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Ortodoxa prästdagar 2014 

I want to begin by thanking the organizers for inviting me, as a 

“western” theologian, both geographically and theologically, to come 

here and give this talk. It is a great honour for me. I am especially 

happy to be here, since this will be the first time I will be able to bring 

together my rather diverse theological interests. When lecturing in to 

theologians in the western traditions it is more difficult to find ways to 

bring together the themes of church, society and asceticism without 

creating much confusion. I hope this will be less of a problem here. 

That said, preparing this lecture has not been without its challenges. 

Though I feel I am fairly well-versed in orthodox theology, particularly 

patristics, at least for a theologian not belonging to the eastern 

tradition, I am almost completely ignorant about the present situation 

of the orthodox church in Finland. I hope some of this ignorance will be 

remedied here today, but as much as I would like to, I will not be able 

to address the concrete practicalities of orthodox church life in 

Finland. Rather I will try to connect developments in current theology 

to the situation in Finland in general, and thus hopefully say something 

about how we should aspire to follow Christ as his church here today.  

Christianity in Finland, as I most of Europe is going through a process 

of disestablishment. This is true, obviously on a juridical level, where 

the state is less and less interested in directly interfering in church 

affairs.  

But the development is profound also on a cultural level. This does not 

only mean that people today have less and less direct contact with the 

church, less theoretical and practical knowledge, though that this is the 

fact is something every priest I know is willing to support with several 

amusing though slightly tragic anecdotes.  

It may be that it is more common that Lutheran ministers are asked to 

perform baptisms or weddings without mentioning God, I don’t know. 

One of my friends, visiting a home for a baptism, was greeted by a 

parent telling the older siblings of the child being baptized that “this is 

man that has come to play with you”, apparently under the impression 

that a priest is somewhat like a clown at children’s birthday parties. 
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Many priests will also acknowledge that this lack of knowledge about 

Christianity often makes their job easier. People who are completely 

ignorant have less misconceptions and even less prejudices than 

people in an earlier generation, whose conceptions of Christianity was 

often shaped by very negative personal experiences. 

Either way, for the church, this disestablished situation means that we 

face a situation where it is crucial to think about how we 

“communicate what Christian faith is all about”. 

Let me underlined immediately that this communication is not a 

question of “marketing” or “public relations”. As I will try to show this 

is a question of the very being of the church itself and how we 

understand that in a new situation when the churches role in society 

no longer is “given” the way it perhaps were a few generations ago. 

Rather, I would maintain that what we are talking about here is about 

the political role of the church. I suppose this is a statement that needs 

some unpacking. Obviously I do not mean political in the sense of 

secular party politics. But politics, at its purest, is about how we build 

up structures of relating to each other. An almost tragic aspect of our 

culture is the way politics today is seen as confined to the actions of 

politicians, though in reality almost everything we do, from how we 

dress and what we eat to choices we make in the upbringing of our 

children has clear political significance and implications. I would argue 

that actions such as chosing not to eat meat has much more political 

impact than for example voting. 

In this wider – and truer – sense of the political it is obvious that the 

church is a political being. It is very much concerned about how we live 

our lives together. An important question is then in what sense the 

church as a political society is related to the Finnish society, a question 

that has been discussed back and forth throughout history.  
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Today, taking into account the disestablishment of the church in 

Finland and most of the western world it seems more and more clear 

that the church as the people of God has its own distinct politics that is 

different from the politics of the world, yet constantly comes in contact 

with it. And reflecting on how this politics works, is in fact a very good 

way to approach the question of how we should understand the 

Church, and even more importantly, how we should be the Church 

today. 

One of the most important developments in modern theology is the 

turn to sacramental ecclesiology, associated in the east with people like 

John Zizioulas and Alexander Schmemann, and in the west with la 

nouvelle theologie and Henri de Lubac.1 In short, this is the notion that 

the church is primarily to be understood as the ongoing recreation of 

the body of Christ as a community of people through the celebration of 

the Eucharist.  

It seems to me that a good way characterize sacramental ecclesiology 

is as an attempt to move beyond three traditional alternatives: (1) the 

church as (mere) institution and (2) church as purely “spiritual” 

hidden community, with an ambiguous connection to the church 

institution, and (3) church as a pure sect. It does this primarily by 

questioning the traditional modern understanding of existing as a 

spatial phenomenon (common to all tree mentioned alternatives) and 

substituting it with a concept of being that is more rooted in time than 

in space.  

