamental 
change was hardly an end in itself. Rather, it grew out of the new ed-
ucational institutions that emerged precisely during this period, cre-
ated through the program Wissenschaft des Judentums and intend-
ed for the education of would-be rabbis. These institutions modeled 
themselves on the external forms of the classical liberal arts university 
of the 19th century and cultivated the study of the history of Judaism 
and of Jewish literature that aptly employed the historical critical ap-
proach and, more important, was liberated from a Christian projective 
interpretation of Judaism. For the purposes of my study, two such in-
stitutions are important, both established with the support and partic-
ipation of Abraham Geiger (1810–74), to whom Chwolson was bound 
by ties of personal gratitude and discipleship.

1.	 The Jewish Theological Seminary (Jüdisch-Theologisches 
Seminar Fraenckel’sche Stiftung) in Breslau was opened on 
August 10, 1854, with funds left by the will of the Breslau fi-
nancier Jonas Fränkel. The philologist and classicist Jacob 
Bernays (1824–81) and the historian Heinrich Graetz (1817–
91) occupied the central place among the professorial body 
of this seminary, which enjoyed the support of the Prussian 
government.

2.	 The establishment of the Higher School for the History and 
Study of Judaism (Hochschule für die Geschichte und Wis‑
senschaft des Judentums) in Berlin was preceded by an initia-
tive of several prominent Jewish scholars and officials who had 
founded an association ten years earlier to promote the estab-
lishment of a Jewish university. After benefactors had donated 
the necessary funds, the Higher School was opened on May 6, 
1872, and Geiger himself held one of its most important chairs 
(see the literature indicated by Wiese 2005, 83–90). 

Daniel A. Chwolson’s archival collection has preserved interesting 
evidence that he planned to realize an educational project that in cer-
tain key respects clearly took as its guide the educational model estab-
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lished by Abraham Geiger. The St. Petersburg Branch of the Archive of 
the Russian Academy holds a lithographed letter, dated December 14, 
1896 (f. 959, op. 1, ed. khr. 11, ll. 1–2), the text of which reads:

On the day of the fiftieth anniversary of my literary activity, I received 
from every part of our great Rus numerous telegrams and letters, in 
which, to my greatest joy, [the writers] expressed respect and love for me 
as a scholar and as a person, and which also repeatedly referred to the 
gratitude, which, in their opinion, they owe me. Whether I deserve all 
of this is not for me to judge, and I can only say that I have done what 
a sense of duty and justice required of me. If the fellow members of my 
tribe consider themselves genuinely obligated toward me and want to 
give me true joy, may they honor the following selfless request.

In the Eastern department of the local university there is a “He-
brew-Arabic division” — the only place in the entire Empire where Jew-
ish studies are taught on strictly scholarly principles. Here I and my 
former student, now colleague K. [sic] Kokovtsov teach and read [omis-
sion in the text] biblical studies [omission in the text] Mishnah, Mid-
rash, and various places from the Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds. 
All with strictly grammatical, philological explanations. Further: [omis-
sion in the text]. The last three works are in Arabic and Hebrew trans-
lations. In addition, works written by Jews in Arabic are read, such as 
the works: [omission in the text]. Also taught: the history of the He-
brew language and Hebrew literature, Hebrew paleography, as well as 
the Syriac language.

In sum, everything that a truly educated and learned rabbi should 
know is studied here. 

Students in this “division” are for the most part Jews, who usually 
enter university with some prior knowledge of Hebrew literature. Most 
of these Jewish students are entirely without means, and my request is 
to establish a fund for one or, if possible, two scholarships for Jewish 
students in this division who are distinguished for their knowledge and 
diligence.

Currently, there are two professors in the Hebrew-Arabic division, 
but according to the university charter, one is designated for this di-
vision, for whom it will be impossible to teach all the above subjects 
should I ever have to leave the university. Although those with master’s 
degrees in Hebrew-Arabic literature also have the right to give lectures 
on the aforementioned subjects, they would not be able to claim any re-
muneration. Therefore, it would also be highly desirable to provide for 
an associate professorship [dotsentura] in Jewish subjects in the He-
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brew-Arabic division through annual contributions and voluntary dona-
tions. In this way [the donors] will give intelligent Jewish communities 
the opportunity to be led by rabbis who are truly learned and thorough-
ly proficient in Jewish scholarship.

Our government, which allows the Jews to maintain Jewish reli-
gious teachers at their own expense in various educational institutions, 
will undoubtedly also permit the support of a Jewish instructor with the 
right to lecture on associate professor’s level [dotsirovat’] [sic], who will 
also teach those Jewish subjects that are already offered. I think it not 
superfluous to note that most of the foreign higher educational institu-
tions for rabbinic education are supported mainly by voluntary contri-
butions from private individuals and communities.

Yet another story is apparent behind this document. The jubilee itself 
marked the fiftieth anniversary of Chwolson’s literary activity, reck-
oned from the publication of Chwolson’s first German article. It was 
celebrated on November 21, 1896, and was, as is evident from the 
preparatory materials for it from the Günzburg (Gintsburg) archive, 
a last-minute impromptu (RGIA, f. 1009, op. 2, d. 34; d. 38, l. 1–ob.; 
d. 50, l. 3–ob.; d. 51, l. 2–ob., and others). However, more than three 
weeks passed between the celebration and the date on the appeal. 
The text was composed, rewritten, and lithographically reproduced 
for distribution to a large (yet unknown) number of recipients. Eve-
rything suggests the deliberate seriousness of Chwolson’s intentions; 
he combined two tasks in this appeal: first, to raise capital for one or 
two scholarships for poor Jewish students in the Hebrew-Arabic di-
vision of the Faculty of Oriental Languages, and second, more impor-
tantly, to raise capital for the establishment of an associate professor-
ship and the corresponding strengthening of the teaching of Jewish 
subjects in the same division. In both cases, the stated goal was to 
provide educated rabbis for the communities. Although Chwolson 
had been expressing similar ideas at least since the 1870s (see RGIA, 
f. 846, op. 1, d. 129), in this instance I believe he was trying to repro-
duce here the scheme behind the establishment of the Berlin “High-
er School.”

On December 21, 1899, the appeal was published in Voskhod 
[Dawn] (Khvol’son 1896), whereupon one line was added, which 
named the trading house “I.E. Günzburg [Gintsburg]” as the recip-
ient and custodian of the donations. This clearly indicates the help, 
support, and personal involvement of Baron David Günzburg in this 
project. While the collection of funds to support students drew upon 
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a practice widespread by that time, the establishment of an associate 
professorship in Jewish subjects, which would be taught by educat-
ed Jewish instructors supported by funds collected by the Jews them-
selves, had no precedents in the practice of imperial Russian universi-
ties. The matter, however, did not even reach the stage of submission 
of the project to the Ministry of Public Education.

The appeal came at the height of an intense newspaper campaign 
led by the editors of Voskhod in favor of creating a certain “rabbinic 
theological institute.” The editorial on May 12, 1896 (no. 19), raised 
the topic: beginning with an emphatically loyal salute to the corona-
tion of Nicholas II and Alexandra Feodorovna, the editors lament-
ed the lack of truly educated rabbis who could “represent the Jewish 
subjects of Russia before Their Majesties” and concluded with a call 
to raise capital for the establishment of a Jewish theological insti-
tute similar to those already existing in the cultured countries of the 
West (“Redaktsionnaia stat’ia” 1896a). Adjoining the article was an 
unsigned “Letter to the editor,” which vigorously repeated the same 
idea, and not only rich Jews but also the editors of Jewish newspa-
pers were called to give their “mite” (“Pis’mo v redaktsiiu” 1896). Be-
ginning right from the next issue (no. 20, dated May 19), Voskhod 
enthusiastically promoted the idea of such an institution as highly 
desirable and thereby stressed the need to collect capital for it. The 
topic was recurrent throughout the year 1896 in the form of editori-
als and surveys of “letters to the editor” (See “Redaktsionnaia stat’ia” 
1896b, 1896c, 1896d, 1896e, 1896f, 1896g, 1896h, 1896i). This dis-
cussion showed that within Voskhod’s readership, that is, among edu-
cated Russian-speaking Jewry, there were two parties. One supported 
the creation of such an institution, the other inclined to an Ortho-
dox-conservative position and rejected the very idea of such an edu-
cational institution.

Wittingly or unwittingly, Daniel Chwolson had intervened in an is-
sue that was controversial in the Jewish community itself. It seems 
quite plausible that David Günzburg, a supporter of the establish-
ment of an institute, who had initiated the very commemoration 
of the Chwolson anniversary not only as a St. Petersburg academ-
ic event but also as a Jewish community celebration, proposed to 
Chwolson the idea to make an appeal. In this case, the naming of 
the trading house “I.E. Günzburg [Gintsburg]” as the custodian of 
donations also becomes understandable, as well as the entirely nat-
ural desire to benefit from the name and authority of the iconic Rus-
sian Jewish academic. The editorial stance of Voskhod was probably 
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at odds with Günzburg’s intentions, but unable to oppose him and 
Chwolson directly, the editors provided the pages (and evident sym-
pathy!) for an author who wrote under the pseudonym of “the Her-
mit of St. Petersburg” (Peterburgskii pustynnik 1897, 1897a, 1897b, 
1897c). This “Hermit” sarcastically argued against Chwolson and 
brought him down to the position of defending and even to a certain 
extent justifying his views (see his replies: Khvol’son 1897, 1897a, 
1897b). Chwolson’s argument was probably quite sincere. It main-
tained that Chwolson did not consider the associate professorship he 
proposed to be a replacement for a theological institute but sought 
only to promote the development of scholarship and the very emer-
gence of educated rabbis. Chwolson’s proposals clearly suggested the 
extraordinary and, for 1897, even shocking idea of the possibility of 
turning over the training of future rabbis to a state university — that 
is, under the conditions of that time, to a manifestly Christian edu-
cational body. Yet there was an elephant in the room that was clear-
ly visible by contemporaries, which for censorship reasons required 
Aesopian language. Certainly it was Chwolson’s baptism in 1855 that 
had made his career possible, and at the same time called his right 
to advise the Jewish community on internal matters of Jewish reli-
gion into question.

The “Hermit” wrote in his ultimate article:

An “appeal” or “letter of request” by the venerable Professor D.A. Kh-
volson of his writing in the following [sic!  — D.B.] explanation of this 
document reminded me of an old, really sad truth, which, however, one 
should never forget. [. . .] One can compare wholehearted love and de-
votion to religion with devotion and love for a beloved woman. If for any 
reason you gave a beloved woman a formal divorce, if from the time of 
the formal break with her several decades have passed, during which 
you have not been immersed in her joys and sorrows every day and eve-
ry hour, you have not shared with her the common concerns of raising 
children and so on, then despite your continued respect for this woman, 
after such a long interruption you cannot again begin to be immersed 
in her life, to perceive the content and meaning of all the innermost lay-
ers of her soul, to agonize over her doubts, to be imbued with her aspi-
rations, and to illuminate her life path. (Peterburgskii pustynnik 1897c, 
column 209)

The Hermit of St. Petersburg’s attacks against Chwolson prompted 
a lengthy discussion. It resulted in readers’ letters in defense of the 
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professor,6 and the editors apparently considered it best to curtail 
both the debate between Chwolson and the Hermit, and the discus-
sion of the institute itself (“Redaktsionnaia stat’ia” 1897a). Having giv-
en space to both polemicists in adjacent columns (“Redaktsionnaia 
stat’ia” 1897b), and having responded enthusiastically to the “Higher 
School” Geiger had created (“Redaktsionnaia stat’ia” 1897c), the ed-
itors put an end to the topic a little more than a year after the publi-
cation of the first article on the rabbinical institute (“Redaktsionnaia 
stat’ia” 1897d).

