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DOGMA AND DOGMATIC THEOLOGY

Therefore every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven is
like a householder who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old.

—(Mt 13:52)

Dogmatic theology is the systematic setting out of dogmas which, taken to-
gether, express the fullness of Orthodox teaching. Yet it must be asked whether
such a dogmatic inventory can lay claim to comprehensiveness. Do all dogmatic
questions have answers in the form of dogmas formulated and voiced by the
Church? No. The number of dogmas is limited and, in the case of many, if not
the majority, of questions, we are presented only with theological doctrines.
Popular opinions in any case are not dogmas but theologoumena. Dogmatics is
similar to a map of a continent not yet fully explored, where charted regions co-
exist with the uncharted, and the borderlines are interrupted by pale and un-
certain dotted lines. In fact, undisputed dogmas of the Church concern only a
very limited number of definitions: the teaching on the Holy Trinity (as found
in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed), and mainly those about the
God-man (as found in the definitions of the seven ecumenical councils). Even
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in the subject of pneumatology we enter the territory of theologoumena (as
Bolotov has noted).

In the great majority of areas dealt with in dogmatic theology, we remain on
the shaky ground of theological doctrine. These include areas of primary impor-
tance, such as the teaching about the world and the human person, about God’s
will and predestination, about the Church, about grace and the sacraments—
notably all the questions concerning eucharistic theology—as well as about his-
tory and eschatology. This whole area is left to the discretion of theological doc-
trine: although presented as Church dogma it cannot pretend to infallibility,
precision, or universally binding authority, and in any case allows for different
theological opinions. (The boundary of accepted differences in each case is a
questio facti.)t

Dogmatic theology does not stop at the specific dogmas; it is much broader
and therefore must inevitably be supplemented from sources other than the
clear and obligatory dogmatic definitions. This “supplementing” happens on
the basis of the living tradition of the Church, the analysis of dogmas, and the
study of doctrines. )

In this, therefore, we are dealing with the immediate life of the Church,
which includes dogmatic facts of the first importance. These need to be eluci-
dated in all their meaning and opened up in their dogmatic content with the as-
sistance of doctrinal theological explication. In this way they become dogmatic
definitions. Here dogma is not so much a given as it is an object of pursuit for
the dogmatic theologian. The very foundation of dogma assumes a combination
of effort, creative intuition, factual research, and dogmatic construction (i.e.,
religious philosophy or, more precisely, metaphysics). Dogmatic construction is
unavoidable when defining dogmas, as it was a part of the various theological
schools and conflicting doctrines and opinions that existed in the era of the ec-
umenical councils, and continues to exist to this day. For at the heart of dog-
matic theology lies dogmatic quest, and therefore the possibility not only of
finding but also of not finding.

Yet rivalry and conflicting opinion in dogmatic teaching are balanced in the
life of the Church, because preceding these differences, and over and above
them, exists the one life of the Church as its prevailing strength: the lex orandi
in the largest sense is the lex credendi. The inexhaustible font of tradition irri-

gates dogmatic thought and doctrine. Unity in this life of the Church also pre-

determines unity in theological thought, although the latter always requires a
dialectical freedom.

Of course, questions within dogmatic theology can be simplified and practi-
cally replaced by schematic formulation of quasi dogmas, which might formally
satisfy a scholastic. This is what happens when one sets out broad, catechistic,
scientific expositions. In such cases dogmatic theology is often taken for an in-
ventory of dogmas, undistinguished from theological opinions—which are
proved by citing church tradition and scripture. In such cases dogmatic theol-
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ogy is understood as something utterly complete and unchanging. It is given a
face that is not its own, a scholastic mask, to the fright and revulsion of many.
On the other hand, such pragmatic-pedagogical approaches can merit study,
and it is appropriate to appreciate with all due respect the positive aspects of
such teaching, as did Metropolitan Makarios and his Catholic predecessors.
One must always stay mindful that what one is reading is simply a schematic de-
scription of something that in truth has yet to be dogmatically crystallized.

In dogmatic theology, therefore, we find dogmas as well as dogmatic facts
that have been expressed in previous dogmatic definitions; we also have theo-
logical propositions® and theologoumena, which have not themselves received
definite dogmatic definition. With regard to dogmas proper, the process of de-
termining their ecclesiastically infallible expression is complete. On the other
hand, theological propositions or theological opinions are at the stage that cor-
responds to the time before the ecumenical councils, when there were only
theological schools with differing opinions. The challenge of dogmatic theology
here consists above all in defining and explicating as precisely as possible these
dogmatic facts in the life of the Church. (One example is the veneration of the
Mother of God among the Orthodox, for whom the fullness in the practice of
Mariology coincides with an absence of dogmatic formulation. The same is the
case with the theology of the sacraments.)