As Zizioulas writes: “This way of being is not a moral attainment, 

something that man accomplishes. It is a way of relationship with the 

world, with other people and with God, and event of communion, and 

that is why it cannot be realized as the achievement of an individual, 

but only as an ecclesial fact.” 

                                                           
1 See Jean Zizioulas, Being as Communion (London: Darton Longman & Todd, 2004), 269.; Alexander 

Schmemann, For the Life of the World: Sacraments and Orthodoxy (New York: St. Vladimir's Seminary 

Press, 1973), 151.; Henri de Lubac, Corpus Mysticum: The Eucharist and the Church in the Middle Ages, 

ed. Susan Frank Parsons (London: SCM Press, 2006).  
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Now, in both its eastern and western form, this is described, correctly I 

think, as a retrieval of the ecclesiology of the Fathers, though obviously 

there is quite a degree of diversity among the Fathers’ ecclesiologies 

and sacramental theologies. 

In layman’s terms this is simply the notion that the church is created in 

the celebration of the eucharist, usually understood so that by taking 

part of the celebration of the liturgy the congregation is molded into 

the Body of Christ. Drawing on de Lubac’s terminology, it is about 

keeping together all three uses of the term Body of Christ in the 

Christian tradition: Christ’s historical body, the Eucharistic Body and 

the body of Christ as the Church.  

Many problems in the history of the church can be described in terms 

of a cutting off of one of these “bodies” from the other two, so that for 

example the sacramental body is seen as a recreation of the historical 

body, but not clearly related to the body of the congregation, as can be 

seen in much of early modern catholic practice; or so that the Eucharist 

is seen as a celebration of the community of the congregation, without 

a real connection to the historical body of Christ, as in much protestant 

theology, (though not Lutheran theology which is more catholic in this 

area).  

In other words, we see here how our understanding of the Eucharist 

can veer off into two opposite directions, equally problematic – either 

in a “functional” direction where the Eucharist is seen only as a 

practical celebration of the Christian community; or in a sacramentalist 

understanding of the eucharist as a miracle without a clear connection 

to the practical life of the community. 

Put in these terms, the problem I was describing before, about how to 

communicate the faith, can be described as being about how to relate 

the liturgical life of the church to the life in the world. How can the 

reality we take part in when we celebrate the Eucharist become 

tangible in our daily lives in the world? This is the path taken by 

American Orthodox theologian Aristotle Papanikolaou in his book The 

Mystical as Political from 2012. Papanikolaou writes: 
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If the Christian calling is to learn how to love, then an ascetics of 

divine-human communion cannot be confined either to the 

monastery of to the church–the whole world is the field in which 

this ascetics must be played out. And if this learning how to love 

goes beyond family or other Christians, and includes the 

neighbor, who may also be the stranger, then politics cannot be 

irrelevant to an ascetics of divine-human communion.2 

What Papanikolaou does here, then, is to show – and I agree with this – 

that the proper theological heading for the problem I have been hinting 

at so far – how the church should interact and communicate with a 

post-christian world – is Asceticism. I also agree with his statement 

that asceticism is about learning how to love, and that from this follows 

that politics must be relevant to a true Christian asceticism.  

However, and you knew it was coming, I have serious doubts about 

what Papanikolaou actually thinks asceticism to be about. This 

demands some further explication. 

Papanikolaou affirms the sacramental ecclesiology of Zizioulas, with 

some reservations. His most important objection is that the idea that 

the Eucharist enacts the kingdom of God simply does not resonate with 

our daily experience.3 He maintains that in reality the “idea” we enact 

in the liturgy simply does not translate into our daily lives sufficiently. 

Papanikolaou does not want to reject this vision, he thinks it is 

“persuasive, powerful and simply beautiful”,4 but he claims that there 

is a “gap between the eschatological vision and the local reality”.5 

This is where asceticism comes in for Papanikolaou, it is the human 

struggle to live out this vision in real life. As Papanikolaou puts it: “One 

could say that the ascetical struggle is to exist as Eucharistic, that is, to 

be in such a way so as to relate to the other in and by giftedness.”6 

                                                           
2 Aristotle Papanikolaou, The Mystical as Political: Democracy and Non-Radical Orthodoxy (Notre Dame, 

Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2012), 4.  

3 Ibid. 

4 Ibid., 82.  

5 Ibid.  

6 Ibid. 
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Asceticism for Papanikolauo, then, is about the disciplined work of 

trying to live like a good Christian.  