In this dispute both parties appealed to Geiger as the ultimate 
model for teaching Jewish studies according to the pattern of the Eu-
ropean university. Chwolson’s authority as the professor of Semitic 
languages and renowned advocate of the Jews was undeniably high, 
but his baptism and his proposal for teaching “Jewish disciplines” in 
a state Christian university clearly undermined his position. Moreo-
ver, in the context of the conservative policy pursued by the Ministry 
of Public Education under ministers Ivan D. Delianov7 and Nikolai 
P. Bogolepov,8 Chwolson’s plan was completely utopian. Nevertheless, 
the idea itself of establishing an institution of higher education, in-
tended primarily for Jewish studentship and offering academic knowl-
edge in the field of Semitic and Hebrew studies, did not die. The next 
attempt at its realization came in 1900–1901, undertaken by a disciple 
of Chwolson and a recent summa cum laude graduate of the Oriental 
faculty of St. Petersburg University, Naum Pereferkovich,9 in the form 
of a plan for individual “courses on the teaching of Semitic languag-
es to individuals of non-Christian confessions,” which, however, were 
not permitted to take place (RGIA, f. 733, op. 191, d. 1959; compare 
OR RNB, f. 183, ed. khr. 15). One should consider Baron David Günz-
burg’s “Jewish Academy” — the first secular educational institution de-
voted to Judaic studies in Russia, which began its work in 1906 — the 
direct continuation of the idea proposed by Daniel Chwolson. Archi-

6.	 Khvolson’s archival collection (fond) contains a copy of a letter in his defense dated 
April 15, 1897, sent to the editorial office of Voskhod, and signed by nine Jewish doctors 
and lawyers from Vitebsk (PFA RAN, f. 959, op. 1, ed. khr. 56).

7.	 Ivan Davydovich Delianov (1818–1897, N.S. 1898), minister of public education from 
1882 till 1897/1898.

8.	 Nikolai Pavlovich Bogolepov (1846–1901), minister of public education from 1898 till 
1901.

9.	 Naum (Nehemiah) Abramovich Pereferkovich (1871–1940), Semitologist, translator of 
the Talmud into Russian, philologist and lexicographer. 
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val documents reflect the history of the organization of this academy 
quite well, which dates directly back to Chwolson’s “Appeal” published 
in 1896 and merits a separate, independent study.

Chwolson on Jesus and the Pharisees: The influence of 
the school of Abraham Geiger

Daniel Chwolson’s Nachlass, limited though it is, still preserves much 
that would anticipate the development of the main scholarly direc-
tions of the second half of the twentieth century. An example of this is 
his plan in 1900 to publish the corpus of Hellenistic Jewish literature, 
in the context of which Chwolson made a strong case for publishing 
the entire corpus of all Second Temple Hellenistic Jewish literature, a 
project that Leopold Cohn of Breslau, a philologist and specialist on 
Philo of Alexandria, would ultimately realize. The presently existing 
collection of German translations of Philo (Philo 1964) was the direct 
heir of Chwolson’s unrealized project (PFA RAN, f. 959, op. 1, ed. khr. 
4; ed. khr. 5). 

But in order to understand the specifics of Daniel Chwolson’s work 
as a researcher of early Christianity, one must realize the immedi-
ate context of his scholarship. The dominance of Christian theolog-
ical concepts in the emerging, primarily German historical criticism 
was virtually unchallenged until the appearance of the so-called Wis‑
senschaft des Judentums. This new academic discipline, modeled on 
the pattern of historical-critical Protestant theology, was born out of 
the impulse and action of several influential Jewish intellectuals, one 
of whom was the aforementioned Abraham Geiger. In Wissenshaft 
des Judentums, the Jewish minority, previously a voiceless subal-
tern, obtained its own voice and the possibility of reasoned argument 
with the help of standard means of critical scholarship, and Susan-
nah Heschel has quite rightly called the appearance of Wissenschaft 
des Judentums “an uprising of the colonized.” What exactly was this 
new discipline?

Wissenschaft des Judentums accomplished de facto the disman-
tling of the basic constructions of Christian anti-Judaism as a the-
ological concept, which was fully accepted in the historical critical 
scholarship undertaken by Protestant scholars. Its origins are al-
ready discernible in the earliest layers of New Testament literature, 
but the turning point occurred at the beginning of the third century. 
It was in this period that the traditional Christian view and indeed 
the very idea of “Judaism” matured. The concept of ᾽Ιουδαϊσμός (Iu-



D i m i t r i  B r at k i n 

V OL  . 6 ( 1 )  ·  2 0 1 9  � 7 7

daismus), which had previously had an ethnographic meaning, “the 
way of life adopted by the Judeans, that is, by the present-day or for-
mer inhabitants of Judea,” or a social meaning — “following the cus-
toms of the Judeans” — acquired a new Christianized meaning, for-
malized for the first time in its entirety by Tertullian. In the works of 
later Church fathers (Origen, Eusebius, Epiphanius, John Chrysos-
tom, and others), this concept was transferred to a certain set of reli-
gious beliefs and to an order of life dictated by those beliefs (see es-
pecially Mason 2007, 471). This resulted in the concept of Judaism 
as essentially a religious, rather than ethnographic, phenomenon. A 
Christian pejorative meaning was attached to the concept of “Juda-
ism,” so radically reconceived by Christian authors: Judaism appears 
as a set of theological concepts, as something intellectually inferior, 
overshadowed and limited to the “old Covenant,” whereas New Isra-
el superseded the former one due to its superiority in theology, eth-
ics, and universalism. During the golden age of patristics, the appro-
priated heritage of Judaism became the subject of intense theological 
reflection by authors who were for the most part unable to read the 
Hebrew Old Testament in the original (see the classic article, Elliott 
1880), let alone to discuss contemporary Jewish texts and opinions. 
Examples of Christian Hebrew studies, rare in the Middle Ages and 
more frequent in the Reformation era, generally reflected the spe-
cific interests of individual Christian scholars, mostly the attraction 
of Kabbalah and esotericism, and did not engender the dismantling 
of the traditional Christian view of Judaism (Visscher 2014; Burnett 
2012; Coudert and Shoulson 2004). Finally, even with the advent of 
Protestant critical scholarship in the 18th century, Judaism remained 
a sphere of theological manipulation: the image of Judaism was con-
structed as the antithesis to the Pauline — that is, “correct,” “original,” 

“undistorted” — form of Christianity as a religion that was essentially 
supreme in general. “Judaism” (and especially the doctrine and prac-
tice of the Pharisees who were perceived entirely through the prism 
of the Synoptic polemic) was constructed as the direct opposition to 
universalistic and non-legalistic Pauline Christianity (Gerdmar 2009). 
Christian theology thus constructed its imaginative “Judaism” as the 
quintessence of narrowness, legalism, dryness, emasculation, reli-
gious insincerity, literalism, and the loss of the spiritual understand-
ing of the texts that had once existed and was preserved as the unique 
possession of the Christians; Jewish morality and Jewish mysticism 
were perceived a priori to be insincere, inauthentic, and flawed  — 
and then this image, sanctioned by the authority of academic theolo-
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gy, was transmitted beyond the boundaries of scholarship. Supported 
by the authority of Wissenschaft and the image of profound proof-
based learning, in the outer context of public life this image of Ju-
daism and fundamental Jewish concepts was in full accord with the 
emerging political anti-Semitism of the late 19th century and served 
as its “scientific” basis.

A specific feature of this theological construction was that the 
Christian interpreters of Judaism, with very rare exceptions, did not 
know and did not seek to understand the Jewish religious phenom-
ena of the post-biblical period, and when such an interest neverthe-
less appeared in the second half of the 19th century, it was imbued 
with missionary overtones and was aimed at demonstrating the self-
sufficiency of Christianity and its distinctiveness when compared to 
the Judaism of Jesus’s contemporaries; as part of this approach the 
Mishnah and Gemara were studied through a specific lens, in which 
they were to serve as sources on Jesus and the New Testament, but 
the meaning and interpretation of these sources were predetermined. 
It should be noted that, for all the reservations about Edward Said’s 
“Orientalism,” the concept of “orientalization” works well if applied 
to the “inner East” of the European Jewish ethnoconfessional minor-
ity, rather than the “outer East” of the Arab and Muslim Mediterra-
nean minority.

Two novel points should be noted in Geiger’s approach. First, while 
taking his bearings specifically from Protestant theological scholar-
ship as his expected audience (compare particularly the polemical af-
terwords to his lectures [Geiger 1865, 180–87]), Geiger deliberate-
ly rejected the unspoken assertion that Jesus was alien to the Jewish 
world of his day. Within this silent dogma the Synoptic consensus 
that the Pharisees were Jesus’s topmost opponent and collective ene-
my was unquestioned even though the value of the Gospels as a his-
torical source was questioned as a result of keen critical scrutiny. Nor 
was the accuracy of the Synoptic picture of the Pharisees questioned. 
Geiger presented a portrait that was directly opposite: the Pharisees 
in his telling became genuine reformers of Judaism, fighters for the 
people’s cause, and opponents of the aristocratic Sadducees, who had 
usurped the priesthood.

Second, as Susannah Heschel rightly points out, Geiger “touched 
the sensitive nerve of Christian theology” (Heschel 1999, 80) when he 
intervened in the Leben-Jesu-Forschung, or “the quest for the histor-
ical Jesus.” This academic genre, at least after David F. Strauss, be-
came a legitimate field for the application of critical theories. Yet all 
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Protestant participants of the discussion unanimously held common 
presumptions of Jesus as a unique figure standing above his Jewish 
environment and opposing it, in particular — by means of sharp po-
lemic against the Pharisees. Geiger discussed the issue without allow-
ances for the confessional sensitivity of his Christian opponents and 
portrayed Jesus as a Jew par excellence; moreover, “he was a Jew, a 
Pharisean Jew with a Galilean colouring — a man who joined in the 
hopes of his time, and who believed that these hopes were fulfilled 
in him. . . . He did not repeal the smallest tittle of Judaism; he was a 
Pharisee who walked in the way of Hillel; though he did not set the 
most decided value upon every single external form, he yet proclaimed 
on the other hand, ‘that not the least tittle should be taken from the 
Law”’ (Geiger 1866, 215–16). In the context of the modern “Third 
Quest” such a conclusion about the relationship between Jesus and 
the Pharisees’ version of Judaism merely recapitulates the consensus 
and a view widely shared at least since the publication of the classic 
monograph by Géza Vermes [Vermes 1973]. However, in the mid-19th 
century such an opinion and moreover its affirmative tenor was scan-
dalous, and the majority of Protestant critics — once again, according 
to Heschel’s justified observation — were forced to resort to ad homi-
nem argument since they were unable to beat Geiger in his field, that 
is, his expertise in Judaic religious heritage (for more detail, see He-
schel 1998).

It is well known that Chwolson was attached to Geiger personally as 
a grateful and beloved student. Chwolson (at the time still an impov-
erished Jewish youngster, Joseph by name) tramped to Geiger in Bre-
slau on foot from Riga in 1841, after he had obtained a letter of recom-
mendation from Max Lilienthal. A year later Geiger would personally 
petition the Russian Ministry of Public Education to extend the peri-
od of Chwolson’s stay abroad (RGIA, f. 733, op. 97, d. 51). And indeed, 
in his ultimate years Daniel Chwolson would dedicate his last mono-
graph “To the Manes [sic! — D.B.] of my fatherly friend and benefac‑
tor, Rabbi Dr. Abraham Geiger, as a weak addition to and extension 
of his landmark studies on the Pharisees and Sadducees” (Chwolson 
1910, iii).10 Chwolson proved to be one of the most consistent support-

10.	 The German dedication “Den Manen” reproduces in translation the Roman formula Dis 
manibus (“the gods, the Manes”), that is, the deified souls of ancestor-patrons. Note 
that Chwolson, by his formal standing a Christian (albeit of Jewish background), 
purposefully chose to honor his Jewish (albeit Reformist) mentor and patron by 
reference to the Roman pagan deities (although by the time the formula had lost any 
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ers of Geiger in yet another field, in that he argued for the need to lay 
the foundations of New Testament interpretation on the study of Jew-
ish sources (Chwolson 1908 [1892]).