It is likewise important to establish that the dogmatic facts of the life of the
Church—its lex orandi—and the practical credendi have not only a significance
but a commanding authoritative significance for the theologian. For the the-
ologian they take the place of dogmas, and theological propositions are to be
built based on these facts. At the same time, the theologian must inevitably
construct them him- or herself, theologizing as responsibly as creatively, for
these two are synonymous. Liturgical theology (including iconography, church
architecture, liturgical rites, etc.), the living breath of the Church—its prayer-
ful inspiration and revelation—is therefore immensely important for dogmatic
theology. This is why the altar and the theologian’s cell—his workspace—must
be conjoined. The deepest origins of the theologian’s inspiration must be nour-
ished from the altar. Yet it is clear that liturgical sources must be subject to
comparative-historical study to prevent them from becoming “dead-letter,” or
equal to the Word of God, which remains unique and incomparable in its au-
thoritative significance.

It is important to show the primary significance that the Word of God has for
dogmatic theology. It does not aspire merely to human wisdom or “philosophy,”
but receives its existence from revelation; in this sense the Word of God is the
philosophy of revelation. The Word of God is the absolute criterion of theology.
Theology cannot include ideas that could not be directly or indirectly con-
firmed by the Word of God, or contrary to it. The Word of God has an un-
plumbable depth and an absolute character for us. It is the true revelation of
God, which has been understood by human beings in all eras of our existence,
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through all the history of ideas. This does not mean that the Word of God is
some kind of summa theologiae, but that it potentially includes a summa in it-

self, as subjects for theology and dogmas, unfolding in human creation. The .

Word of God in this sense reveals its divine-human character. It does not bind
creativity in its free inspiration, but defines it as a given (although a concealed)
truth. Of course, the Word of God also exists as such for the Church, and only
in the Church’s life and its spirit does the Word of God open itself to human
beings. The Holy Scriptures must be understood in the light of tradition. The
Word of God contains in itself the pure gold of revelation.

Dogmatic theology, if it is to exist in accordance with Church tradition, must
take into consideration other landmarks of church history—patristics, historical
scholarship, etc.—and do so with constantly broadening horizons. When it
comes to the written tradition, the place of primacy is held by the authoritative
writers known as the Fathers of the Church. It is universally understood that
dogmatic theology has to be “according to the Fathers” and to agree with pa-
tristic tradition. But what does this mean?

Before all, we must uphold wholeheartedly the spiritual and theological au-
thoritativeness of the Fathers” writings as monuments of Church tradition. The
Fathers are, in a sense, the Church’s witness to itself. This leads to a practical
challenge for the theologian—to analyze as deeply as possible the contents of
the tradition of the Fathers. For this it is necessary to bring in all possible ele-
ments of church history and critical textual analysis, which is so richly facilitated
by contemporary resources and methodology. On the basis of such research we
must firstly establish the actual views of the Church writers, and secondly, un-
derstand them in their historical context, their concrete circumstances and his-
torical relativity.

Here it becomes clear to anyone who happens upon patristic writing that
even in the realm of one and the same question, there is rarely a single patris-
tic tradition. These often-contradictory (or at least different) opinions there-
fore force us to make a choice, to give preference to one or the other patristic
tradition, as is in fact done. This means that the Holy Fathers’ writings in
themselves cannot be considered dogmatically infallible. They are authorita-
tive witnesses but they cannot by any means be transformed into unerring
texts. In some circles one finds a rabbinic approach to the writings of the Fa-
thers as “tradition.” But if in the interpretation of the Talmud it was possible
to smooth out and harmonize the sayings of different rabbis, such a method-

DOGMA AND DOGMATIC THEOLOGY 71

At points the Church would make a de facto selection and put its accent on
certain ideas of certain writers.

But in general to proclaim the inerrancy of the writings of the Holy Fathers
as such is impossible, again, because of the existence of disagreements and
even contradictions in their writings. Furthermore, such an approach toward
their writings absolutely does not correspond to the specific weight that in re-
ality is attributed to them by the Church itself. Indeed, to claim inerrancy in
the works of each Church writer on any topic would truly be a patrological
heresy. This heresy did in fact exist in the Middle Ages, and was frequent
throughout the twelfth to fifteenth centuries in the East, as well as in the Ro-
man Catholic West. (At the Council of Florence, patristic writings were
placed on a par with Seripture by Cardinal Bessarion—and were therefore
declared God-inspired.)

