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Two-Part Lecture

Overall Thesis

Orthodox apologetics and comparative theology need not be regarded as opposing theological
enterprises. Both may properly be understood as forms of ecclesial witness, provided that they remain
rooted in the life, doctrine and spiritual experience of the Church. The Church does not first invent a
theory of religion and then decide whether to defend herself. She receives the apostolic faith, lives it in
sacrament and holiness, and only then gives a reason for the hope that is in her, “with gentleness and
reverence” (1 Pet. 3:15).

Apologetics, in its proper Orthodox sense, is not primarily the construction of abstract arguments for
the purpose of defeating an opponent. It is the reasoned articulation and defence of the truth received
and lived by the Church. Its purpose is therefore witness rather than intellectual conquest. Justin writes
for the emperor not in order to humiliate Rome, but in order that Christians may be judged by what they
actually believe and do (Martyr, 1885). Florovsky later insists that theology which loses this Christ-
centred, ecclesial purpose hardens into speculation (Florovsky, 1972).

Comparative theology, correspondingly, need not imply doctrinal relativism or syncretism. Properly
disciplined, it permits serious engagement with religious traditions and intellectual systems outside
Christianity while maintaining the integrity of Orthodox theological commitments. Paul can quote the
poets on the Areopagus without leaving the Athenians with an unknown god; he names the risen Christ
who will judge the world (Acts 17:22-31). Engagement is real; so is confession.

The historical development of Orthodox apologetics demonstrates that the Church has repeatedly
encountered philosophical, religious and cultural systems outside herself, appropriating what could
legitimately be received while rejecting what was incompatible with the apostolic faith. Justin receives
the fragments of the Logos in the philosophers and still judges them by the incarnate Word (Martyr,
1885). Irenaeus receives the Scriptures the Gnostics also quote and still refuses their reading, because
it is not the reading of the apostolic Churches (Irenaeus, 1885). Such engagement provides the historical
and theological foundation for an authentically Orthodox practice of comparative theology.

The governing principle might therefore be expressed as follows:

The Church compares without losing herself, and witnesses without refusing to listen.

PART I
ORTHODOX APOLOGETICS: FROM JUSTIN MARTYR TO FLOROVSKY

1. Apologetics as Ecclesial Witness
Christian apologetics begins not as a detached philosophical discipline but as an activity of the Church.

Its principal purposes are:
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e to give an intelligible account of the Christian hope: Explain the Christian faith clearly and
rationally, showing how the hope of salvation, resurrection, and eternal life is grounded in Christ
rather than presented as blind belief. Justin Martyr demonstrates this by presenting Christianity as
the fulfilment of reason (Logos) and offering a coherent explanation of Christian doctrine to a
pagan audience (Martyr, 1885).

e to respond to misrepresentation: Correct false accusations and caricatures of Christianity before
attempting to defend it. Justin Martyr argues that Christians should be judged by their beliefs and
actions rather than by rumours or prejudice (Martyr, 1885). Athenagoras of Athens similarly
defends Christians against accusations of atheism and immorality by carefully explaining what
Christians actually believe (Athenagoras, 1876).

e to demonstrate the coherence of Christian belief: Show that doctrines such as Creation, the
Incarnation, salvation, and resurrection belong to one unified vision of reality. St Athanasius
argues that the Incarnation is the necessary and coherent means by which humanity is restored to
communion with God (Athanasius, 1892).

e to engage the intellectual categories of the surrounding culture and to address the philosophical
language and questions of the age without surrendering the Gospel to them. St Gregory the
Theologian engages Greek philosophical concepts with precision, especially in articulating the
doctrine of the Trinity, demonstrating that Christianity can speak meaningfully within
contemporary intellectual discourse (Gregory Nazianzen, 1894).

e to distinguish the Gospel from incompatible religious or philosophical claims: Identify where
other systems contain partial truth while clearly showing where they contradict apostolic
Christianity. St Irenaeus of Lyons refutes Gnostic teachings by contrasting them with the received
faith of the Church and the unity of Scripture, creation, and redemption (Irenaeus, 1885).

e and ultimately to bear witness to Christ: Apologetics reaches its true end not in winning
arguments but in directing others towards the person of Jesus Christ. Fr Georges Florovsky
emphasises that authentic theology must remain Christ-centred and rooted in the living witness of
the Church Fathers, so that intellectual defence becomes faithful witness rather than mere
speculation (Florovsky, 1972).

The fundamental biblical principle is 1 Peter 3:15: Christians are to be ready to give an apologia for
their hope, but to do so with gentleness and reverence.

This qualification is significant. Apologetics ceases to be authentically Christian when defence of truth
becomes an exercise in aggression, intellectual vanity or rhetorical humiliation.

2. St Justin Martyr: Logos, Philosophy and Public Defence

Justin Martyr provides one of the earliest developed models of Christian apologetics. A philosopher
who had searched the schools before he was led to the Prophets and to Christ, he addresses the empire
as one who claims that Christianity is the true philosophy, not a secret superstition (Martyr, 1885).

His importance lies particularly in his doctrine of the Logos. “In the beginning was the Word” (John
1:1). The Word who became flesh is, for Justin, the same rational principle through whom the Father
made and orders the world, so that whatever is truly reasonable is not alien to Christ.

Justin does not simply reject Greek philosophy as pagan error. He recognises that wherever human
beings have apprehended truth they have done so through participation in the divine Logos. “The true
light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world” (John 1:9). Enlightenment is real; it is
not self-generated.
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The logos spermatikos, the seminal or seed-bearing Logos, permits Justin to affirm genuine insights in
Greek philosophy while simultaneously maintaining that their fulfilment is found in Christ. Those who
lived according to reason possessed seeds; they did not yet possess the harvest (Martyr, 1885).