Throughout his own academic career Chwolson championed the 
thesis of the affinity between Jesus and the Pharisees that Geiger had 
advocated (Heschel 1998, 220–21). This idea runs through all of Dan-
iel Chwolson’s works. As early as 1861 he wrote in the first version of 
the book on medieval accusations against the Jews:

Our Savior knew the rabbinical teachings and fought more with their ar-
rogant representatives than with the teachings themselves. [. . .] Part of 
the moral teachings of the rabbis passed into Christianity, where in ac-
cordance with Christian principles the teachings became more univer-
sal. The Christian Church has even assimilated some of the rabbinic re-
ligious rites and preserved them to this day, which one must especially 
note of the Greek Church (Khvol’son 1861, 9–10).

The phrasing of this passage betrays the writer’s care, obviously 
prompted by the official character of the work. Fifteen years later, 
in 1875, Daniel Chwolson wrote that “the teaching of Jesus, with the 
exception of the dogma of the Trinity, found almost nothing objec-
tionable in the Pharisees” (Khvol’son 1875, 484), and this conclusion, 
among others, was the reason for the harsh criticism from Archiman-
drite Vitaly (Grechulevich) (A.V. [Vitalii (Grechulevich)], 1876; see 
Chwolson’s detailed response [Khvol’son 1877, 605–9]). In the second 
edition of the book on medieval accusations against the Jews, Chwol-
son provides a comprehensive argument for this, essentially Geige-
rian, thesis (Khvol’son [Chwolson] 1880a, 22–39; for more detail on 
the same topic, see Chwolson 1908 [1892], 85–127), and returning to 
it in one of his last published works, Chwolson sharpened the conclu-
sion even more:

The reason that German theologians studying the New Testament de-
picted the Pharisees in a completely distorted caricature was a misinter-
pretation of the accusatory words of Christ, addressed to the “hypocriti-
cal” Pharisees in chapter twenty-three of the Gospel of Matthew; and still 
to this day in all European languages the words “Pharisee” and “hypo-
crite” are considered synonymous; as a result of this misunderstanding, 

cultic connotation). This may reflect his desire to mark it as humanistic and devoid of 
any religious message. 
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the attitude of the Pharisees toward Jesus Christ is drawn in the wrong 
light. [. . .] The attitude of the Pharisees toward Christ was undoubted-
ly amicable, and . . . His teaching in no way contradicts the teaching of 
the best and most noble men of the Jewish people. German theologians, 
however, distorted and interpreted in the worst light everything found 
in the Synoptic Gospels in favor of this view; they even interpreted the 
Pharisees’ friendly warning to Christ about the danger threatening him 
from His enemies as a hostile action against him. [. . .] There never 
were fundamental points of contention between Christ and the Phari‑
sees [emphasis mine — D.B.]; there were only minor disagreements, like 
those that have occurred by the hundreds, even thousands, among rab-
bis of all time (Khvol’son 1911, 16–18).

In the 19th century this thesis sounded revolutionary, but in the per-
spective of the development of scholarship one can say that Chwolson 
anticipated the revolution that occurred from the 1950s to the 1970s, 
when the history of Second Temple Judaism, its literature, religious 
practices, and the social structures of the life of the Jews in Pales-
tine and the Diaspora became the main context for the study of ear-
ly Christianity.

* * *

The works of Daniel Chwolson aimed at the refutation of the blood li-
bel are unquestionably scholarly studies, although undertaken with 
a polemical public purpose. Contemporaries noted similar potential 
in Chwolson’s works on the Pharisees and Jesus (for example, Ma-
lis 1906), and although their content to a certain extent anticipates 
mainstream scholarly thought in the second half of the 20th centu-
ry, in general one can say that in the context of the 19th century and 
for the contemporaries of Chwolson himself, the examples considered 
above fit into a framework of public activity aimed at protecting the 
Jewish minority of the Russian Empire that was by no means limited 
to refuting the blood libel. Such measures should include the unsuc-
cessful attempt to establish an associate professorship in Jewish sub-
jects at St. Petersburg University. No less important — inspired by the 
example of his teacher Abraham Geiger and following the academ-
ic path of Wissenschaft des Judentums  — Daniel Chwolson worked 
fruitfully to overcome Christian theological projections in the academ-
ic study of Judaism.
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The theory of confessionalization and extra-academic 
theology

IN discussing the phenomenon of lay theology or extra-academic 
theology1 in the Russian 19th century it is fair to say that the in-
ternal logic of the development of its ideas is that of confessional-

ization. The theory of confessionalization was developed and put into 
scientific circulation by German scientists E. Zeeden, W. Reinchard, 
and H. Schilling. Professor M.V. Dmitriev notes: 

Confessionalization implies: first, the formation and the development of 
specifically confessional discourses, specifically confessional institutions, 
and specifically confessional consciousness in the Protestant and Cath-
olic cultures of the modern period (these processes are described as the 
first and basic stage of confessionalization — Konfessionsbildung); sec-
ondly, a new symbiosis of ecclesiastical and state institutions, religious 
and secular policies; the processes, mechanisms, and institutions of joint 
influence of denomination and state-confessional institutions and fac-
tors based on the social, political, cultural, and economic life of Catho-
lic and Protestant societies of Europe in the early modern period. In its 
cumulative effect, confessionalization opposes the processes of seculari-
zation; and nevertheless, it turns out to be the most important aspect of 
both the transition to modernity and the genesis of the new European 
civilization itself. (Dmitriev 2012, 142)

Below I will not touch upon the history of institutions. I am primari-
ly interested in pointing out the fact that the process of confessional-
ization is an ever-increasing tendency that captures different spheres 
of religious mentality. This tendency, in its extreme, aspires to the po-
larization of the religious traditions included in this mentality. Finally, 
the theory of confessionalization can be supplemented by yet another 

1.	 In prerevolutionary tradition, it was more common to speak about secular theologians 
(see, for example, Antonov 1912) when speaking of those who did not belong to the cler-
gy. However, while the term secular theologian may be considered acceptable, the term 
secular theology, by default, already has a negative connotation. Therefore, the term 
extra-academic theology, which is more neutral, will be used below. It is predicated 
upon the fact that during most of the Synodal period, religious education was social 
class (or estate) based, and the nature of theological studies was determined not by the 
presence or absence of clerical rank, but by the presence or absence of systematic the-
ological education (those professors of spiritual academies who did not become priests 
belonged to the spiritual estate or clergy as well).
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provision: the very need for confessionalization arises mainly in the 
location of a common cultural field, such as Europe on the eve of the 
Reformation (see also Khondzinskii 2015, 9–17).

In Russia at the beginning of the 19th century a common cultural 
field already existed, a single horizon of mutual communication with 
the Western tradition, but, due to the stratification of the nation into 

“society” and “the people,” this horizon was fully realized only in edu-
cated society. At the same time, the representatives of educated socie-
ty did not have the opportunity to receive a systematic theological ed-
ucation, which was available only to the representatives of the clergy 
through their respective academies. In fact, it was exactly this circum-
stance that caused the phenomenon of extra-academic theology men-
tioned above, which was spread by people from the educated stratum. 
It was also they who sharply criticized Western Christianity in all its 
manifestations. 

The clergy, in turn, continued to live the old pre-Synodal type of life, 
and it is simple to find empirical evidence of the fact that they were 
barely involved in the process of confessionalization. There is no no-
table theological essay produced within the scope of any theological 
academy or school in Russia up to the last decades of the 19th centu-
ry that contains an effort to criticize Western Christian civilization as 
a whole or even Western theology as such. 

It should be added that although the university Statute of 1814 
clearly patronized Platonism in the field of philosophical sciences, it 
could not prevent the learning of German Romantic Philosophy in 
spiritual and academic contexts (primarily, in the Kiev Academy). 

In the middle of the 1820s, interest in this philosophy also man-
ifested itself in secular circles. According to A. Koire, December 14, 
1825 (the Decembrist Uprising), was a milestone that marked the end 
of French influence: “The next generation, to which the Slavophiles 
belonged, was imbued with a very different spirit: it grew up un-
der the increasing influence of German Romantic Philosophy” (Koire 
2003, 27). 

This philosophy was studied in the secret circle of “Liubomudry” 
(“Lovers of Wisdom”) that appeared in 1822 and existed until De-
cember 1825, and where “Kant, Fichte, Schelling, Oken, Görres, et 
al. dominated” (Koliupanov 1889–92, 1:2:73). The circle became 
the forerunner of the Slavophile movement, and one of its members, 
I.V. Kireevsky, later expressed the idea that this philosophy could serve 
as the basis for a “new liubomudrye” (i.e., philosophy), the prototype 
for which would be the philosophy of the Church Fathers (Kireevskii 
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1911, 1:270), for whom in turn ancient metaphysics served as a basis. 
The intention was for “Liubomudrye” to become the foundation for a 
relevant and up-to-date exposition of the truths of Revelation and holy 
tradition (Kireevskii 1911, 1:271).2

As a result of these (and other) differently directed forces and ten-
dencies, in the second half of the 1840s Khomiakov’s theology ap-
peared, which gives us one of the first vivid examples not only of a 

“new liubomudrye,” but also of the practical implementation of the dif-
ferentiation of traditions implied by the process of confessionalization.

For Khomiakov, the main issue is, of course, the question of the 
church. The answer to this question is related to two other questions: 
first, the internal structure of the church in terms of the relationship 
between the clergy and the laity; and second, the external structure 
(i.e., the boundaries of the church) in terms of the relationship be-
tween Orthodoxy and other denominations. Both of these issues, from 
Khomiakov’s point of view, should be resolved in an way different from 
that of Western tradition.

While traditional Catholic theology is characterized by the divi-
sion of the church into teaching hierarchy (i.e., the clergy or hierar-
chy) and laity, and both Catholic and Orthodox dogmatists most often 
define Church as a Christian society (Plank 1960, 50), from Khomiak-
ov’s point of view the Church is not a society (Khomiakov 1907c, 2:12). 
The earthly Church (or Church visible) is only a phenomenon of the 
Church in heaven (Church invisible) and correlates with the latter as 
a thing-in-itself (noumenon) in the Kantian sense (Khondzinskii 2014, 
86–93). But, ultimately, the main principle that allows Khomiakov to 
solve the question about the internal structure of the church is “the 
principle of sobornost’,” understood as an organic unity in love. This 
unity is not only moral, but also, if you will, gnoseological, because 
cognition of the Truth can be achieved only in the love of the Church, 
or rather in the love of the community (Khomiakov 1907a, 2:239). 
Hence the absence of a “Teaching Church” (hierarchy) in the Ortho-
dox tradition (Khomiakov 1907b, 2:83). 

For the Catholic tradition (and others [Feofan 2004, 287–88; 
cf. 364–65]) the foundation of the Church is connected primarily with 
the earthly life of Christ. Khomiakov, by contrast, seeks to find a con-

2.	 The relevance of the language of the new philosophy (in this) to the language of Reve-
lation and the Church Fathers was implied by default. This is evidenced by Khomiak-
ov’s curious remark that today the apostle would have preferred the concept of the ob-
ject (a concept from modern philosophy) to the biblical concept of the Word (Logos), 
used in the language of the apostles (see Khomiakov 1907a, 2:247–48).
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nection between ecclesiology and the events of New Testament histo-
ry that are not identical with Catholic teaching, and finds this in the 
events of Pentecost, when the descent of the Holy Spirit on the Ap-
ostolic Community introduces the latter to the life of the Holy Trini-
ty, because the intra-trinitarian action of the Holy Spirit — as the new 
cognition of love  — is identical to its action in the Church. Accord-
ing to Khomiakov, on the one hand, intra-trinitarian relations can 
be characterized as the relationship of the subject (the Father), who 
considers himself an object (the Son), resulting in the new cognition 
(the Holy Spirit) (Khomiakov 1994b, 2:335); on the other hand, it is 
the descent of the Holy Spirit upon the Apostolic Community (who 
remains in the unity of love) that provides the latter the cognition of 
the truth (Khomiakov 1994a, 2:12), for it is the act of the eternal pro-
ceeding of the Spirit from the Father. Only a temporary sending of 
the Spirit to the creation through/from the Son remains available to 
outsiders/Westerners (unorthodox), who had broken the law of love 
(Khomiakov 1907c, 2:11–12). Thus, the intra-trinitarian characteris-
tics of the Spirit reveal themselves on the day of Pentecost and in-
troduce the Church into the mystery of intra-trinitarian life (O’Leary 
1982, 16). 