Such an approach could be consigned to quaint historic rarity if it were not
sometimes evident even today as a leading force in theology. Yet Orthodox the-
ology is not the Talmud, and a real veneration of the Fathers must reverence
not the letter but the spirit. The writings of the Holy Fathers must have a guid-
ing authority, yet be applied with discernment. Therefore, firstly, for all of their
authoritative character, the writings of the Holy Fathers need to be treated as
a criterion of historical relativity, one that has unavoidable limitations. Who in
his right mind would take as the teaching of the Church St. John of Damascus
on the zodiac, although it is included in his Exact Exposition of the Orthodox
Faith.® or his Dialectica, where he simply repeats the teaching of Aristotle? This
limitation of the Fathers’ writings is much more greatly felt, of course, when it
comes to their scriptural exegesis, which was utterly bereft of the modern
hermeneutics of textual and historical scholarship. In this area, the Fathers’
writings often appear to us simply antiquated, although they retain authorita-
tive meaning in the dogmatic and pedagogical study of the Word of God.

The writings of the Holy Fathers in their dogmatic proclamations must also
be understood within their historical context. One must not apply to them a
meaning that is not inherent in the nature of the problems they were actually
concerned with. One cannot seek in the writings of one period answers to the
questions inherent in another. In any case the writings do not possess a univer-
sality applicable to all periods in history. The writings of the Fathers are histor-
ically conditioned and therefore limited in their meaning. This does not pre-
vent them from having an eternal value insofar as they are woven into the
dogmatic conscience of the Church, but it is important to establish that the
writings of the Fathers are not the Word of God and cannot be compared to it
or made equal to it. In principle, nobody is making such an equation nowadays,
as was done before, but in fact it does happen, and this approach is harmful
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of opinion at times were in contradiction with each other, at times even anath- & i the Church but so that this authority may be taken for what it is. (In fact, one
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patristic exegesis in support of one’s own particular doctrine, prooftexting from
statements put forward—sometimes tendentiously—in the patristic texts.)

The practical conclusion of all this is that the Fathers’ writings cannot be ac-
cepted blindly as bearing dogmatic authority; they must be analyzed compara-
tively and critically. We must also add that the authoritative patristic tradition
does not have exact boundaries in time and space. The principle that is gener-
ally applied is that this authority grows along with the antiquity of the
writings—that is, in reverse proportion to their newness. Of course this princi-
ple also cannot be applied universally, as in all periods of Church history one
meets with writers who sin against the truth, starting with apostolic and post-
apostolic times. It is also impossible to delineate the precise era during which
the Fathers’ writings were the most applicable. We can say rather that in the
history of Church writings, different periods emerge during which specific is-
sues are treated (Logos theology, Christology, Trinitarian dogma, etc.), and that
then, most importantly, the tradition of authoritative (and in this sense patris-
tic) writing continues and is never-ending.

In other words, each historical period, not excluding our own, participates in
the theological inspiration by which the authority of the Fathers’ writing is es-
tablished. We can observe this also in our day when this inspiration is received
by churchmen such as Fr. John of Kronstadt, Bishop Theophan [the Recluse],
St. Tikhon [of Zadonsk], St. Dimitri of Rostov, as well as by other writers and
hierarchs. In other words, patristic writings do not and cannot form a com-
pleted canon. The patristic tradition is not locked into some historical frame. It
is not only the past but also the present and the future. And if different periods
in history have their own problematics and challenges, no one is forgotten by
God. The legacy of the Holy Fathers, in spite of its holiness, as well as the ne-
cessity of detailed study, cannot be for us a finished task—done before us, com-
pleted for us, or achieved in our stead—to be accepted with a passive obedi-
ence. To the contrary, it is necessarily a part of our task: having this talent, we
must not bury it in the earth but multiply it by our own creative efforts. We are
convinced of this not of our own whim, but by an absolute necessity, although
it is difficult to show this.