Socrates, Heraclitus and other philosophers may therefore have apprehended fragments of truth, but the
Christian encounters the Logos Himself. Justin can honour Socrates’ resistance to false gods and still
say that the difference is decisive: the philosopher grasped a part; the Church knows the Word who
became man for our sakes (Martyr, 1885b; John 1:14).

This creates a paradigm that will remain important for Orthodox comparative theology:

o truth outside the visible boundaries of Christianity need not be denied;

e partial truth must nevertheless be distinguished from fullness;

e whatever is genuinely true ultimately derives from the Logos;

e  Christ remains the criterion by which every philosophical and religious claim is judged.

Justin’s First Apology, Second Apology and Dialogue with Trypho also demonstrate two distinct forms
of apologetic engagement: dialogue with the Graeco-Roman intellectual world and engagement with
Judaism through Scripture. Before the emperor he describes baptism, the Eucharist and Christian
morals, so that slander is answered by the life of the Church (Martyr, 1885). With Trypho he reads
Moses and the Prophets as finding their end in the crucified and risen Messiah, as Paul had already
explained and proved that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead (Acts 17:2-3; Martyr, 1885c).
Public defence and scriptural fulfilment are two forms of one ecclesial witness.

3. Scriptural Apologetics and Fulfilment
Early Christian apologetics was profoundly scriptural.

Christian engagement with Judaism centred upon questions of prophecy, covenant, fulfilment and the
identity of Jesus as Messiah.

The early Church did not ordinarily understand Christianity as the creation of an entirely new religion
detached from Israel. Rather, Christ was understood as the fulfilment of the history and promises of
Israel. “Beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things
concerning himself” (Luke 24:27).

This introduces another enduring apologetic principle:
Christian truth is understood historically and christologically rather than merely propositionally.

The Scriptures are interpreted within the apostolic community and in the light of Christ. Saints Paul,
Peter, and James lay the foundations for this scriptural form of apologetics when addressing the learned
Jewish converts and pagan Greek communes. Saint Luke, author of Acts, explicitly describes his teacher
Paul’s method as reasoning “from the Scriptures,” “explaining and proving that the Christ had to suffer
and rise from the dead” (Acts 17:2-3). His argument is therefore not merely that Jesus fulfils isolated
predictions, but that His death and resurrection belong within the divine pattern already revealed in
Israel’s Scriptures. Peter follows the same approach at Pentecost, interpreting the events surrounding
Christ through Joel, Psalms and the promises to David, concluding that God has made the risen Jesus
“both Lord and Christ” (Acts 2:16-36). Scripture and the historical events within are therefore
interpreted together, with Christ as their centre. James then, first Bishop of Jerusalem, likewise grounds
Christian teaching in Jewish Scriptures, appealing to the “royal law” of Leviticus — “You shall love
your neighbour as yourself” — and presenting Christian obedience as the fulfilment rather than
rejection of the biblical tradition (Jas. 2:8; Lev. 19:18). Apostolic apologetics establishes a pattern:
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Scripture provides the framework, Christ provides its centre, and the apostolic witness made manifest
by apologetic testimony demonstrates its fulfilment in history.

4. St Irenaeus: The Rule of Faith and Ecclesial Interpretation

With St Irenaeus of Lyons, apologetics becomes inseparable from the question of authoritative
interpretation. It is no longer enough to say that the Church has books. The question is who reads them
as the apostles handed them on.

The Gnostic controversies demonstrated that possession of biblical texts alone could not guarantee
orthodox belief. Opposing theological systems could employ the same Scriptures. Irenaeus complains
that such teachers rearrange the oracles of God, as if one were to take a mosaic of a king and remake it
into another picture (Irenaeus, 1885, 1.8.1). The words remain; the form of the apostolic proclamation
does not.

Irenaeus therefore appeals to:

e the apostolic proclamation;

e the rule of faith;

e episcopal succession;

e the public teaching of the Churches;

e and the coherence of Scripture within this ecclesial tradition.

The rule of faith is the Church’s received summary of that proclamation: one God the Father, one Christ
Jesus the Son of God who became incarnate for our salvation, and the Holy Spirit who proclaimed
through the prophets the economies of God (Irenaeus, 1885, 1.10.1). This rule is not a substitute for
Scripture. It is the Church’s way of reading Scripture as one economy rather than as raw material for a
private system. Against isolated ingenuity he points to the faith handed down by the blessed apostles
and preserved in the Church through the successions of presbyters, and to the public teaching of the
great apostolic sees (Irenaeus, 1885, 111.3.1-3; IV.26.2).

This represents a decisive development. Recapitulation (anakephalaiosis) then shows why that
development is soteriological and not merely institutional. Christ sums up all things in Himself: the
same God creates and redeems; the same Word is present in the Law and in the Gospel; Adam’s
disobedience is undone by the obedience of the new Adam (Irenaecus, 1885, I111.18.7; Rom. 5:12-21;
Eph. 1:10).

Orthodox apologetics is not simply Bible versus error. It is the witness of Scripture as received,
interpreted and lived within the apostolic Church.

For comparative theology this is equally important. The individual theologian does not compare
religious claims from a supposedly neutral position. The Orthodox theologian reads from within an
ecclesial tradition. Neutrality here would not be humility; it would be a refusal of the very rule of faith
by which the Church first knew how to read.

5. Origen: Intellectual Apologetics

Origen’s Contra Celsum represents one of the most sophisticated apologetic works of the early Church.
A learned pagan had written a sustained attack; a Christian teacher answers in the same intellectual
register, without abandoning the Church’s confession.

Celsus had subjected Christianity to sustained philosophical and cultural criticism. Origen’s response
does not merely denounce his opponent; he takes the objections seriously and responds point by point.
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He quotes Celsus at length so that the case answered is the case actually made, then replies from
Scripture, from reason, and from the moral fruit of Christian life (Origen, 1965). The courtesy is already
apostolic. On the Areopagus Paul names the unknown god, cites Aratus, and preaches Jesus and the
resurrection (Acts 17:22-31).