Papanikolaou seems to think that this is a minor modification to the 

ecclesiological vision of Zizioulas and others, but to me it seems to be 

quiet a radical revision of it. The very point of sacramental ecclesiology 

in all its different forms is that the existence of the church is given by 

God, continually in the sacramental practice.7 It is not something we 

produce, neither by discipline or hard work. 

If what is given is only a vision, not a reality, then we risk to split up 

the ecclesiological vision along the lines of the protestant doctrine of 

“the invisible church”and thus turn asceticism into something that 

comes dangerously close to what the Lutherans call works-

righteousness, that is, work humans do while rejecting God’s gift.8 

That Papanikolaou ends up with this weird pseudo-lutheranism is not 

as strange as it may seem. Papanikolaou’s chosen project is to argue 

that orthodox Christians in America can and should take part in the 

political life in the US, rather than retreat into ethnic enclaves. He 

wants to argue that modern liberal democracy is the political system 

that enables the church to function, and that Christians does need to 

support it and take part in it.  

This might well be a worthy cause, it is not for me to judge the 

situation of American orthodox faithful, but I just want to point out 

that this is exactly what liberal Protestants have been trying to do from 

the eighteenth century onwards. It therefore not surprising that when 

Papanikolaou tries to do the same for Orthodoxy, several of the same 

“solutions” as those of the protestant liberals come into play.  

                                                           
7 It is telling that Papanikolaou repeatedly, in spite of discussing the aspect of sacramental 

ecclesiology, talks of the church as a “space of divine-human communion” Papanikolaou, The 

Mystical as Political: Democracy and Non-Radical Orthodoxy, 54. There seems to be a strong 

residue of individualistic religion in formulations like this. 

8 To continue my theme from note 2 above, it seems as if Papanikolaou is here too recreating 

the protestant notion of the invisible church, existing separately from the actually existing 

community. On this, see my Patrik Hagman, "Folkkyrkan Som Politisk Aktör i Det Postkristna 

Samhället," Theofilos 5, no. 1 (2013), 32-44.  
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For instance, Papanikolaou understands the state to be like a kind of 

safety-net when church fails to live up to some ethical standard. This is 

strongly reminiscent of the so called “realism” of American theologian 

Reinhold Niebuhr. Papanikolaou’s description of the church as a “space 

for divine-human communion” also seems to betray a strongly 

individualistic understanding of religion. The church is not this 

communion in itself, rather it is a kind of facilitating institution that 

helps individuals achieve communion with God. Billy Graham couldn’t 

have said it better. 

The reason I dare to be this critical of a theologian in a tradition with 

much better understanding of asceticism than my own, is that I feel 

that the great ascetics in the Christian tradition would not accept the 

kind of reasoning Papanikolaou displays. St. Isaac of Nineveh, also 

known as Isaac the Syrian, for example would not agree with a view of 

asceticism as something the supplements a lack in the church’s being 

as a Eucharistic body, and further, a view that needs the support of the 

state, liberal or otherwise, to carry out its calling. 

Isaac, too, has a fundamentally sacramental understanding of the 

church. But to understand his view of the Church, as well his 

understanding of asceticism, we have to grasp the way he understands 

time.  

The understanding of the Church that Papanikolaou shares with the 

protestant liberals, is essentially timeless. It is essentially an ideal life – 

for the liberals found primarily in scripture and for Papanikolaou 

found primarily in the liturgy.  

It is quite obvious that the Church seldom actually manages to live out 

its calling completely, but it is crucial how we understand this 

discrepancy. In the modern “timeless” view it can only be understood 

as a failure, a lack. The church fails to live up to its ideal. Protestant 

liberalism deals with this using the doctrine of the invisible church, 

which is pure, contrasted with the sinful visible church. Papanikolaou 

actually recreates the problem this doctrine is supposed to solve, that 

is, he wants as to use asceticism to get our act together and live up to 

the ideal, or else hope that the state keeps us in order.  
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Saint Isaac, and the fathers in general I would say, understands this 

problem in a completely different fashion. For him, that the church 

does not reflect the kingdom of God perfectly is not about the church 

failing. Rather it is to be expected, since the church lives in an age 

where imperfection is a part of the very fabric of the world. But the 

church is not of this age, it belongs to the coming age when all of 

creation will be restored to its full glory.  