The point is that the Fathers’ legacy of the past is a mosaic of different parts
of history, produced by different historical circumstances. In no way is it com-
prehensive. On the contrary, it is limited in content and therefore cannot meet
the demand for a satisfactory and comprehensive solution to problems that
arise in dogmatic thought. It does not even pose a comprehensive list of ques-
tions. It is necessary to say clearly that for a whole array of problems that face
us powerfully and distressingly nowadays, there is either no patristic tradition
or there is an insufficient one. The reason is not that these problems are for-
eign to the Church, and nonecclesial as such, but simply that the classical pa-
tristic era never grappled with these problems. More exactly, it was occupied
with other problems that were inherent to it. That is why we must accept that
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there is no sufficient or clear patristic teaching on many questions (such as
pneumatology, sacramentology, and particularly eucharistic theology—the con-
secration of the holy gifts, the eucharistic offering, grace, and freedom, God’s
foreknowledge versus predestination and, to a significant degree, history, es-
chatology, and Christian sociology).

Of course, even on these questions there are definite opinions that possess
authority, and which must be taken into consideration and studied. Yet the fact
remains that in the classical patristic period, the modern problems that have
arisen since the period of the Reformation simply did not exist. And where
there is no question there can be no answer.

An honest appraisal of history forces us to admit that up to now Western Re-
formation and Counter-Reformation theology has been extremely authoritative
for Orthodox theology. Alas, the identity of Orthodox theology appears here to
a great degree more polemical, more reactive, than positive. Faced by the need
to defend itself, patristic tradition occupied itself with heterodox opinions, of
which some were accepted and others rejected. This amalgam is characteristic
of the main Orthodox faith-teachings of this period (e.g,, the “Orthodox Con-
fessions” and the “Encyclical of the Eastern Patriarchs”).

This fact once again testifies to the limitation of historic patristic tradition,
and therefore the need for its creative continuation. Of course this concerns
only theology. The fullness of the Church, its charismatic life, exists forever. But
this fullness is sometimes more and sometimes less fulfilled in the history of the
Church.

From this it follows that dogmatic theology is broader than patristic tradition.
History has seen a misguided naiveté, which demands that all problems be
reckoned “according to the Fathers,” refusing or being suspicious of any prob-
lem that is not present in their writings. If we look at the most creative periods
in the history of dogma we will see that each century bears its own problems—
new problems compared to those of the past. While one must treat them in
such-a way that does not break with tradition, one should not cower from their
“newness.” To be suspicious of new problems and their consequent doctrines,
or to forbid them somehow, would mean falling into antihistorical Talmudism
and into a kind of patristic heresy.

The absence of some problem or teaching in patristic writings does not make it
nonexistent or irrelevant to the Church, as some have thought. This would be
the case only if patristic writings were the sole and comprehensive source of
Church tradition. But reality has it otherwise. Only the Word of God is such a
source, and it itself is revealed in its true meaning in the Church—most im-
portantly in the Church’s prayerful and sacramental mystical life. The Church
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holds within itself dogmatic revelation, but it requires faithfulness in this reve-
lation. New theological propositions or theologoumena do not appear as mere
human intellectual constructions, but as witnesses to the life of the Church.
They are revelation expressed in theology (in the same way as it is expressed in
icons, hymns, rites, and sacraments) from the fullness of Christ. “See to it that
no one makes a prey of you by philosophy and empty deceit, according to hu-
man tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the universe, and not ac-
cording to Christ. For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily” (Col
2:8-9). )

Such theologizing “according to human tradition” begins, in fact, around the
period of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation in Orthodox dogmatic the-
ology, when it falls under Western influence. Here it theologizes less according
to the Fathers than according to Tridentine and generally Western theologians;
it maintains the appearance of patristic tradition but is deprived of its real power.
The entire teaching of the Church on grace and on sacraments is camouflaged.
It is not positive but polemical theology, dependent on Western tradition, and
especially on Western problematics. This polemical character of more recent
theology, which is accepted by many (and which only pretends to be patristic),
must be overcome. Within this approach, dogmatic definitions are polemical
both in their origin and content; Orthodoxy is defined as non-Catholic or anti-
Catholic, non-Protestant or anti-Protestant, or finally (even more tempting), as
a Catholicizing anti-Protestantism, or a Protestantizing anti-Catholicism.

We must not reject or diminish the riches of Christian achievements in
Catholic and Protestant theology, which contain real Christian truths. Even less
should we believe that the Orthodox theologian should distance himself from
Western theology. Indeed, it is already a long time since theology has moved
beyond intentional confessionalism, and in some of its aspects theology belongs
to the whole Christian world. This pertains to such disciplines as biblical stud-
ies, patristics, church history, archaeology, etc., and only an ignoramus would
shun the contribution of these fields. Still, finding itself in fraternal cooperation
with that of all other Christians, Orthodox theology must remain itself, nour-
ished by the wellspring of truth entrusted to it. This requires renewed theolog-
ical creativity—we may recall, for example, that the writers of the first millen-
nium appear to be unable to orient us in some areas in the problematics and
life of the second millennium.