Several principles emerge:

e Christianity need not fear rigorous intellectual criticism, because the Word is Himself the true
light and the ground of reason (John 1:1, 9);

e the opponent’s position should be understood accurately before it is answered;

e philosophical reasoning may legitimately serve theological argument, as a handmaid and not as a
mistress;

e Scripture possesses levels of meaning exceeding crude literalism, without evacuating the
historical flesh of Christ;

¢ intellectual apologetics must remain subordinate to the transforming purpose of revelation, that
we may become partakers of the divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4).

Origen demonstrates that serious Christian engagement requires knowledge not only of Christianity but
also of the intellectual world being addressed. An apologia that refutes a position no one holds has not
yet begun. Later conciliar judgement would correct aspects of Origen’s speculation. The method of
taking the critic’s words seriously remains.

6. St Athanasius and Nicene Apologetics

The fourth-century controversies altered the character of apologetics. The opponent is no longer only
the pagan satirist. He may be a Christian teacher who offers a diminished Christ.

The central challenge was increasingly not simply pagan criticism but disagreement concerning the
meaning of Christian revelation itself.

Athanasius demonstrates that theological apologetics must be christological and soteriological. The
question “Who is the Son?” is the question “Can man be saved?”

The argument for the full divinity of Christ is not merely an exercise in metaphysical definition. It is
grounded in salvation:

only God can unite humanity to God.

In On the Incarnation Athanasius argues that humanity, created from nothing and corrupted by sin, was
sliding back toward non-being. The same Word through whom all things were made therefore assumed
a body, that through death He might destroy the one who has the power of death (Athanasius, 1892;
Heb. 2:14-15; 1 Cor. 15:21-22). “He was made man that we might be made God” — partakers of the
divine nature by grace, not a fourth person of the Trinity (Athanasius, 1892, ch. 54; 2 Pet. 1:4; John
1:12—-14).

If Christ is a creature, however exalted, the Christian doctrine of salvation collapses. A creature cannot
give what he does not possess by nature. That is why Athanasius will not surrender the homoousion to
Arius (Athanasius, 1892b). The title is grammatical protection for baptismal life: we are baptised into
the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit (Matt. 28:19).

Nicene apologetics therefore shows that doctrine is not an abstract intellectual superstructure added to
Christian experience. Doctrine protects the reality of salvation proclaimed and experienced by the
Church.
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7. The Cappadocians: Language, Mystery and Doctrine

Basil the Great, Gregory of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa demonstrate a sophisticated Christian
appropriation of philosophical language. They neither pretend that the Gospel has no need of words,
nor that Greek words may remain what they were in the schools.

Terms derived from Greek intellectual culture — ousia, hypostasis, physis and others — are employed,
modified and sometimes radically transformed in order to articulate Christian revelation. Basil
distinguishes the common essence from the particular hypostases, so that the Church may confess one
God in three who are not three gods (Basil, 1895). Gregory of Nazianzus, in the Theological Orations,
refuses both Sabellian collapse and Arian subordination (Gregory Nazianzen, 1894, Or. 29-31).

This process is highly significant for comparative theology. Whenever the Church meets another
intellectual system, she faces the same temptation: to swallow the system whole, or to refuse every term
it uses.

The Church does not merely choose between:

e accepting an external conceptual system unchanged; or
e rejecting it completely.

A third possibility exists: critical transformation.

The Fathers could receive terminology while altering its conceptual function under the pressure of
revelation. Ousia in Christian use is no longer simply Aristotle’s ousia. Hypostasis is no longer a mere
instance of a species. Revelation bends the word until the word can bear the mystery of Father, Son and
Holy Spirit.

At the same time the Cappadocians maintain the limits of theological language. God cannot be
comprehended in the divine essence. “It is difficult to conceive God, but to define Him in words is an
impossibility” (Gregory Nazianzen, 1894, Or. 28.4). St Gregory of Nyssa joins that reserve to St Paul’s
straining forward to what lies ahead (Phil. 3:13—-14).

Thus dogmatic precision and apophatic humility belong together. Precision without humility becomes
rationalism. Humility without the confession of the Trinity becomes the claim that contradictory names
of God are equally true.

8. St Maximus the Confessor: Cosmic and Christological Apologetics

In Maximus the Confessor the Logos doctrine acquires an extraordinary cosmic scope. Justin’s seed-
bearing Word is here the principle of every creature’s inner vocation.

The logoi of created beings have their origin and fulfilment in the divine Logos. Nothing that truly is
stands outside the Word through whom it was made (John 1:3).

Creation is therefore intelligible christologically. “All things were created through Him and for Him...
and in Him all things hold together” (Col. 1:16—17).

Christ does not merely enter a religious compartment within an otherwise autonomous universe. He is
the principle through whom creation itself possesses coherence and destiny. For St Maximus the
Chalcedonian definition is not a political settlement. It is the key of the cosmos: two natures unconfused
and undivided in one hypostasis, the human will of Christ not absorbed but offered — “not my will, but
yours, be done” (Luke 22:42; Maximus, 2014).



Orthodox Apologetics and Comparative Theology

This provides a powerful foundation for Christian engagement with other intellectual and religious
traditions. A truth found in another philosophy may be received as a trace of the logos of some created
reality.

Whatever truth, beauty or authentic insight is encountered within creation may ultimately be related to
the divine Logos, but its final meaning is disclosed in Christ. The /ogoi are not a second revelation
beside the Gospel. They are gathered up in the incarnate Word, according to the purpose to unite all
things in him (Eph. 1:10; Maximus, 2014).

St Maximus therefore prevents both:

e the rejection of all non-Christian insight;
e and the separation of such insight from Christ.