This resolution of the issue was indeed Khomiakov’s discovery, and 
it provided a solid theological foundation for the thesis of the prima-
cy of the community over everything in the Church, as a successor to 
the “Trinity-Community”; at the same time, this answer made it pos-
sible to draw a sharp line between East and West, making the Or-
thodox doctrine of the Church completely independent of Western 
ecclesiology.

At the same time, it should be noted that Khomiakov’s fundamen-
tally anti-Western concept had been shaped under the evident in-
fluence not only of Kant, but also of I.A. Möhler, a major German 
theologian of the first third of the 19th century, a representative of 

“Romantic Theology,” so called, whose ideas were closely connected 
with German Romantic philosophy. It is from Möhler that Khomiakov 
borrows the idea of the Church as an “organism of love,”3 as well as 

3.	 “It’s not a trifle that Khomiakov has so fervently approved of Möhler; he loves this 
Church, where everything is about the whole, animated in love by the same spirit, and 
where the hierarchy, not being seen as an authority (teaching and government) with a 
special ‘power’ over the faithful as over the subjects, on the contrary, reveals itself as 
an organ of the whole body that gives the whole body an expression of its faith and its 
unity in love” (Congar 1935, 327). See also: Bolshakoff 1946. For the basic principles of 
Romantic theology, see Vermeil 1913, 11. Cf: Titova 2014, 49.
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the corresponding hermeneutics of the word καθολικός (katholikos) 
(Möhler 1957, 254–55; Khomiakov 1886, 2:326–27).

Thus, Khomiakov’s conception fully met Kireevsky’s requirements 
for the new Liubomudrye; in accordance with the principles of confes-
sionalization, it segregated the concepts of Western and Eastern the-
ology completely, and moreover, it allowed criticism of the Russian 
theological school for its commitment to the Catholic doctrine of the 

“Teaching Church” (hierarchy) (Khomiakov 1900a, 8:189; Kireevskii 
1911b, 2:258), opposing them to the laymen who were not infected by 
foreign influences.

The emergence of the term “New Theology” and various 
authors’ understanding of it

Khomiakov’s theological works did not reach the Russian reader at 
once. Some of his works were initially published in Dushepoleznoe 
chtenie (Edifying readings) but the Prague edition of his works, pre-
pared by J.F. Samarin, who wrote a conceptual preface to it, is much 
more significant. This is where Khomiakov was first mentioned as a 
teacher of the Church (Samarin 1886, 2:xxxvi). Although this expres-
sion may seem rhetorical at first glance, it was, as a matter of fact, un-
doubtedly quite “dogmatic.” According to Samarin, it is not patris-
tic works, but catechism that embodies the most complete statement 
of the Church’s teaching about itself (Samarin 1880b, 5:23n). Hence 
it becomes clear not only why Samarin added a subtitle — “An expe-
rience of catechetical teaching about the Church”  — to Khomiakov’s 
treatise “The Church Is One,” but Khomiakov himself, quoting from 
his own text, calls it “a Russian catechism” (Khomiakov 1886a, 2:130). 

However, at first both the words about Khomiakov as a teacher of 
the Church and his works themselves were met with suspicion in the 
professional theological environment. But the ice of distrust was melt-
ing rapidly: the scrapping of the walls between social classes launched 
by the Great Reforms had been increasingly successful, and the charm 
of new ideas and approaches was so great that in the 1880s it became 
almost impossible to criticize them. The first hints of a picture of “New 
Theology” were being formed at that time in the minds of those au-
thors who belonged to the religious-academic environment, and it is 
characteristic that those hints arise in connection with the analysis of 
Khomiakov’s works.

The term that we are interested in seems to have first been used 
by a professor of the St. Petersburg Academy, N.I. Barsov; to be more 
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precise, he used the expression “a new method in theology.” One of 
his two articles devoted to the analysis of Khomiakov’s works was 
published under this exact title in the journal Khristianskoe chtenie 
(Christian reading). In these articles, Barsov opposed Khomiakov’s ap-
proaches to those of a scholastic nature inherent in the religious-ac-
ademic system of theological education,4 and located the new meth-
od both in the historico-philosophical approach to the consideration 
of theological problems (Barsov 1869, 201), and in reliance on the pa-
tristic heritage (Barsov 1878, 310). 

The term “New Theology” appeared somewhat later in another 
church magazine, Vera i razum (Faith and mind), which announced a 
series of articles on “our new philosophers and theologians” — repre-
sentatives of extra-academic theology of the next generation, such as 
V.S. Soloviev or L.N. Tolstoy (See Stoianov 1885). It is interesting that 
although the authors of Vera i razum, and Barsov as well, paid atten-
tion to the use of philosophical methodology by the “new theologians,” 
they set themselves the opposite goal: “to prove, as far as possible for 
us, the illegality of the invasion of philosophy into the field of religious 
Christian truths; and to prove the philosophical method to be unsatis-
factory in this area” (Stoianov 1885, 1:49). 

The fact that the expression “new theologians” was becoming a 
commonplace was evidenced, among other things, by the fact that not 
only representatives of the academic community, but also Leo Tolstoy 
himself, called Khomiakov and his followers “new theologians” (Tol-
stoi 1957a, 222). 

A closer examination of the publications in the church periodicals 
of those years could certainly provide additional evidence of the use 
of the term in question. In the meantime, it is enough for now to state 
the fact that around the beginning of the 20th century this term clear-
ly changes its referent and points to authors from the professional ac-
ademic environment (which does not exclude different assessments 
of their ideas). 

Thus, Bishop Viktor (Ostrovidov) in his article “New Theologians” 
(1912) wrote about the new theological movement, which aimed to 
revive “dead” theological science, and which was headed by Antony 
(Khrapovitsky), archbishop of Volyn and Sergius (Stragorodsky), arch-
bishop of Finland, “whose works pretend to be regarded as a reviv-

4.	 In religious-academic science of the 19th century, scholasticism implied: (a) depend-
ence on Western models; (b) the desire for excessive systematization of the material. In 
this sense, Iu.F. Samarin remark that the theological system in Orthodoxy is impossi-
ble is quite characteristic (Samarin 1886, 2: xxiii).
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al of true patristic teaching” (Viktor 1912, 381). In fact, according to 
Bishop Viktor, the new theologians based their teaching on the laws 
of human mental life, “where everything should be in a natural order” 
(ibid., 382–83). 

Archbishop Hilarion (Troitsky) refers to the same movement and 
its same authors (although in the opposite way) in an article titled 

“Theology and the Freedom of the Church” (1915):

Thank God a new theological movement, which overthrows the deadly 
bonds of the preceding Scholasticism has appeared. . . . A wide dissem-
ination and complete dominance of this new movement should be nec-
essarily achieved. (Ilarion 2004, 2:262)

In this article, Sergius Stragorodsky represents this new theological 
movement, and although Antony Khrapovitsky is not mentioned in 
the text, judging by repeated references to him in the author’s other 
works and in a similar context, we can assume that his presence was 
implied here as well.

Finally, many years later the term in question was used by Arch-
priest Georges Florovsky in his work Ways of Russian Theology, 
which included, apart from Antony Khrapovitsky, V.I. Nesmelov as 
well. Florovsky tried to formulate a common feature, or main “mark-
er” of New Theology: the desire for its constructions comes not from 
God, but from man, not from Revelation, but from experience (as Vik-
tor Ostrovidov pointed out):

“Scholastic” theology had long since been unsatisfying, the “historical” 
method did not give the synthesis specifically, it did not create systems. 
The search for a new method had shifted to the explanation of the dog-
mas in a moral aspect. Dogmatics was reshaped in accordance with a 
moral standpoint. Antony was then one of the brightest representatives 
of this new theology. (Florovskii 2009, 550)

And below: 

There are two possible ways in theology: from above or below, from God 
or from man, from Revelation or from experience. Patristics and Scho-
lasticism choose the first way. “New Theology” prefers the way from be-
low. One type of this anthropological bias is moralism in theology, but 
not the only one. (Florovskii 2009, 565) 
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Given such mixed assessments a question arises: what really forms 
the characteristic features of this doctrine and what connects new the-
ologians from the laity with new theologians from academic circles?

The first representatives of “New Theology” from the re-
ligious-academic environment

As already noted, in Russian educated society the process of confes-
sionalization began at the beginning of the 19th century, and a little 
later began the exploration of German Romantic philosophy. Howev-
er, the religious school did not stand still either, and the theological 
intentions of Archbishop Innokentii of Kherson (Borisov) were large-
ly determined by the need to respond to Kant and his purely human-
istic Christology. 

However, in noting the proximity of the philosophical background 
of academic and non-academic theologians, we also find important 
differences: the former have a concentration of interest primarily in 
the field of anthropology/psychology, the latter in the field of ecclesi-
ology; and in the first case the absence, and in the second the pres-
ence of the vector of confessionalization. This probably explains the 
fact that Innokentii Borisov highly appreciated Dogmatic Theology by 
Metropolitan Macarius (Bulgakov) as a work in which Russian theol-
ogy threw off the confines of scholasticism, while for Slavophiles Ma-
carius became a symbol of slavery to the scholastic West. 

At any rate, it is hardly a coincidence that it was in the 1880s and 
1890s, a period of time when Khomiakov’s ideas were widely dissemi-
nated, that the “marker of confessionalization” became important for 
the formation of a new academic theology, allowing the latter to op-
pose the scholastic past and confidently assert itself as the path to a 
theological revival in the future.

This is confirmed by the fact that Antony Khrapovitsky, in his 
leading article “The Difference between the Orthodox Faith and 
the Western Confessions,” called Khomiakov his predecessor on the 
path toward the renewal of the Russian theological tradition, whose 

“great merit” consists of his pointing out the difference between the 
true Church and the Western confessions, “not in particular dog-
matic peculiarities, but in the overall superiority of the inner ideal 
of the true Church over the non-Orthodox churches.”5 Antony saw 

5.	 Antonii 2007a, 415. Characteristically, Khomiakov’s genealogy has been ascribed to the 
new academic theologians by Fr. Pavel Florensky. See Florenskii 1916, 527.
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his task as “filling in” Khomiakov’s teachings and thus finally giv-
ing to Orthodox theology the content that “constitutes its exclusive 
belonging, which is equally alien to European confessions” (Anto-
nii 2007a, 415). As for the Church, Khomiakov had already formu-
lated this teaching of the exclusiveness of Orthodoxy, and what re-
mained was to develop it in regard to the study of humanity, because 
Russian theological science was “so far from the real spiritual life of 
the Orthodox Christians, and so alien to it, that it is not only inca-
pable of leading the latter, but even of approaching it [i.e., the spir-
itual life]” (Antonii 2007a, 417). Following the West, Russian the-
ological science understands salvation as “an external reward for a 
certain number of good deeds (external ones),” whereas, in fact (An-
tonii 2007a, 420), “the purpose of Christianity, the purpose of Christ 
coming to earth is the moral perfection of the human personality” 
(Antonii 2007b, 420). 