It is specifically in polemical (“accusatory”) theology that there arises a great
many illusory dogmas or quasi dogmas whose provisional and relative character
is often insufficiently recognized. This false impression is created when dog-
matic theology is deliberately given a complete and categorical character, re-
sulting in pseudo-dogmas on every question. In reality a major portion of Or-
thodox dogmatics needs responsible and serious work. We need the genuine
and living tradition of the Church, untainted by confessional/scholastic precon-
ceptions and subjected to objective study and evaluation. This is the theology
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that must find expression and ultimately pave the way for an authoritative ec-
clesial discernment of dogma.

Unfortunately, we have a whole series of dogmatic preconceptions that are
mistaken for ready dogmas, the main one being that theological opinions ex-
pressed in dogmatic language are finalized dogmas of the Church. Here, the
principle of in necessariis unitas, in dubiis libertas is negated. Gone is the healthy
mutual tolerance of dogmatic opinions (a tolerance which of course would be ab-
solutely out of place in the case of actual dogmas). In one dogmatic manual, you
have creationism expressed as an Orthodox dogma; in another, traditionism ex-
pressed the same way. In one case the Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation is
refuted; in another it is accepted as a sign of true Orthodoxy, and so forth. Such
simplification becomes particularly unbearable in eschatology, where the absence
of genuine dogmatic definitions gives full license to theological prejudices and
fosters the tendency to reject or even fight against research about it.

We still have not attained such dogmatic maturity that we can discern the dif-
ference between those fundamental dogmas, which have already been ac-
cepted as obligatory and authoritative, and dogmatic doctrine, with all its
changeability and instability. This inability to distinguish prevents the normal
development of theological thought and dogmatic research, which is indispen-
sable to it as to any area of thought. Dogmatic research was a characteristic of
the patristic period: even the Fathers of the Church, before they became such,
were simply theologians seeking the truth.

Thus in dogmatic theology, room must be granted for research and analysis;
that is to say, research into what is truly included in the tradition concerning
this or that question, and the dogmatic working-through of this material into
theological propositions or hypotheses. In the process of such research, there
will inevitably arise new dogmatic problems dictated by a genuinely dialectical
ecclesial consciousness. It is therefore necessary to cast aside the preconcep-
tion that whatever is new is not of the Church. Obviously not everything new
in dogmatic theology is truly of the Church, but simultaneously it is all the more
not of the Church, or even anti-Church, to bind and fetter ideas by merely du-
plicating the old. This idea constitutes a rabbinical legalism, an unchanging
preservationism that is in fact actively reactionary and, in this sense, ironically,
is in itself an innovation. Immutability is impossible, being only a disguise for
regression. Such preservationism is basically un-Orthodox—Orthodoxy is alive
and, therefore, a growing and developing tradition, just as it was during the
flourishing period of the history of dogma.

v

This leads us to Orthodoxy’s fundamental question of dogmatic development.
Is it possible? Is it permissible? And if so, in what sense? If asked in relation
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to the fullness of the divine life which is inherent to the Church, there can be
only one answer: this fullness is given in the incarnation of the Lord Jesus, in
whom the whole fullness of God dwells bodily, and in the descent of the Holy
Spirit at Pentecost, when the Spirit comes to the world hypostatically in the
tongues of fire. And as Christ is “the same yesterday and today and forever”
(Heb 13:8), and as “there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit” (1 Cor
12:4), so the fullness of revelation and the fullness of life in the divine foun-
dation of the Church is divinely laid. But in the divine-human conscience of
the Church, insofar as it includes temporality and relativity, this fullness enters
only successively and partially—which is why the history of dogma, as we ob-
serve it in reality, exists. New dogmas arise, and it is only in this sense that one

can speak of the existence of dogmatic development. How else can we under- -

stand the work of the ecumenical councils in relation to the previous era? We
cannot think that this work is unique in the history of the Church and cannot
continue; to the contrary, it does and it must. One of the gloomiest precon-
ceptions in dogmatic theology is the idea that the seven ecumenical councils
exhaust their own fullness, and that dogmatic thought cannot move ahead.
This does not correspond to fact, inasmuch as life itself has brought dogmatic
theology far beyond these delimitations (it is enough to observe the factual
content of Christology today to be convinced that the seven ecumenical coun-
cils constitute only one chapter in Christology).