This is what I mean when I say that the way the fathers understand 

time is essential. For much like Christ is a person made up of two 

natures, the Church is made up of two ages: this imperfect age and the 

coming perfect one. The Church is a strange creature that connects this 

two points in time, so that momentarily now and eternity coexists. 

Put differently, the very essence of the church is to bring something of 

the future age into this age, in order to show the world who God is. 

This is why the liturgy is the church at its clearest, since this is about 

bringing something of that eternal liturgy that takes place in the 

heavens into this broken and transient world. In the sacramental 

ecclesiology of Isaac and his tradition the church and the sacraments 

are like a time capsule from the future. 

What this means, in practice, is that the church is not judged according 

to its perfection or imperfection, but according to its faithfulness to 

that image of the future world. Put in a different language, alien to 

Isaac but familiar to you: The same way an Icon can still function even 

though it is old, cracked and worn, because of the reality it depicts, the 

church can still be church because it, however imperfectly, reflects that 

divine reality that God one day will grant all of creation to take part in.  

So when we keep in mind this sacramental theology, we see that for 

Isaac the ascetic is to function in the same way as the sacraments. The 

kind of life the ascetic tries to achieve is about embodying the life in 

the kingdom of God, not in order to make up what is lacking in the 

sacraments, but as a kind of sacrament with its special purpose and 

place. Thus Isaac writes: 
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It is appropriate for the solitary to be in every way a vision of 

encouragement for those who look at him, so that because of the 

beauties which radiate from him on all sides as the rays of the 

sun, even the enemies of truth reluctantly acknowledge that the 

Christians have a well-founded hope. From every direction they 

will flow to the refuge of the solitary, and thus the head of the 

church will be elevated above its enemies.9  

It seems that for Isaac, the special calling of the solitary is to embody 

the life in the coming Age in such a way that all humans, including non-

believers and “enemies of the faith” can see and understand it.  

In modernity we tend to think of mystics and ascetics as existing in the 

periphery of the church, perhaps even in opposition to it. Isaac rather 

seems to see himself as person not so much at the margins of church 

life as at the frontier. “You made me to be light and salt for the world”, 

Isaac writes, in a very bold awareness of the public role of the solitary, 

however paradoxical that may sound.10 But all this makes sense when 

we remember the massive success of the missionary work of the East 

Syrian Church, reaching all the way to China, and in which monks were 

instrumental. 11 

It is also important to point out that it is the ascetic that has this 

sacrament-like function, not something the ascetic does – like miracles 

– or something the ascetic experiences. It is not in an ecstatic mystical 

experience the ascetic manages to bring something of the future age 

into this one. Rather, it is by living a life wherein both miracle and 

mystical experiences may or may not be a part, but where the 

underlining theme is living a life the points towards the coming 

kingdom of God. In the end, the ascetic becomes theology. 

So, what does Isaac’s understanding of the church and of asceticism 

mean for our question about how to communicate what Christian faith 

is about to a Post-Christian society? 

                                                           
9 First Part, 11. 119. 

10 Second Part, V, 14. 
11 Christoph Baumer, The Church of the East: An Illustrated History of Assyrian Christianity (London ; 

New York: I.B. Tauris, 2006), 328.  
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First of all, for Isaac it is important to clearly acknowledge the 

distinction between this world and Kingdom of God. The church has a 

key role here, as a kind of outpost of the Kingdom in this Age, but it is 

not as stable colony, it is more like a different existence that flows in 

and out of this existence. The Ascetic tries to live the life of the coming 

existence already here, in order to show the world what this 

distinction is about.12  

Isaac would very much agree with Papanikolaou concerning the idea 

that asceticism is about removing that which hinders love. It is when 

we live lives upheld by love rather than self-interest that we most 

reflect God’s nature. The difference between Isaacs view and the one of 

Papanikolaou is where they understand those hindrances to be 

located. For Papanikolaou they are mostly located in individual 

persons, and asceticism for him becomes a way to make people behave 

differently. This is the reason he is prepared to give the state such an 

important role as a kind of back-up church.  

For Isaac, what stops us from loving is the world. He uses different 

language as well, talking about the body, the demons and so on. But the 

world for him is very concretely a political reality, perhaps something 

we would describe as society, though taken only in its negative sense, 

those systems, forces, interests, that keep humans from loving.13  

More specifically, the world for Isaac is those passions within us that 

the society encourages but the Christian faith condemns. Isaac defines 

the world as “some special passions” 

  

                                                           
12 Thus Stanley Hauerwas’s well known idea that it is the mission of the church to show the world that it 
is the world fits well here. Stanley Hauerwas, A Community of Character: Toward a Constructive 
Christian Social Ethic (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981), 10. 