In developing his own doctrine, Antony’s method is similar to Kho-
miakov’s. If the latter, in order to avoid intersections with the West, 
moves the ecclesiological accents from Christology to Triadology, An-
tony moves the center of gravity of the dogma of redemption from 
Golgotha to the Garden of Gethsemane with the same purpose (An-
tonii 2007b, 58); he also looks for opportunities to rethink the conse-
quences of original sin in categories that are far from its “legal” impu-
tation to the descendants of Adam (Antonii 2007b, 71). To solve the 
first problem, he proposes a teaching of redemption as an act of com-
passionate love (Antonii 2007b, 58); to solve the second, he suggests 
the concept of “preconscious” universal human will, which is the com-
mon mental nature of humanity, according to its essence, but after 
the Fall turns out as fragmented individual wills (Antonii 2007d, 31–
32; Florovskii 2009, 544). In both cases, it is easy to notice the fea-
tures of Schopenhauer’s philosophy, which is not surprising: Antony’s 
close acquaintance with Schopenhauer’s works is evident in his mas-
ter’s thesis. It is also indicated by the fact that, while analyzing Dos-
toevsky’s teaching on Christian love in his articles on pastoral theol-
ogy, Antony denotes it through the concept of “compassionate love,” 
which (see Antonii 2007e, 264–78) was so important to Schopenhau-
er (Schopenhauer 2011, 296–97), but which cannot be found in Dosto-
evsky’s legacy, although the great Russian writer did have certain par-
allels with the German thinker (Khondzinskii 2013). It is not difficult 
to see Kant’s thought in Antony’s understanding of holiness as grad-
ual moral self-improvement as well (Antonii 2007f, 722; Kant 1965, 
4:1:446, cf. 455–56).
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The name of his closest student, Sergius Stragorodsky, is often 
mentioned with Antony’s. Stragorodsky’s main theological work is the 
master’s thesis titled “The Orthodox Doctrine of Salvation” — it is a 
work in which the author’s personal position appears to be completely 
dissolved in the thoughts of the Holy Fathers, but in fact it is not. He 
proclaims the fundamental difference between Orthodox theology and 
Western theology, based not on different dogmatic postulates, but on a 
different “understanding of life,” on the very first pages of this study; 
this exact postulate defines the author’s interpretation of the Holy Fa-
thers he cites. Antony attributes everything that contradicts his posi-
tion to the fact that the Holy Fathers perforce had to reckon with the 
low level of education of the audience. In this sense, the “Orthodox 
Doctrine of Salvation” appears as one of the first attempts to rethink 
the Holy Fathers. In the end, Antony Khrapovitsky’s favorite thesis of 
gradual moral self-improvement, that is, sanctity, understood as “the 
completion of moral self-education of a human being,” remains pre-
dominant (Sergii 1898, 118). 

V.I. Nesmelov, who was mentioned by Florovsky together with An-
tony, and earned at the time the latter’s enthusiastic review, devel-
oped the anthropological line of New Theology in his own way. For-
mally (and perhaps fundamentally), Nesmelov had no criticism of the 
West. However, some of his statements are strikingly similar to those 
of Sergius: Sergius sees the difference between heterodoxy (unortho-
doxy) and Orthodoxy as the dissimilarity between two irreconcila-
ble worldviews, the legal and the moral; while the representatives of 
the first worldview seek happiness, those of the second seek the truth. 
Nesmelov likewise formulates the juxtaposition of the legal and mor-
al ways to understand Christianity. Admittedly, the legal understand-
ing is also characteristic of the Holy Fathers, who adapted their views 
to the customs of the Gentiles (see Sergius above). But if we take the 
legal understanding in its purest form, then it

directly and decisively destroys both the truths of religion and the pos-
sibility of morality, because by virtue of this relationship religion be-
comes a mere deal with God and as an ordinary everyday deal it has 
necessarily to obey the principle of happiness in life. So it was and is 
indeed, in the field of all natural religions without exception. (Nemes-
lov 2000, 1:277)

Hence, in particular, Roman “legalism” is not above the level of nat-
ural religions.
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So, the study Science of Man by Nesmelov implicitly contains crit-
icism of the Western religious tradition, which is no less harsh than 
that of Sergius’s “Orthodox Doctrine of Salvation,” and in a sense com-
plements it. Indeed, whereas Sergius only described the progress of a 
person on the way to salvation without saying a word about why this 
salvation is necessary for him and where the possibility of it came 
from, Nesmelov, based on the data of experimental psychology, built 
not only an anthropological, but also a Christological concept, at the 
center of which is an idea of personality independent of its soul-body 
nature. This personality, from Nesmelov’s point of view, is not affect-
ed by the fall of man, so that when Christ — through the Incarnation — 
heals human nature in Himself, “the communion . . . with the living 
body of Christ and the true revelation of the divine power of Christ in 
man” allows the followers of Christ to imitate Him in His moral feat 
and thus move forward on the path of moral perfection. Thus Nes-
melov responded to the challenge of Kant, who had called traditional 
Christology into question on the basis that Christ, who did not know 
the human struggle against sin, could not be the moral ideal for us. 
But at the same time Nesmelov relies not only on experimental psy-
chology, but also on the anthropology of Kant himself, who separat-
ed the personality (the carrier of autonomous morals) from the soul-
body nature of man (the carrier of heterogeneous morals) (Kant 1980a, 
96–98).

Having briefly considered the most important works of the first 
representatives of the New Theology from the religious-academic envi-
ronment, we can see that they — following their predecessors from the 
laity — use the language of the Western humanities (German philos-
ophy, psychology), mastered by the school by that time, first of all, in 
order to make a sharp distinction between Orthodox theology and the 
Western Christian tradition. And the need for such distinction arises 
for them under the influence of Khomiakov’s ideas, which were wide-
spread at the time. In addition, the extraordinary influence of the new 
movement should be noted. For example, Viktor Ostrovidov decided 
to publish his criticism of the New Theology only in an Old Believer 
magazine and then anonymously.

Refraction of the ideas of “New Theology” by academic 
theologians of the late 19th–early 20th century

There were other authors with similar intentions. These ideas were 
uniquely combined in the works of Archpriest E. Akvilonov, who paid 
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tribute to both the ecclesiological and anthropological direction. In his 
doctoral dissertation titled “On the Physical and Teleological Evidence 
of the Existence of God,” he started from the phenomenology of the 
soul, in this way following his predecessors  — Antony Khrapovitsky 
and Bishop Mikhail (Gribanovsky). Yet he himself had been develop-
ing answers to ecclesiological problems for a long time, and presented 
Khomiakov-Möhler’s concept to the religious-academic environment. 
Akvilonov did not hide the fact that he borrowed from Khomiakov “the 
basic view . . . on the essence of Western confessions in general” (Akvi-
lonov 1894, 57). As a result, he came to the definition of the Church as 
a God-man organism, making the following curious argument:

Since there is no other life in experience that is more perfect than organ-
ic life, then the Church, the treasury of true life, is nothing but the or-
ganism. (Akvilonov 1894, 239)

Characteristically, Akvilonov’s thesis, which dates back to Möhler’s Ro-
mantic Theology (Akvilonov’s familiarity not only with Khomiakov’s 
texts, but also with the corresponding German-language literature is 
proved by the bibliography given in his dissertation), does not corre-
late in any way with the Eucharistic aspect of the apostolic view on the 
Church as the Body of Christ (“For we being many are one bread, and 
one body; for we are all partakers of that one bread”; 1 Cor. 10:17 KJV). 
Obviously, what confused the reviewers of the dissertation, which was 
never approved by the Most Holy Synod, is the uncritical transfer of 
the concepts of Romantic philosophy to Orthodox theology. After the 
failure to defend his dissertation, Akvilonov substantially redesigned 
it, and as a result, the Eucharistic aspect received the necessary cover-
age (Akvilonov 1896, 60–99). At any rate, in his original text he dem-
onstrated his desire to discard the influence of the Western tradition 
on the one hand, and tried to express the Orthodox doctrine of the 
Church in “Western language,” on the other.

The abovementioned Hilarion Troitsky not only gave an enthusias-
tic characterization of the New Theology, but he himself can be classi-
fied as a representative of the younger generation of its protagonists. 
Focusing his scientific and theological interest in the field of ecclesi-
ology, he, by his own admission, sought first of all to give the ideas of 
this New Theology a patrological justification (Ilarion 2004b, 2:76) 
and underwent a rather noticeable evolution in his views. Whereas in 
his early works Hilarion recognized the importance of the ecclesiolog-
ical texts of St. Augustine, considering his legacy in the same light as 
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that of the great Cappadocians (Basil the Great, Gregory of Nazianzus, 
and Gregory of Nyssa), in due course, under the apparent influence of 
Antony Khrapovitsky, he came to a radical segregation of the Eastern 
and Western theological traditions (Ilarion 2004a, 3:512). In the face 
of the need to explain how the conversion of Catholics into the Ortho-
dox Church is possible without rebaptism, he introduced a risky the-
sis: the very fact of reconciliation with the Church is so significant that 

“the external rite of baptism performed outside of the Church can turn 
into the gracious Sacrament” (Ilarion 2004a, 3:526). Characteristically, 
he justified this thesis with reference to the theological opinion of Kho-
miakov, who merely expressed, what was, in his opinion, “a constant 
thought of the Church” (Ilarion 2004a, 3:538). While he represents an 
apparent direction of confessionalization, he is no longer interested in 
the philosophical origins of Khomiakov and Antony’s concepts. He ac-
cepts the opinions of his teachers as indisputable truths, which require 
not a critical examination with a view to congruence with the Holy Tra-
dition, but merely an illustration of it (the Sacred Tradition) with texts.

Of course, not all the authors of that time can be included in the 
theological movement we are considering. The path of the priest Pav-
el Florensky was quite different from the path of Hilarion Troitsky, for 
example. Father Pavel was, in the prerevolutionary years, quite criti-
cal of Khomiakov’s works; however, earlier, in his dissertation “On the 
Spiritual Truth: The Experience of Orthodox Theodicy” (an abridged 
version of his book The Pillar and Ground of the Truth), following his 
older contemporaries, he characterized “living religious experience 
as the only legal way of comprehending the dogmas” peculiar to Or-
thodoxy, a church-juridical concept of Church life peculiar to Catho-
lics and a church-scientific concept peculiar to Protestants (Florenskii 
1916, 12). Actually, his divergence with the theological trend we are 
considering began when he criticized Western philosophy more con-
sistently than the leading representatives of New Theology, returning 
to the Platonism of the 19th century. 

Conclusions

Although it is not possible within the scope of this article to give an ex-
haustive overview of the works that would fit more or less into the par-
adigm of the theological movement under consideration,6 let us sum 

6.	 A study of works by I.V. Popov, A.D. Beliaev, A.I. Vvedensky, Archpriest P. Svetlov, and 
some others would undoubtedly be of interest. In addition, it should be emphasized 
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up the preliminary results and begin by separating the New Theolo-
gy of the laity from the New Theology of the representatives of theo-
logical academies. 

The first is a new theology, not within the framework of already ex-
isting tradition, but in the sense of the beginning of a new tradition — 
the tradition of extra-academic theology. The most important repre-
sentative of the Russian extra-academic theology of the 19th century 
was A.S. Khomiakov, who implemented the idea of the new Liubom-
udrye (philosophy) put forward by Kireevsky: he not only used new 
philosophical ideas and concepts in order to express the church doc-
trine, but also set the path toward confessionalization.

The second theology was new in the sense of transforming the al-
ready existing academic tradition — the transformation that occurred 
as a result of a mixture of elements of the two traditions — academic 
and non-academic, which was, of course, in a sense, a break with pre-
ceding academic tradition. The leaders of this movement were Antony 
Khrapovitsky and Sergius Stragorodsky. 

In this case, we were interested in this new academic (and at the 
same time anti-academic) theology, which appears in the late 19th to 
early 20th century. By this time, religious-academic theology had a 
long tradition of intellectual interaction with German philosophy, the 
beginning of which can already be distinguished in works of Innoken-
tii of Kherson. This had led academic theology to the Christological 
and anthropological horizon rather than to the trinitarian-ecclesiolog-
ical one. But at a certain point the anthropology of the academicians 
met with the extra-academic ecclesiology of lay theologians, and per-
ceived in the latter not only the idea and pathos of sobornost’, but also 
a particular commitment to the formation of a special Orthodox the-
ological position, an alternative to the Western one.