9. St John of Damascus: Apologetics in an Islamic Context

St John of Damascus represents an important transition. The principal “other” is no longer only a school
of philosophy or an internal heresy. It is another living religion, with its own scripture, law and political
form. Christianity now encounters Islam not simply as an intellectual movement but as an expanding
religious and political civilisation. John writes from the monastery of Mar Saba under Umayyad rule,
inside that encounter rather than at a safe literary distance (John of Damascus, 1899).

His treatment of Islam demonstrates both the possibilities and limitations of medieval interreligious
apologetics. He attempts a description before he offers a judgement, and yet later readers can see where
the description is uneven.

John attempts to understand Islamic claims in relation to Christian revelation and responds particularly
to questions concerning:

e  Christ — prophet only, or the Word made flesh (John 1:14);

e the Trinity — a betrayal of monotheism, or the Name into which the Church baptises (Matt.
28:19);

e  Scripture — whether a later book may judge the Gospel;

e prophecy — how a true prophet is recognised;

e and revelation — whether God has spoken finally in the Son (Heb. 1:1-2).

The encounter demonstrates the necessity of understanding another religion on its own terms while also
subjecting its claims to Christian theological judgement. Fairness and fidelity are not rivals. “You shall
not bear false witness against your neighbour” binds the apologist before it ornaments a footnote (Exod.
20:16). An argument against a position no one holds proves nothing, and it scandalises those who do
hold the tradition in question.

Modern Orthodox comparative theology must retain the theological seriousness of such engagement
while improving its historical and descriptive accuracy. John’s own defence of the holy images (icons)
shows how the same christological criterion works inward as well as outward: because the Word became
visible flesh, He may be depicted, and the honour paid to the image passes to the prototype (John of
Damascus, 1898; Col. 1:15).

10. St Gregory Palamas: Hesychast Apologetics

The hesychast controversy demonstrates another dimension of Orthodox apologetics. What is at stake
is not only a form of words. It is whether the saints have truly known God.
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St Gregory Palamas is defending not merely a doctrinal formula but the Church’s experience of God.
The light that shone upon the apostles on Tabor, and that the hesychasts claimed to know in prayer,
must be confessed without either reducing God to an object or emptying communion of reality (Matt.
17:1-8; Palamas, 1983).

The distinction between divine essence and energies protects simultaneously:

divine transcendence — “no one has ever seen God” (John 1:18);

e genuine participation in God — “partakers of the divine nature” (2 Pet. 1:4);
e the reality of deification;

e and the spiritual experience of the saints.

If only the essence is God, participation is impossible. If every experience is already the essence,
transcendence is lost. Palamas holds both biblical sentences together by confessing that God remains
unknowable in essence and truly gives Himself in the uncreated energies (Palamas, 1983).

This is of methodological importance. A comparison of Orthodox doctrines that never asks how God is
known will have compared the wrong thing.

Orthodox theology cannot be reduced to the comparison of propositions.
Its epistemology is also:

e liturgical;

e sacramental;

e ascetical;

e contemplative;

e and experiential.

“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Matt. 5:8). The holiness of the knower is
therefore relevant to the knowledge of God. Palamas binds apologetics to hesychia: the defence of truth
is inseparable from the purification of the one who speaks.

11. Post-Byzantine and Modern Pressures

The fall of Byzantium and the increasing encounter of Orthodox Christianity with Western Christianity
and modern European thought introduced new apologetic challenges. The Church still had to give a
reason for her hope, but the tribunals before which she was summoned had changed.

Orthodox theology encountered:

e Roman Catholic scholasticism;

e Protestant confessional theology;

e Enlightenment rationalism;

e secularism;

e historical criticism;

e modern science;

e nationalism;

e and modern philosophical systems.

At times Orthodox theology responded creatively, remaining within her own liturgical and patristic
inheritance while answering new questions.
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At other times it adopted categories derived from Western confessional controversies which were
foreign to its own patristic inheritance — merit, satisfaction, a forensic framing of justification, a
sequence of treatises that began from a God known apart from the economy of the Son.

This phenomenon would later be criticised as the Western captivity of Orthodox theology (Florovsky,
1972). Florovsky did not mean that Western books must not be read. He meant that Orthodox doctrine
must not be recast, unawares, in an alien problematic. 1 Peter 3:15 still requires readiness. It does not
require that the age decide in advance what a reason is allowed to be.

12. Russian Religious Thought and the Modern World

Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Russian theology sought to address modern philosophy, culture
and society. The question was not whether the modern world existed. It was whether Orthodoxy could
speak to it without becoming something else.

Figures associated with the Slavophile tradition and later Russian religious philosophy attempted to
articulate Orthodoxy in conversation with modern intellectual currents. Khomiakov’s sobornost set the
conciliar-communal character of ecclesial knowledge against both papal juridicism and Protestant
individualism. Later religious philosophers pressed the conversation further into idealism, the social
question and a more speculative cosmology (Bulgakov, 1988).

This produced considerable theological creativity but also raised questions concerning;:

e philosophical speculation;

e ecclesial authority;

o the relationship between theology and religious philosophy;

e and the degree to which concepts external to the patristic tradition may shape Orthodox doctrine.

When sophiology or any other scheme begins to govern dogma rather than serve the confession of the
Church, speculation has outrun Tradition (Florovsky, 1972; Lossky, 1991).

The Russian experience therefore provides both resources and warnings for comparative theology. The
resource is that Orthodoxy can speak in the intellectual tongue of its age. The warning is that the tongue
must not begin to speak in place of the Church.

13. Fr Georges Florovsky and Neo-Patristic Apologetics

Florovsky represents a decisive modern development. After the pressures of the West and the
experiments of Russian religious philosophy, he asks again what it means to think as the Fathers
thought, without pretending that their century is our own.

His call for a neo-patristic synthesis does not mean archaeological repetition of patristic formulae.
Quotation is not yet fidelity.

Rather, the Fathers must be encountered as living theological witnesses whose mind may be acquired
and expressed afresh in contemporary circumstances. “To follow the Fathers does not mean just to quote
them. To follow the Fathers means to acquire their mind, their phronema” (Florovsky, 1972).