13 For the full argument regarding Isaac’s use of the term ”world”, see Hagman, The Asceticism of Isaac 
of Nineveh, 94-111. 
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These passions are part of the normal running of the world, and 

where they cease the world stops in its normal path. They are: 

love of riches, gathering of possessions, fatness of body giving 

rise to carnal desire, love of honor which is the source of envy, 

exercising authority, pride and pomp in power, elegance, human 

glory which is the cause of animosity and bodily fear.14  

Money, sex and power, then, in short. We all know, as did Isaac, the 

way desire for these things is used to make people behave in 

accordance with the wishes of those in power.  

Now, and here is the core of my argument, Isaac never argues that 

asceticism, or faith, is about changing the world. All he ever talks about 

is how we can flee it, separate ourselves from it, root out its influence 

in us. This is what asceticism is about for Isaac, creating a space in the 

world, where the world is absent. Thus, he believes the kingdom of God 

can shine out in the world and communicate this difference, between 

this Age and the Next. This means that Isaac’s political theology is a 

politics of distance.15 By creating a clear and tangible alternative to the 

way society functions he wants to show the world what it is and thus 

attack society’s pretensions of being natural.  

Asceticism for Isaac, then, has the specific role of focusing the image of 

the coming Kingdom that the church in its entire sacramental existence 

strives to project into the world. In this sense it functions as a way to 

connect the vision entailed in the Eucharist with our daily life, not by 

making that vision more real by supplementing it in a moralistic 

fashion, but by adding a contextual edge to the eternal message of the 

church.  

Asceticism is about how we live as citizens of the coming Age, here and 

now, in our particular society and culture. How this works out must by 

needs differ from time to time and place to place, and society to 

society.  

                                                           

14 First part, II, 18-19. 

15 I have developed this aspect of Isaac’s thinking in Patrik Hagman, "Asceticism and Empire: Asceticism 
as Body-Politics in Isaac of Nineveh and Hardt & Negri," Studia Theologica 65, no. 1 (2011), 39-53. 
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What, then, does this mean for the present situation of the church in 

Finland? 

I think we need to ask two questions: One, What are those 

circumstances in our society that hinders love? And Second, how can 

we develop an ascetic stance that not only exposes those passions that 

stops love, but actually does something about them? 

Of course, there is a great deal that could be said about this matter. I 

will limit myself to one point. According to the ascetic tradition, 

spiritual life begins by fleeing the world. This is of course the 

motivation for going in to the desert, the wilderness, the monastery.  

It is also a very common observation in the ascetic tradition that 

leaving the world is not as simple as moving physically into a different 

environment. Once in the desert, the ascetic begins the real work of 

rooting out the influence of the world in one’s own heart. And it is 

much easier to take the monk out of the city than to take the city out of 

the monk. In a way, all ascetic practices can be understood as methods 

to get at the influence of worldly thoughts that has become part of the 

ascetic’s own person.  

What I have suggested here today is that for the Church to be faithful in 

a Post-Christian world means that the Church must renew its ascetic 

commitments in order to fulfill its mission to be that image of the 

Kingdom of God. 

How do flee the world today? I could give you an interpretation of 

traditional ascetic practices such as fasting, silence or keeping vigils, 

that would certainly have this function. But I also think we need to 

develop new ascetic techniques for the time we live in, and I will limit 

myself to one such example. 

As we saw in the quote from Isaac I read, for him the world could be 

described much as a number of “passions”, or in a more modern term 

as a set of characteristics that are deemed desirable in a particular 

society. In our society such characteristics are effectiveness, ambition, 

status, independence, self-sufficiency. These are “virtues” that our 

politicians want as to strive for, which we can see both in the way the 

talk and the rules and regulations they create.  
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It is clear that these “virtues” are not the virtues of the gospel of Jesus 

Christ, nor are they the ones that participation in the liturgy teaches us. 

So for us, fleeing the world would be to try to escape the influence of 

those voices that wants us to be effective, flexible and productive 

rather than, for example, patient, hospitable and gentle.  

To go out into the wilderness may still be a viable option in this 

struggle to flee the world. But I am hesitant to confine the importance 

of asceticism to those that take up a religious way of live full time, such 

as monks and nuns.  