This leads to the conclusion that the identity of the new academ-
ic theology (as well as the theology of the laity) is determined, on the 
one hand, by the logic of confessionalization, that is, confrontation 
with the West, and, on the other hand, by the logic of Western philos-
ophy of the modern period. At this point these ideas are being broad-

that a huge corpus of works and ideas of various authors who addressed the topic of 
Sophiology remains outside the scope of the study. It is true that Archbishop Seraphim 
(Sobolev), having criticized the works of Fr. Sergius Bulgakov, named his work New 
Teaching about Sofia (Sofia, 1935). However, Sophiology is not a new doctrine in the 
same sense as the teachings of the new theologians discussed in the article: the latter 
did not try to introduce new dogmatic concepts, but aimed primarily to purify the Or-
thodox tradition of Western ideas.
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cast to theology, which has already accumulated a substantial amount 
of patrological knowledge, and they require the standard operations 
of scientific theological research: correlations with the texts of Scrip-
ture and the Holy Fathers. At the same time, the idea of returning to 
the Holy Fathers (which was also generated by anti-Westernism), in 
most cases did not lead to a critical understanding of the theses being 
defended, since the question of correlation between the philosophical 
ideas of the Holy Fathers and that of the modern period was not even 
raised. In other words, the new Liubomudrye proposed by Kireevsky, 
based on the model of the Holy Fathers, appears to have been an at-
tempt to find in the legacy of the ancient Fathers those concepts that 
arose in the framework of new philosophical paradigms — in the pro-
cess of confessionalization. And this attempt led to a conscious or un-
conscious need to correct — rethink — the Holy Fathers in cases when 
they did not correspond to the new ideas.

Thus, Georges Florovsky’s statement on the moral and anthropo-
logical orientation of the New Theology should be supplemented by a 
reference not only to the ecclesiological aspect, which is attributable to 
Khomiakov, but also to a kind of anti-Western categorical imperative, 
which defined this new academic theology no less than the appeal to 
human experience highlighted by Florovsky. Undoubtedly, Florovsky 
identified the groundedness of the new theology correctly, but he did 
not notice the phenomenon of confessionalization within it. Perhaps it 
was this phenomenon that caused the rupture in the theological tradi-
tion, which Florovsky himself did not avoid and which led him to pro-
pose the idea of “neopatristic synthesis.”
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Does It Mean You’re Radical If You Have a Beard and Don’t 
Eat Baguettes?

Review of: E.I. Filippova and J. Radwani, eds. 2017. Religii 
i radikalizm v postsekuliarnom mire [Religions and 
radicalism in the postsecular world]. Moscow: IEA RAN 
(in Russian). — 330 p. 
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This book was one of the results 
of the fruitful Russian-French di-
alogue on topical issues of social 
anthropology, launched in 2005 
by the Institute of Ethnology 
and Ethnography of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences and the Na-
tional Institute of Oriental Lan-
guages and Cultures (INALCO, 
France). The publication was pre-
ceded by a seminar on interreli-
gious interaction between France 
and Russia, which took place on 
October 28–29, 2016, the materi-
als of which are presented at the 
end of the book.

This collection claims a com-
prehensive understanding of rad-
icalism in the post-secular world. 
The authors managed to present 
the rich texture of interaction be-
tween the state and various re-
ligious communities in Russia 
and France. The editors  — Ele-
na Filippova and Jean Radva-

ni  — have done a great deal of 
work on understanding such a 
wide thematic field and attract-
ing the most appropriate mate-
rials. Despite the fact that most 
of the book is devoted to Islam 
(which has already become a tra-
ditional tendency when focusing 
on the problem of radicalism), it 
also shows the relevant manifes-
tations in Christianity. The book 
is divided into four parts: a de-
tailed editorial introduction, in 
which E. Filippova sets the con-
ceptual framework for the entire 
publication and J. Radvani ana-
lyzes the limits of comparability 
of the French and Russian expe-
rience; a first part, which is de-
voted to the interaction between 
religion and the state; the second 
part on interconfessional con-
tacts and general problems con-
cerning the relationship between 
religion and society; and final-

Book Reviews
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ly, the third part, on religious-
ness and modern forms of radi-
calism. However, these parts do 
not equally contribute to the gen-
eral idea of the book. 

In the introduction, Ele-
na Filippova examines the con-
cepts of postsecularity and post-
religiosity, which she believes 
are the most suitable to de-
scribe the current situation. Re-
ferring to D. Uzlaner she notes 
that “the clear boundaries be-
tween religious and secular, es-
tablished within the framework 
of the secular paradigm, are vi-
olated” (7). Speaking about the 
change in religious identity, she 
cites B. Turner’s thesis that mod-
ern conversions “are more like 
a change of consumer brands 
than the result of deep spiritual 
searches” (9). Finally, Filippova 
argues that “the line linking the 
current growth of fundamental-
ism to the conservative protest 
against the cultural postmodern 
with its relativism and the ab-
sence of inviolable truths can be 
more productive” than search-
ing for a causal relationship be-
tween religiousness and radical-
ism (13). The erosion of the core 
of religion (if it is understood in 
terms of modern history) and 
the misunderstanding of dog-
matism is mentioned in sever-
al articles from the second part, 
and the change in the bounda-
ries between the religious and 
secular in the first part. However, 

the problem is that the authors 
of the articles themselves rare-
ly appeal to these concepts (with 
a few exceptions), and all these 
(undoubtedly valuable) theoreti-
cal constructs are detached from 
the main part of the book. 

In his brief review, Jean Rad-
vani searches for similar mo-
ments in the French and Russian 
experience of interaction between 
the state and religious organiza-
tions. He was able to identify the 
areas that allow for the most pro-
ductive comparison: first, the di-
versity of the Muslim population; 
second, the problem of the in-
tegration of Muslims; third, the 
problem of radicalization, or, in 
his words, the “increased defor-
mation of political Islam and its 
consequences”; and finally, the 
fight against Islam-related ex-
tremism. In my opinion, the au-
thor has managed to define very 
precisely the main vectors of dis-
cussion on this issue  — and not 
only within the framework of this 
book.

In the first part, Alain 
Christnacht presented a de-
tailed and exhaustive overview of 
how the attitude of the French 
state toward different faiths has 
changed since the French Revo-
lution. Roman Lunkin, based on 
an analysis of the legal frame-
work and the practice of law 
enforcement in Russia, reveals 
the contradictions of “Ortho-
dox statehood.” In his view, the 
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Law on Freedom of Conscience, 
adopted in 1997, as well as the 
set of amendments called the 

“Yarovaya Package,” which in-
tensified the discussion of the 
dominance of “traditional” re-
ligions in Russia, became par-
ticular points of no return. The 
author calls this phenomenon a 
phenomenon of “mono-religion,” 
which emerged “as a result of 
the atheistic policy of the Sovi-
et period, which led to the eradi-
cation of national religiosity and 
impoverishment of the religious 
diversity of Russia” (41). 

Katie Rousselet echoes 
Lunkin’s arguments. Looking at 
the relationship between spiritu-
ality and religiosity in late Soviet 
society and then in Russian so-
ciety in the 1990s, she draws an 
important conclusion: the term 
decoupling is applicable only in 
a limited way to Russian society 
(especially if, following B. Turn-
er, one distinguishes between po-
litical and social secularization). 
In fact, atheism and “clericaliza-
tion” are two sides of the same 
coin. “Religion is an integral el-
ement of a certain form of gov-
ernment, made possible by the 
reconstruction of the identity in-
itiated by the elites and quick-
ly taken up by the entire society 
(53) . . . religiosity participates in 
the construction of the post-Sovi-
et state, just as state atheism par-
ticipated in the construction of 
the Soviet state” (57). Therefore, 

one should not contrast the So-
viet experience to the post-Soviet 
one, but, on the contrary, look for 
continuity and similarities, which 
is what the author has managed 
to do, giving numerous historical 
and contemporary examples of 
interaction between the state and 
the Russian Orthodox Church in 
Russia.

The interaction between the 
Muslim community and the Rus-
sian state is covered only by the 
example of Tatarstan (obvious-
ly, this is due to the participation 
of Kazan [Volga] Federal Uni-
versity in the project), which, of 
course, does not reflect the en-
tire palette of such interactions 
in different regions. It is much 
more worrying that authors of 
two of the articles devoted to Ta-
tarstan take a clear state-centric 
position. In his text, Azat Akhu-
nov describes in detail the histo-
ry of the Spiritual Administration 
of Muslims of the Republic of Ta-
tarstan (DUM RT) from 1998 to 
the present day. The collection 
of facts is impressive: the author 
examines in detail the events of 
the unification congress of the 
Muslims of Tatarstan in 1998, 
but there are no references to 
any historical research or docu-
ments. Among the sources there 
are separate speeches by Muslim 
leaders of Tatarstan and newspa-
per articles. The emphasis placed 
on the narrative reveals the au-
thor’s desire to idealize the pri-



B o o k  r e v i e w s

1 0 8 � ©  s tat e ·  r e l i g i o n  ·  c h u r c h

macy of the state in state-confes-
sional relations. Thus, Akhunov 
proceeds from the unsubstantiat-
ed notion that “power in the un-
derstanding of an ordinary Tatar 
is sacral; on this basis, perhaps, 
sometimes, there were proposals 
to appoint state officials to the 
highest religious posts” (70). Ak-
hunov characterizes the situation 
of “powerlessness” in the Mus-
lim community of Tatarstan as 
follows: “We had to act forceful-
ly, otherwise we could have lost 
control over the situation.” How-
ever, this was avoided due to M. 
Shaimiev’s intervention in the 
course of preparation of the uni-
fication congress of Muslims of 
1998, which was to decide who 
would head the DUM RT  — the 
“candidate from the government” 
or a representative of the op-
position wing. The author goes 
on speaking about destabiliza-
tion or, on the contrary, stabili-
zation through the intervention 
of Shaimiev’s firm hand. Akhu-
nov comes to the following con-
clusion: “The relations that have 
developed between the authori-
ties and Islam have so far yield-
ed positive results and, as noted 
above, are positively assessed by 
the Muslim ummah of Tatarstan 
and are perceived as fair” (79). 
Although this position is quite 
popular, especially among Tatar 
researchers, it still requires jus-
tification. To speak about the fea-
tures inherent in a nation means 

to stand on extremely unstable 
ground; moreover, it is unrea-
sonable to use such statements 
as an argument to justify the ne-
cessity and usefulness of state in-
terference in the religious sphere. 
This requires stronger arguments 
based on sociological or other 
data that are not available in this 
study.

Reseda Safiullina also notes 
in her article “the positive na-
ture of the State’s interference 
in the affairs of religion.” How-
ever, then she wonders wheth-
er this situation suits those Mus-
lims “who tend to have an official 
religious structure.” What about 
the “mass of Muslims who disa-
gree with many provisions” of the 
DUM? (84) The answer is self-ev-
ident — there is a need for more 
discussion, including on theo-
logical issues. However, Safiulli-
na believes that this should be a 
real discussion, not a simulation. 
Otherwise, “the wide spreading 
idea about merging of the repub-
lican authorities, security forces 
and the official clergy will turn 
to impenetrable barriers between 
ordinary Muslims and state in-
stitutions. As a result, all dissent-
ers will be driven into the under-
ground” (87). It turns out that a 
productive discussion between 
representatives of the Muslim 
community loyal to the author-
ities is impossible, but it is also 
impossible between “tradition-
alists,” because there is a theo-
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logical split among them, since 
“the Hanafi tradition is no long-
er presented as something uni-
fied, monolithic, but as a multi-
faceted tradition in which accents 
can be placed in different ways” 
(87). In public discussion there is 
criticism of the medieval scholas-
tic approach. Initially, the prob-
lem of “recreating the Russian 
theological school” was put at 
the forefront. Therefore, speak-
ing about the most adequate way 
out of the current situation, the 
author refers to D.-H. Mukhetdi-
nov’s thesis about the change of 
hadithocentricity to Koranocen-
trism. Thus, it all comes down to 
unifying the religious field — this 
time by creating a unified theo-
logical school.

It is worth noting that both 
A. Akhunov and R. Safiullina ap-
peal to the constitutional princi-
ple of separation of religion and 
state. But both also justify the vi-
olation of this principle, on the 
one hand, by referring to the 

“positive” consequences of state 
interference in the life of reli-
gious communities, and on the 
other hand, to M. Shaimiev’s as-
sertion that “religion is separated 
from the state, but not separated 
from society” (82).