Florovsky’s famous insistence upon returning to the Fathers is therefore simultancously a call to
renewed engagement with the modern world. A return that only archives the fourth century has not yet
returned to the Fathers, who themselves addressed the world in which they lived.

The task is not:

repeat the Fathers.
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It is:
theologise in the mind of the Fathers.

This involves both continuity and creative fidelity. “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and
for ever” (Heb. 13:8). The centre does not move. The questions put to that centre do.

Florovsky’s approach supplies an especially valuable model for contemporary Orthodox apologetics:

e theology must remain ecclesial;

e patristic categories possess enduring normative significance;

e historical development must be taken seriously;

e contemporary intellectual questions cannot simply be ignored;

e engagement must not become assimilation;

e and Christian proclamation remains centred upon the historical and risen Christ.

The neo-patristic approach therefore avoids two opposite dangers:

traditionalism without encounter and engagement without Tradition.

Interim Conclusion to Part |

From Justin Martyr to Florovsky, Orthodox apologetics repeatedly exhibits the same fundamental
movement.

The Church encounters something outside herself — philosophy, Judaism, Gnosticism, paganism,
heresy, Islam, Western Christianity, modernity or secular thought — and undertakes a process of
discernment.

She may:

o affirm;
* reject;
e qualify;

e reinterpret;
e transform;
e or fulfil.

But the criterion is never an abstract neutrality. “Contend for the faith that was once for all delivered to
the saints” (Jude 3). The Church is “the pillar and bulwark of the truth” (1 Tim. 3:15), not a vacant
platform on which religions may be arranged.

The criterion is the apostolic faith centred upon Christ and lived within the Church.

This history provides the basis for an Orthodox methodology of comparative theology.

10
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PART Il

TOWARDS AN ORTHODOX COMPARATIVE THEOLOGY

1. Definition

Comparative theology may be understood as theology undertaken through sustained and disciplined
engagement with another religious or theological tradition. It is theology throughout. The comparative
names the mode of the work, not a holiday from confession.

It differs from the general academic study of comparative religion.

Comparative religion may describe similarities and differences from a position of methodological
neutrality.

Comparative theology begins from within a theological commitment. The Orthodox theologian
therefore does not pretend to cease being Orthodox in order to understand another religion. Paul does
not cease to be an apostle in order to speak at Athens (Acts 17:22-31).

The question is not:
How can I compare religions without theological commitments?
It is:

How can encounter with another tradition deepen understanding while remaining faithful to the
truth received in the Church?

That is the question already implied by 1 Peter 3:15 and by Justin’s double labour of public defence and
scriptural dialogue (Martyr, 1885; Martyr, 1885¢).

2. The Orthodox Starting Point
Orthodox comparative theology must begin with an explicit recognition of its own theological location.
There is no view from nowhere. There is only the honesty or dishonesty with which a location is named.

Its fundamental horizon includes:

e Holy Scripture;

e Holy Tradition;

e the Ecumenical Councils;

e the Fathers;

e the liturgical life of the Church;

e the sacramental life;

e the witness of the saints;

e and the continuing discernment of the ecclesial community.

This does not eliminate genuine enquiry. Rather, it prevents the false assumption that any theologian
approaches religious questions from a completely neutral standpoint. Irenaeus’s rule of faith is a
starting point for reading, not a ban on reading (Irenaeus, 1885, 1.10.1). Lossky and Ware likewise
refuse to detach Orthodox doctrine from the worshipping body that confesses it (Lossky, 1991; Ware,
1995).

11
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3. Apophatic Discipline
Orthodox theology recognises that God infinitely exceeds human concepts. “His greatness is
unsearchable” (Ps. 145:3).

Apophatic theology therefore imposes intellectual humility.

This has particular significance in interreligious encounter. The inadequacy of our words about God is
not a new discovery of modern pluralism. It is already the Cappadocian warning.

The Orthodox theologian must distinguish between:

e the incomprehensibility of God;

o and the claim that contradictory statements about God are therefore equally true.

Apophaticism is not relativism. St Gregory the Theologian will not define the divine essence, and he
will still confess the Son who is of the Father (Gregory Nazianzen, 1894, Or. 28-29). St Gregory
Palamas will not make the essence an object, and he will still confess real participation in God (Palamas,
1983).

It acknowledges the inadequacy of human language while maintaining the reality of revelation. This
should make Orthodox comparative theology both confident and humble: confident because God has
spoken; humble because God is not an object among objects.

4. The Christological Centre
Christ is the decisive criterion of Christian theological discernment.

Orthodox comparative theology therefore cannot place Christ alongside other religious founders merely
as equivalent manifestations of a universal religious principle. That arrangement has already then
decided that the Logos is an idea, and that Jesus is one of its illustrations. This will not suffice, the
Orthodox Christian must first understand Christ as a light that shines on all of the land, the same land
that can bare both fruit and weed.

The Logos theology of Justin and Maximus offers a more authentically Christian model.

Truth encountered elsewhere may be recognised precisely because all truth has its origin in the Logos.
Seeds and logoi explain the fragments. They do not relativise the incarnation (Martyr, 1885; Maximus,
2014).

But the Logos is not an impersonal metaphysical principle.

The Logos is Jesus Christ. “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). “He is the image
of the invisible God... and in Him all things hold together” (Col. 1:15-17).

Consequently:

e genuine truth outside Christianity may be affirmed;
e such truth does not constitute an autonomous revelation unrelated to Christ;
e and its ultimate fulfilment is christological.

Fulfilment here is the apostolic claim that the mystery hidden from the ages has been disclosed in the
crucified and risen Son (Col. 1:26-27; Eph. 1:9-10).

5. Pneumatological Openness
Christian theology must also recognise the freedom of the Holy Spirit.

12
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The Spirit is not confined by human conceptual boundaries.