For the rest of us, I am sure you agree, that “the world” reaches us first 

and foremost through the different media channels, old and new, 

traditional and social. A sensible first step towards fleeing the world in 

our time, then, would be to take control of how we expose ourselves to 

media. This is where we, more than any other place, are taught to live 

in a way that contradicts love.  

It is through the media we are thought that our value depends on how 

closely we resemble moviestars, that problems are best solved with a 

degree of violence and that it is our ability to work hard and effectively 

that makes it possible to reach a level of consumption were we can 

achieve happiness.  

Now, the ascetic fleeing of the world in this sense can take many 

different forms. For example facebook fasting has become rather 

popular among certain kinds of people. But If we want to take a truly 

ascetic approach to this I think we need to approach the problem in a 

slightly different way. Another of the great insights of the ascetic 

tradition is the notion that if we want to change our souls, we need to 

work with our bodies. Thus they recommend fasting against thought of 

sexual desire, manual work against thought of laziness and self-pity 

and so on. 

The bodily side of our usage of media is technology, all these new 

gadgets we love so much. I think we need an ascetic approach to the 

way we use smart phones and tablet computers – because we are all 

aware how they in a short time have change our patterns of social 

behavior.  
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Ascetics like rules, and I have made up a couple of simple rules that I 

think not only can teach us to with stand “the world” as I have 

described it, and teach us something of truly Christian virtues; but also 

communicate to the world something of what the kingdom of God is 

like.  

Number 1. Turn of all sound notifications on your phone, except for 

incoming calls. This will help us learn patience, to stay with the task at 

hand rather than to let us be lured away to some distraction. As 

Christians we do not need to know what is “going on”. That is God’s 

work.  

Number 2. Never use headphones. God has given us our senses to let us 

appreciate his creation around us. We need this openness to the 

surrounding world in order to learn hospitality, which is a virtue based 

on seeing the needs of those around us. When we hide inside our own 

bubbles with our favorite music in our ears, we foster a feeling that we 

exist apart from other human beings, not in connection with them. 

Number 3. Never use your phone when in company with other human 

beings. Never ever answer the phone during a meal. This teaches one 

important virtue, for which I sadly do not have a biblical name, but we 

can call it presence. It is a virtue without which much of Christian 

practice, for instance prayer, becomes impossible. By making the 

choice that the person next to you is more important than the person 

far away, at that particular moment is, together with patience and 

hospitality, a crucial aspect of what it means to learn to love today.  

In this sense there is a clear continuity with the image of the kingdom 

of God that we learn to live in the liturgy. It is just a little more 

pronounced, in the particular society in which we live in today.  

And, as all ascetic acts, these simple rules would not only serve to teach 

those who follow them to love, it would show the world something of 

what it means when Christians say that God is love.  
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It would be a visible communication, for as you all know, if a person 

today sits alone for example waiting for the bus, and does not pick up 

the phone, that is almost a bit weird, especially in Finland. I like the 

idea that it would be possible to recognize Christians by the fact that 

the do not have white cords coming out from their ears. 

This is the way this kind of ascetic practices can be a way in which the 

church communicates with the post-Christian society. Not by talking, 

debating, preaching, but by ever so slight differences in behavior that 

indicate a substantial difference in where our lives are centered and 

where they are directed.  

Of course, this does not mean there is not an important role for more 

conventional types of communication, not the least to point out the 

connection between ascetic acts like this and the liturgy. But it is a 

feature of our consumer culture that any kind of behavior that does not 

fit into the concept of creating an identity by consumption will stand 

out as strange and thus strangely alluring. Or at least, that is my hope.  

So, in conclusion then: Living in a society where the is quickly 

becoming disestablished, the way forward for the church is not to 

retreat into the personal sphere, the route taken by protestant 

liberalism and actively supported by the liberal state. Rather, the way 

forward is to embrace a political stance where the church does not 

seek the support of the state but rather understands itself to be that 

outpost of the Kingdom of God in this time, a society and a politics of its 

own, with its own rules and behavior. This society is created in the 

common celebration of the liturgy, the practice of taking part in the 

heavenly worship already here on earth.  

This way of existence is not about retreating from society, about 

isolation or sectarianism, unless we give up the desire to communicate 

this different kind of common life to the world, through ascetic acts 

ancient and new. 

A community that lives out of the liturgy and interacts with the world 

through asceticism. You may correct me if I am wrong, but is this not a 

fairly good description of what the orthodox church is about? 