The second part of the book 
is designed to show the diversity 
of interfaith interaction in socie-
ty. And the articles in this section 
use a great numbers of facts: al-
most every author cites data from 

sociological surveys and relies 
on interviews and other field re-
search. At the same time, it is dis-
appointing that sometimes either 
the conclusions are trivial (“thus, 
moods of protest are an integral 
part of the religious life of the 
Muslim and Christian communi-
ties of Karachaevo-Cherkessia. . . . 
On the whole, the population 
demonstrates a fairly high resist-
ance to the influence of destruc-
tive ideologies” — from the article 
by Yevgeny and Natalia Kratova, 
p. 188), or there are no conclu-
sions at all, and the authors are 
limited to fairly flat statistics (for 
example, the works of Titova and 
Kozlov, as well as Olga Pavlova). 
The article by Guzelia Guzelbaeva 
abounds in quotations from in-
terviews with informants, but the 
overall picture is not clear: first, 
the social status of informants is 
not specified (although both the 
general public and experts were 
interviewed), and secondly, in-
teresting field materials are un-
doubtedly followed by almost no 
meaningful conclusions. Concep-
tual summaries or discussions of 
the identified problems are often 
absent. 

Liliya Sagitova describes in 
detail the place of Islam in the 
modern public space of Tatar-
stan. It is one of the best exam-
ples of the description of the re-
alities of Tatarstan in this edition. 
The author draws attention to the 
discussion within the elite about 
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the understanding of the modern 
role of Islam and the mechanisms 
of social integration of Muslims, 
as well as noting the problem of 
the stigmatization of Muslims (a 
very illustrative example is news 
about the so-called “Sharia pa-
trol,” as well as the movement 

“Russian jogging for a healthy 
lifestyle”1). However, Sagitova 
also fails to avoid some alarmism 
when it comes to “the risks of Is-
lamic globalization,” which “may 
lead to the loss of the historical-
ly established Islamic theologi-
cal tradition of the Tatars, divide 
the Muslim ummah of Tatarstan, 
and contribute to the formation 
of Muslim sects of extremist ori-
entation” (97).

A rather interesting portrait 
of interfaith dialogue in Adygea 
is presented by Irina Babich. Al-
exander Martynenko uses the ex-
ample of the village of Belozer’e 
to show the life of “the enclave 
of the Tatar-Muslim culture in 
the Volga region . . . the Muslim 
enclave in the Republic of Mor-
dovia.” Against the general back-
ground, the work of Alena Gusk-
ova, who focused on the poorly 
studied area of interaction be-
tween Muslims and Christians of 

1.	 In January 2014 in Tatarstan “Sharia 
patrols” appeared, which attacked 
people that “didn’t live according to 
Sharia” in their point of view. As an 
answer some days later the group 

“Russian jogging for a healthy lifestyle” 
appeared, which attacked participants 
of the “Sharia patrols.”

the Moscow region, is particular-
ly notable. Through numerous 
interviews, she shows how toler-
ant the two religious groups are 
of each other and also reveals an 
important issue on which their 
opinions are shared: the ques-
tion of the transmission of tra-
ditions. “An incorrect under-
standing of the dogma of ‘ethnic’ 
Christians and Muslims, failure 
to observe the requirements of 
religion, lack of interest in the is-
sues of faith among young peo-
ple, mixed marriages in which 
unbelief is chosen over faith  — 
these problems were common” 
(202).

The third part of the book 
seems to be the most successful, 
as the authors were able not only 
to consider the various aspects of 
radicalism in detail, but also to 
set the direction of further dis-
cussion and even enter into po-
lemics among themselves.

Sylvia Serrano points out that 
the goals and methods of fight-
ing radicalism are distorted by 
the wrong definition of the sub-
ject field of radicalization by the 
French authorities. Their main 
mistake, according to Serrano, is 
an attempt to unify this field and 
create a kind of average image 
of a radical based on supposed-
ly similar sociological character-
istics. “As a rule, the authorities 
tend to describe the process of 
radicalization as a certain path 
consisting of a series of events 
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and crucial contacts, which can 
be modeled” (221). They prefer 
this way as it simplifies the for-
mulation of tasks to counter rad-
icalism, but it is not productive. 
As Serrano notes, ultimately, this 
approach leads to imagining that 

“a reluctance to eat baguette or go 
to the pool is a prerequisite for 
radicalization” (225). First and 
foremost, Islam is at risk, as “‘a 
radical person’ stigmatizes Islam 
as a religion incompatible with 
French society.” Is it possible to 
overcome this situation? To an-
swer this question, Serrano pre-
sents a classic polemic by Olivi-
er Roy and Gilles Kepel. The first 
insists on the need to address the 
phenomenon of the “Islamiza-
tion of radicalism” in its entire-
ty, while the second considers po-
litical violence the result of the 
radicalization of Islam. As a re-
sult, she states that “the content 
of antiradicalization programs is 
rather in line with G. Kepel’s con-
cept” (223).

The editors of the collection, 
apparently, following S. Serra-
no, support the position of Ol-
ivier Roy, as his text is in the col-
lection, but Gilles Kepel’s is not. 
It is hardly necessary to dwell on 
this text, which contains infor-
mation about hundreds of peo-
ple who have participated in ter-
rorist attacks in France. Once 
again, Roy defends the position 
he has expressed in many works: 
there is no single psychological, 

political, or other portrait of a ji-
hadist; at best, there are some 
similar sociological characteris-
tics and nothing more. Each spe-
cific case is unique. “They [jihad-
ists] do not share its [modern 
society’s] values, but share its 
sociological characteristics: the 
couple is the main cell. There-
fore, a jihadist often goes the 
way of desocialization with his 
wife or girlfriend, in order to re-
construct a micro-society in the 
company of brothers and sis-
ters in arms” (257). The myth of 
brainwashing for Muslim wom-
en is also breaking down, as it 
does not take into account such 
components of individual behav-
ior as personal freedom and po-
litical choice.

However, the trend toward 
simplifications based on various 
classifications and typologies is 
attractive not only for civil serv-
ants engaged in the development 
of counter-radicalization pro-
grams, but also in the academic 
environment. Thus, the article by 
Samir Amgar and Samy Zenyani 
completely contradicts the theses 
set forth by O. Roy. In their ar-
ticle, they offer a seemingly ex-
haustive classification of modern 
Salafism: quietist (based on the 
principles of purification of reli-
gion from innovation and edu-
cation of Muslims to give up bad 
customs), political (defending 
a “militant and political under-
standing of Islam in the spirit of 
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the Muslim Brotherhood”), and 
revolutionary (calling for jihad in 
the form of armed struggle). The 
main weakness of such theoret-
ical constructions is their limit-
ed factual basis. Thus, it appears 
as if the Egyptian Muslim Broth-
erhood is no different from its 

“western branch” and the region-
al diversity of the movement’s ac-
tivities is not taken into account. 
The authors also emphasize the 
“symbolic protest” of Salafists, 
which is allegedly expressed in 
their appearance: “It is typical to 
wear long traditional robes, hats 
on the head and beards” (272). 
The failure of this thesis is clear-
ly illustrated by the texts of Ser-
rano and Roy.

How do we find the balance 
between the dangerous simpli-
fications that lead to the neglect 
of significant aspects of social 
reality and the analysis of each 
case in the spirit of Olivier Roy? 
It is probably necessary to inves-
tigate similarities in the activi-
ty of these or those movements 
or separate persons, but not to 
construct them as an absolute, 
pretending to an exhaustive ex-
planation. In his article, Akhmet 
Yarlykapov focuses on this very 
issue. Long years of ethnograph-
ic work allow him to speak with 
full confidence about the mosaic 
of the Islamic field in Russia as 
the most important factor to be 
taken into account when build-
ing a dialogue between the state 

and the Muslim community, es-
pecially in light of what is hap-
pening in the Middle East. In his 
article, he discusses in detail the 
new security challenges posed by 
the Islamic State and the possi-
ble ways in which the state can 
respond to these challenges. The 
author comes to the conclusion 
that this “mosaic” of the Mus-
lim community in Russia should 
also give rise to a kind of “mo-
saic” of measures taken by the 
state: it is necessary not only to 
support the DUM, but also “to 
involve in cooperation another 
part of the Islamic field, grow-
ing more and more, which for 
a long time remained outside 
the partnership due to the lack 
of official status” (248); and, of 
course, it is necessary to consist-
ently implement the principle of 
equidistance of the state from 
all Muslim organizations in or-
der to assert the principle of sec-
ularism (some authors who have 
presented their research on Ta-
tarstan in this collection argue 
otherwise).

Victor Shnirelman presents 
a picture of radicalism associ-
ated with Orthodox traditional-
ists and fundamentalists. Using 
several cases he analyzes various 
manifestations and dynamics of 
radical movements that use the 
rhetoric of traditional values and 
Orthodoxy. He examines in detail 
the activities of the Orthodox na-
tional teams that emerged after 
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the “punk prayer service,” the po-
grom in the Manege on August 
14, 2015, the program for the 
construction of 200 churches in 
Moscow and related activities of 
the organization “Sorok Sorokov.” 
Most of the article is devoted to 
discussion about the film Mathil-
de. The factual basis of this re-
search, which allows the author 
to draw original and, undoubt-
edly, strongly supported con-
clusions about the new cultural 
boundaries in the Russian public 
space, is striking.

Finally, Anne-Sophie Lamine 
calls for an examination of the 
multifaceted nature of radical-
ism from the perspective of social 

psychology. She shows how the 
attitudes of “faith-identity” and 

“faith-confidence” influence man-
ifestations of radicalism.

The undoubted merit of the 
book’s editors is that they man-
aged to gather such different 
points of view in one collection 
and literally “dissect” the prob-
lems of interaction between the 
state and religious communities. 
Updating the discussion on many 
painful issues of French and Rus-
sian society is, perhaps, the great-
est success of the publication un-
der consideration.

S. Ragozina

M. Iu. Smirnov, ed. 2017. Entsiklopedicheskii slovar’ 
sotsiologii religii [Encyclopedic dictionary of the sociology 
of religion]. Saint Petersburg: Platonovskoe Filosofskoe 
Obshchestvo (in Russian). — 508 p. 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.22394/2311-3448-2019-6-1-113-119

There is no question that the 
editor-in-chief of this publica-
tion, Yuri Smirnov, and the cir-
cle of authors representing estab-
lished, well-respected post-Soviet 
religious studies, proceeded from 
the best motives and spent a lot 
of effort to make a useful book. 
The result was ambiguous: some-
times impeccably solid, but in 
general not very clear and some-
times even strange. While some 
articles are thoughtfully and pro-

fessionally written, and some im-
portant sociological theories and 
names are adequately present-
ed and have reference and edu-
cational value, it is still not quite 
clear how to use this book. 

The original design itself is 
questionable. The very idea of 
arranging everything alphabeti-
cally  — names, concepts, organ-
izations  — as is usually done in 
large universal encyclopedias, 
does not seem to be a very ap-
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propriate solution in the case of 
representing a specific academic 
discipline. Handbooks and com-
panions of this kind are never 
structured in this way: they usu-
ally consist of thematic sections, 
partly reminiscent of classic text-
books, that can be supplement-
ed with reference materials as 
an appendix. Here everything is 
mixed together, and different ar-
ticles follow the same alphabeti-
cal order: “Agnosticism,” “Adept,” 

“Asad, Talal,” “Atheism,” and so 
on. The problem seems to begin 
with the criteria for determining 
the “weight” of names and con-
cepts to be included. There is, for 
example, the article “Eschatolo-
gy in Mass Consciousness.” Per-
haps, the reader is familiar with 
the concept of “eschatology,” and 
the reference to the “masses” as-
sumes its sociological relevance. 
But there are separate articles 
about atheism, hierophany, rit-
uals, worship, prayer, ecumen-
ism, pacifism, etc. In the article 

“Atheism” the author (E. Ufimt-
seva) has to explain what athe-
ism is in general, and to present 
its entire history starting with 
Democritus (!); the article nev-
er arrives at the real sociology 
of this phenomenon. It is clear 
that all these phenomena — fast-
ing, rituals, prayer, monasti-
cism, etc.  — have a sociological 
dimension, but the authors sel-
dom manage to keep this particu-
lar, sociological emphasis, or to 

avoid a common, even if some-
times quite good, but excessive 
description of certain phenome-
na with long historical essays and 
philosophical speculations. 