An Orthodox comparative theology may therefore remain attentive to signs of:

e truth;

e goodness;
e holiness;
e wisdom;

e repentance;

e self-sacrifice;

e and authentic spiritual aspiration

wherever they appear. Justin had already honoured those who lived according to the Logos before the

Incarnation was preached to them (Martyr, 1885). The fruit of the Spirit remains recognisable: “love,
joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Gal. 5:22-23).

Such recognition does not require the conclusion that all religions are equally revelatory.

It requires humility concerning the activity of God and discernment concerning its fruits. ““You will
recognize them by their fruits” (Matt. 7:16).

Pneumatological openness must therefore remain inseparable from christological discernment. The
confession of the Spirit without openness becomes a denial that the Spirit is limitless, all-powerful, and
beyond our understanding.

6. Ecclesial Accountability

Comparative theology cannot become a purely individual theological experiment. The Church did not
receive the faith as a private insight, and she does not now hand it over to private reconstruction.

Orthodox theology is ecclesial.
Innovative conclusions therefore require testing against:

e Scripture;

o the Fathers;

e conciliar doctrine;

e liturgical confession;

o the experience of the saints;

e and the wider mind of the Church.

The individual scholar may explore. Origen explores. The Church later judges. Both acts belong to the
same history.

The individual scholar cannot redefine the faith of the Church. “The Church of the living God” remains
“the pillar and bulwark of the truth” (1 Tim. 3:15). St Irenacus locates that bulwark in the public
succession and teaching of the Churches, not in the virtuosity of the isolated reader (Irenaeus, 1885,
I11.3). Florovsky’s neo-patristic programme repeats the limit: the theologian acquires the phronema of
the Fathers within the Church; he does not replace it with a private synthesis (Florovsky, 1972).

This principle distinguishes theological exploration from ecclesial doctrine.
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7. Ascetical Epistemology
One of Orthodoxy’s most distinctive contributions to comparative theology is its understanding of
theological knowledge.

Knowledge of God is not acquired solely through intellectual analysis. “Be doers of the word, and not
hearers only” (James. 1:22).

The passions distort perception. Anger, vanity and contempt do not sharpen judgement. They narrow

it.

Purification, repentance, prayer and humility therefore possess epistemological significance. “Blessed
are the pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Matt. 5:8). Palamas treats that beatitude as a statement
about how God is known, not merely about how the virtuous are rewarded (Palamas, 1983).

The theologian is not simply an observer of religious phenomena. The moral and spiritual condition of

the theologian affects theological perception.

An authentically Orthodox comparative method should therefore be characterised by:

humility;

repentance;

prayer;

freedom from contempt;
patience;

and love.

This does not weaken critical judgement. It purifies it. 1 Peter binds the apologia to gentleness,
reverence and a good conscience (1 Pet. 3:15-16). Love of neighbour includes truthful speech and a
refusal to caricature (Matt. 22:39; Exod. 20:16).

8. Philological and Historical Seriousness
Charitable comparison requires accuracy.

A religious tradition should not be judged solely through:

hostile polemical literature;
isolated quotations;

popular caricatures;

or categories imposed from outside.

Where possible the comparative theologian should engage:

primary texts;

authoritative interpreters;
original languages;

historical context;

internal doctrinal distinctions;
and lived religious practice.

This principle is particularly important because apologetics has sometimes failed precisely through
misunderstanding its opponent. Origen remains the model of quoting the critic before answering him

(Origen, 1965). John’s uneven account of Islam shows the cost when description lags behind judgement
(John of Damascus, 1899).

14



Orthodox Apologetics and Comparative Theology

Orthodox fidelity does not require inaccurate representation of another tradition.

Indeed, inaccurate representation undermines apologetics because an argument against a position no
one actually holds proves nothing. “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbour” is a
comparative-theological rule before it is a decorative citation (Exod. 20:16). Accuracy is not neutrality.
It is justice.

9. Levels of Comparison

Comparisons should distinguish different levels of religious phenomena. Confusion of levels produces
false peace and false war alike.

These include:

Doctrinal

What does the tradition formally teach?

Scriptural

How are authoritative texts understood?

Philosophical

What concepts of being, knowledge, personhood, causation and transcendence are operative?
Liturgical

How is belief expressed in worship? Schmemann’s insistence that the Church’s theology is first enacted
in the liturgy belongs here (Schmemann, 1973).

Mystical

What kinds of religious experience are claimed?
Ascetical

What practices are intended to transform the practitioner?
Ethical

What form of life is regarded as good?
Anthropological

What is a human being?

Soteriological

What constitutes humanity’s fundamental problem and its resolution?
Eschatological

What is humanity’s final destiny?

Comparative theology becomes confused when material belonging to different levels is treated as
directly equivalent. A shared ethical precept — “you shall love your neighbour as yourself” (Lev. 19:18;
Jas. 2:8) — does not by itself yield a shared soteriology. Similar language of light or union does not
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prove that the God known in hesychast prayer is the same as the goal named in another mystical
vocabulary (Palamas, 1983; Lossky, 1991). Maximus’ referral of every logos to the one Logos is the
reason for keeping the levels distinct and then relating them christologically (Maximus, 2014).

10. Stages of an Orthodox Comparative Method

A disciplined comparative process may proceed through several stages. The stages do not invent a new
Orthodox method. They name what the Fathers already did when they met what was not the Church.

Stage One - Description
Understand the other tradition as accurately as possible.

What does it actually claim? Origen will not answer Celsus until Celsus has been allowed to speak
(Origen, 1965).

Stage Two - Internal Understanding

Attempt to understand why the claim makes sense within that tradition’s own theological or
philosophical system. Charity here is intellectual: one grants the other the coherence one claims for
oneself.

Stage Three - Comparison
Identify genuine similarities and differences.

Avoid superficial parallels based merely upon common vocabulary. “God”, “salvation”, “liberation”
and “union” are not univocal terms.