There is also confusion in the 
initial idea of the dictionary: a 
whole series of articles begins 
with the word “religion,” on the 
model “religion and . . . some-
thing”; it is clear that religion can 
be connected with any other ele-
ment of society and culture, but 
also it is obvious that using such 
a principle in writing a dictionary 
does not seem very helpful. All 
the more so because this mod-
el suddenly appears in the oppo-
site order for unknown reasons, 
for example, “Terrorism and Re-
ligion.” Or the article “Civil Soci-
ety and Religion” (whose author 
is well-known Italian sociolo-
gist S. Ferrari), where, for some 
reason, we read a long passage 
about what civil society as such 
is, and in the end we are offered 
some casuistry about the corre-
lation between faith and truth, 
while the problem put forward in 
the title of the entry has a num-
ber of concrete sociological im-
plications, which the author ig-
nores. The same is true of the 
word “concept”: there are a num-
ber of articles starting with this 
word; it is not clear why the ar-
ticles “Implicit Religion,” “Invis-
ible Religion,” and “Public Re-
ligion” could not be named in 
this direct way, without the term 
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“concept” coming first. And there 
is an article titled “Postulate of 
‘Conservative Churches’” (a sep-
arate aspect of Stark and Finke’s 
theory of religion), immediate-
ly following the article on fasting 
(post in Russian). It is not very 
clear which user would suddenly 
browse the book in search of the 
word “postulate,” and why. 

In some formulations and 
styles, one can sense the worn-
out, proven combination of soci-
ology and religious studies that 
derives from the old Marxism: 
for example, the author of the ar-
ticle “The Phenomenon of Reli-
gion” (E. Arinin) presents a long 
and painful discussion of what a 

“phenomenon” is and what “phe-
nomenology” is in general. In the 
same vein, articles such as, for 
example, “The Typology of Reli-
gion” or “Those Hesitant toward 
Religion” (sic! separate article!) 
are of little relevance  — it is not 
very clear how they relate to each 
other. The concept of fuzzy-re-
ligiosity suddenly resurfaces as 
a separate article (not as a “con-
cept”!) and for some reason in 
English (unlike all the others), 
although there are many other, 
more significant, related concepts 
that are omitted. And in gener-
al, why are all these notions sin-
gled out and not combined in the 
framework of the same typology 
within a complex, but semantical-
ly compact and transparent con-
cept of “religiosity”? “Religiosity” 

is undoubtedly a central term in 
the sociology of religion, and it 
seems correct that the book in-
cludes four authors’ articles about 
this concept (R. Lopatkin, E. Os-
trovskaya, E. Rutkevich, I. Ya-
blokov). But other entries seem 
unnecessary or excessive: for ex-
ample, the entry called “The Re-
ligious and Mythological Complex 
in the Public Consciousness” (by 
M. Smirnov). It is not clear how 
this relates to “religiosity,” “reli-
gious consciousness,” and many 
other terms to which other en-
tries are devoted and with which 
this text intersects; not to men-
tion the fact that the very word 

“complex” (in the dreary combi-
nation “religious and mytholog-
ical complex”) may not be un-
derstood by people who are not 
familiar with Soviet philosophi-
cal language.

I repeat: there is a thorough-
ness and strength in the efforts 
of the sociologists involved in the 
book. For example, the already 
mentioned decision to include 
several articles by different au-
thors on the same topic is very 
correct and reasonable. Apart 
from “religiosity” the dictionary 
contains four articles on identity, 
which is certainly one of the most 
important sociological concepts. 
The same applies to a number of 
other important concepts, such 
as secularity. But in other cases, 
logical failures are too frequent. 
When, next to several articles on 

E n t s i k l o p e d i c h e s k i i  s l o v a r ’  s o t s i o l o g i i  r e l i g i i
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the topic of “Globalization and 
Religion,” you suddenly stumble 
upon an article titled “Global Per-
spectives of Religion,” you begin 
to doubt whether the whole pro-
ject had any central coordination. 
Or another example: along with a 
short article on the privatization 
of religion (K. Kolkunova), there 
is, for some reason, an equally 
short article on the privatization 
of faith (M. Smirnov), and at the 
same time — an article five times 
as long on the “deprivatization 
of religion” (E. Rutkevich). It is 
strange that three different au-
thors talk about two aspects of 
the same sociological discourse; 
it is doubly strange that the con-
cept of the “privatization of reli-
gion” — which has a much more 
elaborate, substantive core and 
remains at the center of the soci-
ology of religion — is given much 
less space. Or further, there is a 
separate entry about the “pro-
fane,” a separate entry about the 

“sacred” (sakral’noe in Russian), 
and one more entry about an-
other Russian word for the “sa-
cred”  — sviashchennoe, which 
does not add much to the previ-
ous articles. 

Some texts are really solid 
and systematic, with references 
to the latest Western works, and 
these articles to some extent jus-
tify the project as a whole. In 
other cases, however, the word-
ing does not stand up to criticism. 
For example, although it is use-

ful that the notion of “vernacu-
lar religions” is introduced into 
the vocabulary, this term is de-
fined quite vaguely: “Vernacular 
religions are the interpretation of 
the dependence of perception of 
a religion to sth. by specific com-
munities. . . , etc.” (E. Grishaeva); 
there is clearly confusion in the 
syntax (how can “religions” be 

“an interpretation”?) and the con-
tent. Or in the entry about Ta-
lal Asad, K. Medvedeva says that 
Asad considers Islam “not as a 
theoretical object, but as a spe-
cific historical totality”; although 
the further description of Asad’s 
approaches is adequate, the first 
formula is strange: why would 

“historical specificity” make it im-
possible to consider Islam as a 

“theoretical object”? Perhaps the 
author wanted to express some 
other thought?

Or let us take the definition of 
“religious movement,” which, as 
author M. Smirnov writes, is “in 
the broadest sense . . . any inde-
pendent group of believers, dif-
ferent from others by their faith 
and religious actions.” It remains 
quite unclear how this definition 
of “movement” actually differs 
from non-movement  — while in 
fact the concept of (religious) 
movement is sociologically quite 
clear and well-defined. Smirnov 
also equates the word “adept” 
with the concept of “religious 
virtuoso,” which does not seem 
to be correct. The entry on Max 
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Weber (by the same author) for-
mulates “Weber’s so-called thesis” 
about the alleged dependence of 
society and culture on the “con-
tent of religious beliefs.” Such a 

“thesis,” in such a rigid formula-
tion, of course, is a serious sim-
plification, which neither Weber 
nor contemporary sociologists 
could allow. And if we call secu-
larization “the process of the loss 
of religion’s social significance,” 
then the statement that follows 
seems to be, to put it mildly, a 
particular exaggeration, namely, 
that all of the Christian reform-
ers, such as Wycliffe, Hus, and 
Luther, “called for secularization” 
(author E. Elbakyan): even if it 
may be only a clumsy formula-
tion, still . . . let us try to imagine 
Luther calling for “the loss of the 
significance of religion”! Maybe 
I’m a little too picky. But there 
are a lot of clumsy instances like 
this. 

The dictionary contains use-
ful and important essays on per-
sonalities, especially some ma-
jor Western sociologists, whose 
work is not very well known in 
Russia and who are therefore on 
the periphery of at least the Rus-
sian student community: Pierre 
Bourdieu, Robert Bell, James 
Beckford, Brian Wilson, Grace 
Davy, Robert Wuthnow, and oth-
ers. However, some other names 
included in this series do not 
seem entirely appropriate, for 
example, someone named E. Ba-

bosov, especially after we read 
that his main contribution was 
that he “considered religion as a 
specific spiritual and social phe-
nomenon in its interaction with 
other spheres,” as if one could 
see religion in a different way. 
It also seems inappropriate to 
honor, along with Bourdieu and 
others, a certain A. Lukashevs-
ky, “an active member of the Un-
ion of Militant Godless.” Or, say, 
the Soviet academician and state 
official Georgy Frantsev, who 
once studied ancient Egyptian 
religion and had no relation to 
sociology.

The dictionary pays great at-
tention to the academic institu-
tional structures related to the 
sociology of religion; the rele-
vant Russian, foreign, and inter-
national societies, organizations, 
and associations of different 
ranks and scales are described in 
detail. The professional life of a 
discipline is important and use-
ful, but numerous dry pages de-
voted to it make the whole thing 
strongly resemble a reference 
book.

Speaking as a whole, the book, 
by virtue of a design that was not 
quite thought-out, leaves the im-
pression of a sum of fragments of 
different orders and levels, from 
which the contour of a whole is 
not visible. Apparently, the al-
phabetical principle itself was 
in the first place unsuitable for 
such a project, especially if we 
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take into account how difficult it 
is for the reader to predict the 
quirks and whims of a haphaz-
ardly composed dictionary. As 
for the content, despite the solid-
ity of some texts, in my opinion, 
the authors failed to reflect the 
actual status of the discipline  — 
the sociology of religion — what 
it was formerly and at the time 
of publication. Sociological as-
pects are often dissolved in tra-
ditional, general religious stud-
ies issues. The history of the 
discipline and basic information 
about it prevails, and many rele-
vant topics are entirely or most-
ly omitted. 

There is almost no attempt to 
understand the status of the so-
ciology of religion in the era of 
poststructuralist and postmod-
ernist criticism. There is no de-
scription or theoretical assess-
ment of post-colonial or feminist 
approaches. The concept of post-
secularity is ignored. There is al-
most no coverage of the com-
modification of religion  — the 
rethinking of religious objects 
and practices in the neoliberal 
economic and consumerist envi-
ronment. There is nothing con-
cerning studies of religion with-
in the framework of the sociology 
of space (especially within urban 
studies). There is no in-depth 
theoretical analysis of the medi-
ation of religiosity in the digital 
environment (although there is 
an article on religion on the In-

ternet). There are no separate ar-
ticles on the national and ethnic 
dimension of religion, or on mi-
gration and diasporas (these cen-
tral topics are only touched upon 
in the articles on globalization). 
There is no interpretation of re-
ligious violence as a sociological 
problem. There is no real, deep 
interpretation of the relationship 
between religiosity and spiritu-
ality; the relationship of popu-
lar (urban), folk, and “invented” 
religion, understood not within 
the framework of the old Marxist 
concept of “mass consciousness,” 
but in the context of a set of actu-
al discourses and practices. The 
methods of the discipline are not 
sufficiently covered  — although 
there is information about text-
book approaches to “measuring 
religiosity” (to which two articles 
are devoted), there is nothing on 
the new challenges and problems 
of the research consciousness it-
self: dependence on academic 
background, open or implicit po-
litical and confessional engage-
ment, disputes about reliability 
and representativeness, and so 
on. In addition, the book treats 
the sociology of religion like a 
separate locked office, or as a 
separate bookcase rigidly ded-
icated to a specific subject: the 
book seems blind to the general 
environment in which sociology 
actively interacts with other dis-
ciplines in the social sciences and 
humanities. 



V O L . 6 ( 1 )  ·  2 0 1 9 � 1 1 9

E n t s i k l o p e d i c h e s k i i  s l o v a r ’  s o t s i o l o g i i  r e l i g i i

However, it is easy to criticize 
and list what the book does not 
contain. Yet, we have it, and it is 
good that we do, and what it con-
tains is a collection of texts, albe-
it of different quality and caliber, 
which are important for students 
at all levels and for researchers;  

these texts adequately reflect the 
professional view of the disci-
pline (or subdiscipline) from the 
Russian perspective; the sociol-
ogy of religion has a long histo-
ry in Western academia, to which 
the Russian contributions belong 
as well. 

А. Agadjanian
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