Stage Four - Orthodox Evaluation
Examine the claim in the light of:

o  Christ;

e  Scripture;

e Tradition;

e patristic theology;

e conciliar teaching;

o liturgy;

e and the spiritual experience of the Church.

This is Irenaeus’s move: the claim is set beside the rule of faith and the public mind of the Churches
(Irenacus, 1885).

Stage Five - Discernment
Determine whether the element encountered should be:

o affirmed;

e rejected;

e qualified;

e corrected;

e transformed;

e or understood as finding fulfilment in Christ.
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That list is the history and entirety of Part I in a single grammar, from Justin’s seeds to Palamas’s
refusal of a created Tabor.

Stage Six - Reflexive Return
Return to Orthodox theology with the question:
Has this encounter enabled us to perceive something in our own tradition more clearly?

The Arian crisis forced Nicaea to speak more exactly. The Barlaamite controversy forced Tabor to be
confessed more clearly. Sometimes the neighbour’s question does analogous work upon Scriptures
already possessed (Luke 24:27, 32).

Comparative theology therefore becomes not only a study of the other but potentially an instrument of
deeper Christian self-understanding.

11. Criteria of Discernment

A proposed Orthodox comparative theology should employ several complementary criteria. They are
the Church’s phronema made explicit, not a private checklist (Florovsky, 1972).

Ecclesial Criterion

Is the conclusion compatible with the faith confessed by the Church? Theoretically and by application,
one’s proposal must be confessed by the Church’s definitions, rationales, and frameworks.

Patristic Criterion

Does it stand within the trajectory of patristic theological reasoning rather than merely borrowing
isolated patristic quotations? Florovsky’s warning against quotation without phronema belongs here
(Florovsky, 1972).

Christological Criterion

What does the claim imply concerning the person and work of Christ? Athanasius’s test remains: can
this Christ save (Athanasius, 1892)?

Trinitarian Criterion

Is the Christian revelation of Father, Son and Holy Spirit preserved (Gregory Nazianzen, 1894; Matt.
28:19)?

Pneumatological Criterion

Can genuine workings of grace be recognised without confusing them with the fullness of ecclesial life
(1 Cor. 12:3; Gal. 5:22-23)?

Soteriological Criterion

What understanding of salvation follows from the comparison? “He was made man that we might be
made God” cannot be replaced by a scheme in which communion with God is no longer at stake
(Athanasius, 1892, ch. 54).

Anthropological Criterion

Does the claim correspond to the Orthodox understanding of the human person created in the image
and likeness of God (Gen. 1:26-27; 2 Pet. 1:4)?
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Liturgical Criterion

Could the theological conclusion coherently be confessed in the worship of the Church (Schmemann,
1973)?

Ascetical Criterion

What spiritual fruits does the belief or practice produce (Matt. 7:16; Palamas, 1983)?
Eschatological Criterion

Towards what final vision of human existence does it lead (1 Cor. 15)?

No single criterion should normally operate in isolation. “By this you know the Spirit of God: every
spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God” (1 John 4:2). Confession,
worship, holiness and hope must be allowed to test one another.

12. Proper Fruits of Comparative Theology
Properly practised, comparative theology may produce several legitimate fruits.

It may:

e cxpose caricatures of other traditions;

o clarify Orthodox doctrines through contrast;

e reveal questions which Orthodox theologians have neglected;

o identify philosophical assumptions which have unconsciously entered Christian discourse;

e sharpen theological vocabulary;

e encourage intellectual humility;

e deepen missionary understanding;

e improve apologetic engagement;

e and enable more truthful relationships with those of other faiths.

The homoousion was clarified because Arius had to be answered. The uncreated light was named
because Barlaam had to be answered. Contrast can still do that work, provided it remains a work of the
Church and not of curiosity alone (Athanasius, 1892b; Palamas, 1983; Florovsky, 1972).

It may also rediscover elements of the Christian tradition that have become obscured through
familiarity.

The encounter with the other can therefore become a mirror through which the Church’s own
theological inheritance is perceived more clearly. The risen Lord opened the Scriptures on the road to
Emmaus; the Church already possessed those Scriptures (Luke 24:27, 32). The fruit of comparison,
when it is genuine, is a clearer witness to “the hope that is in you” (1 Pet. 3:15).

13. Dangers and Distortions

Comparative theology nevertheless carries genuine dangers. The Fathers already met most of them
under other names.

Syncretism

Elements of incompatible religious systems may simply be combined. Irenaeus’s Gnostic opponents
already wove biblical language into an alien myth (Irenaeus, 1885).
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Relativism

Doctrinal contradictions may be treated as alternative expressions of an identical truth. Apophatic
humility is then mistaken for a licence to say that opposite names of God are equally valid (Gregory
Nazianzen, 1894).

Perennialism

Different religions may be reduced to manifestations of a supposedly universal mystical core. Palamas’s
refusal to treat all “light” as the same communion with God stands against that reduction (Palamas,
1983; Lossky, 1991).

Reductionism

Distinct traditions may be forced into categories derived from modern Western theories of religion.
That is a later form of the captivity Florovsky named (Florovsky, 1972).

Romanticism
The unfamiliar tradition may be idealised precisely because it is unfamiliar.
Polemical Distortion

The opposite error occurs when another religion is presented only in its weakest or most objectionable
form. Origen’s discipline of quotation is the remedy (Origen, 1965).

Loss of Ecclesial Accountability

The comparative theologian may begin to treat private speculation as though it possessed ecclesial
authority (1 Tim. 3:15; Florovsky, 1972).

Experiential Confusion
Similar mystical language may be assumed to indicate identical spiritual experience.

Orthodox theology must therefore combine openness with discernment. “What fellowship has light with
darkness?”” does not forbid listening. It forbids pretending that contradiction is harmony (2 Cor. 6:14).

14. Comparative Theology and Apologetics
Comparative theology and apologetics finally converge.

Bad apologetics begins with the answer and makes little effort to understand the question. It is the
opposite of Origen’s labour and of Paul’s courtesy in Athens (Origen, 1965; Acts 17:22-31).

Bad comparative theology understands the question but refuses to make theological judgements. It
listens and then will not say whether the hope of the Church is true.

An Orthodox synthesis should do neither.
It should:
listen accurately, compare seriously, discern ecclesially and witness truthfully.

Apologetics is strengthened when the other is genuinely understood.
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Comparative theology remains theological when comparison ultimately returns to the question of truth.
“I am the way, and the truth, and the life”” cannot be postponed indefinitely in the name of method (John
14:6).

The goal is therefore neither triumphalism nor relativism.

It is faithful encounter. Justin describes before he argues. Peter interprets before he calls to repentance.
Paul listens before he preaches. The same double movement is required now (Martyr, 1885; Acts 2:14—
39; Acts 17:22-31; 1 Pet. 3:15).

Final Conclusion
The history of Orthodox theology demonstrates that engagement with religious and philosophical
difference is not a modern innovation.

Christian theology developed in sustained encounter with:

e Judaism;

o Hellenistic philosophy;

e  Gnosticism;

e pagan religion;

e competing Christian interpretations;

o [slam;

e  Western Christianity;

e modern philosophy;

e secularism;

e and scientific culture.

The Fathers neither sealed the Church away from these worlds nor surrendered Christian revelation to
them. They practiced discernment. An Orthodox comparative theology should recover precisely this
capacity.

From Justin Martyr comes the recognition that truth encountered beyond the visible Church may bear
witness to the Logos.

From Irenaeus comes the necessity of the rule of faith and ecclesial interpretation.

From Origen comes intellectual seriousness in answering the genuine arguments of an opponent.
From Athanasius and the Cappadocians comes the inseparability of theological precision and salvation.
From Maximus comes the cosmic centrality of the Logos.

From John of Damascus comes the necessity of direct engagement with another religious tradition.

From Palamas comes the recognition that theological knowledge is inseparable from spiritual
experience and transformation.

And from Florovsky comes the demand for a theology simultaneously patristic and contemporary: a
return to the Fathers that permits the Church to address the present rather than escape from it.

Orthodox apologetics and comparative theology are therefore not necessarily rival enterprises.

Properly understood, each corrects a danger in the other.
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Apologetics reminds comparative theology that truth matters.
Comparative theology reminds apologetics that understanding matters.
Orthodox ecclesiology insists that discernment matters.

And the patristic tradition insists that all three finally converge in the person of Jesus Christ, the
incarnate Logos, who is not merely one object among others within theological comparison but the
criterion by which the Christian understands truth itself.

The resulting methodological principle may therefore be stated succinctly:

Orthodox comparative theology should encounter without assimilation, discern without
caricature, affirm without relativising, reject without contempt, and witness without domination.

Its aim is neither religious synthesis nor apologetic victory, but faithful theological discernment within
the living Tradition of the Church. “Grace and truth came through Jesus Christ” (John 1:17).
Comparison that forgets grace becomes domination. Comparison that forgets truth becomes syncretism.
Both are refused in the name of the incarnate Logos.

References
Athanasius (1892) On the Incarnation of the Word. Translated by A. Robertson. Edinburgh: T&T Clark.

Athanasius (1892b) Four Discourses Against the Arians. In: Schaff, P. and Wace, H. (eds.) Nicene and
Post-Nicene Fathers, Series II, Vol. 4. Edinburgh: T&T Clark.

Athenagoras (1876) A Plea for the Christians. In: Roberts, A. and Donaldson, J. (eds.) Ante-Nicene
Christian Library. Edinburgh: T&T Clark.

Basil the Great (1895) Letters and On the Holy Spirit. In: Schaff, P. and Wace, H. (eds.) Nicene and
Post-Nicene Fathers, Series II, Vol. 8. Edinburgh: T&T Clark.

Bulgakov, S. (1988) The Orthodox Church. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press.

Florovsky, G. (1972) Bible, Church, Tradition: An Eastern Orthodox View. Belmont, MA: Nordland
Publishing.

Gregory Nazianzen (1894) Theological Orations. In: Schaff, P. and Wace, H. (eds.) Nicene and Post-
Nicene Fathers, Series II, Vol. 7. Edinburgh: T&T Clark.

Irenacus (1885) Against Heresies. In: Roberts, A. and Donaldson, J. (eds.) Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol.
1. Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing.

John of Damascus (1898) On the Divine Images. In: Schaff, P. and Wace, H. (eds.) Nicene and Post-
Nicene Fathers, Series II, Vol. 9. Edinburgh: T&T Clark.

John of Damascus (1899) The Fount of Knowledge. In: Schaff, P. and Wace, H. (eds.) Nicene and Post-
Nicene Fathers, Series II, Vol. 9. Edinburgh: T&T Clark.

Lossky, V. (1991) The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s
Seminary Press.

Martyr, J. (1885) First Apology. In: Roberts, A. and Donaldson, J. (eds.) Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 1.
Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing.

21



Orthodox Apologetics and Comparative Theology

Martyr, J. (1885b) Second Apology. In: Roberts, A. and Donaldson, J. (eds.) Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol.
1. Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing.

Martyr, J. (1885c) Dialogue with Trypho. In: Roberts, A. and Donaldson, J. (eds.) Ante-Nicene Fathers,
Vol. 1. Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing.

Maximus the Confessor (2014) On Difficulties in the Church Fathers: The Ambigua. Translated by N.
Constas. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Origen (1965) Contra Celsum. Translated by H. Chadwick. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Palamas, G. (1983) The Triads. Translated by N. Gendle. New York: Paulist Press.
Schmemann, A. (1973) For the Life of the World. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press.

Ware, K. (1995) The Orthodox Way. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press.

22