But most importantly, the limitation of dogmas to a particular period would
mitigate against the very existence of dogmas, since it would apply human
limitations to divine fullness. Dogma is not only static in its given character,
but is dynamic in its role, or its development. And this dynamic character is
expressed in dogmas’ unfolding in history, and also in our understanding and
explication of them in dogmatic theology. While they are given in the lived ex-
perience of the Church they are realized and ¢rystallized in dogmatic thought
and dogmatic creation, outside of which there is no dogmatic theology. Out-
side this context they are transformed into a dry and dead inventory. The cre-
ative task of dogmatic theology today is often replaced by the quasi-apologetic
task of confessionalism-—the defense and explanation of Orthodox dogmas in
distinction or opposition to the non-Orthodox. In spite of this, theology must
address itself to the positive and active unfolding of Church teaching; it must
be included in Church life; in other words, it must become mystical, liturgi-
cal, and vitally historical. This teaching must not be afraid of new dogmatic
problems, but rather address them with full attention and with the full
strength of creative daring.

Of course, theology is only theologizing about dogmas; it is not the dogmas
themselves, which are revealed to the Church. Theology describes a certain
process—theological opinions are set aside, and from such opinions, theolo-
goumena are crystallized, themselves sometimes long-considered quasi dog-
mas, but not dogmas in the strict sense of the word. Theologoumena then,
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which up to a point satisfy the needs of dogmatic instruction, by the will of
God may (or may not) blossom into dogmas in the strict sense. Nowadays,
everything spoken in dogmatic theology is called “dogma.” In fact, dogmatic
consciousness is satisfied with theological doctrines accepted as dogmas.
There is nothing abnormal in this; on the contrary, it is perhaps in the order of
things. But we must not overdo the meaning of dogmatic doctrine in its un-
touchability and inerrancy. Doctrine should be looked over with a precision to
which dogmas are not subjected. This study—the precise, creatively pedagog-
ical (and not destructive) criticism of dogmatic doctrine—is one of the tasks of
dogmatic study.

Dogmatics is theological science, a testimony to the content of religious life,
its internal facts, and its self-determination. As such as it must accompany the
development of life and its needs. It cannot be unreactive to life’s creativity and
its newness. History is self-repetitive—the present becomes the past, but enters
into the future—and therefore its novelty is programmed from its past. An in-
timate mystical life nourishes theology with themes that theology must hear, in-
ternalize, and respond to. In this way, new dogmatic themes arise, new prob-
lems and theological propositions—“new” not in the sense that they replace or
negate the old ones, but express them in a new way. And if we live in a tragic
and stormy period, a period that is also great and daring in its strivings, a great
effort of theology is required if it is to respond to people’s real questions. The-
ology must not remain in paralyzed dread, or a pharisaic pride.

Our present time, with its particular problems, has the potential to be a great
period in theology, but theology must rise to be worthy of its calling. After a
centuries-long silence, Christian thought has once again come to concern itself
with the problems of life. And in the teaching of the Church, Christian thought
and the problems of life coincide dogmatically. When this happens it leads to the
unfolding of dogmas about God-manhood. God-manhood pertains to all the
contemporary issues of history and eschatology: Christian culture, social Chris-
tianity, church and state, the unification of Christian traditions in one Church.
And all these questions must take on a dogmatic meaning in order to be able to
overcome that amoral pragmatism with which they are currently being ap-
proached. They knock at the Christian heart, and request a dogmatic conscious-
ness, but do not find an answer in the catalog of dogmatic laws that replace the
living dynamic of dogmatic theology. Dogmatic theology is, or at least must be,
a vital and ever-moving thought. Even more, it is the most alive of all aspects of
human thought inasmuch as it deals with the questions closest to our life and the
fullness of human personhood—questions of faith, or questions of how we view
the world. The fact that people who have lost their faith and are now satisfied
with some pitiful surrogate dogmas testifies not only to the utter importance of
these needs, but also to the fact that these needs are not being met. Dogmatic
theology is called to lead thought and life, to be a beacon and inspiration, con-
templating the world, yet conquering the world. But for this, dogmatics must be
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dogmatics—that is, living and contemporary thought, full of Christian inspira-
tion, the most creative work in the creation of true (Christian) culture.

Theology needs to be contemporary, or more precisely, to express religious
thought about eternity in time, the supratemporal in the temporal. It follows
unavoidably that relative to the development of religious thought and the ex-
pression of dogmatic opinions (and further, theologoumena), there also exists
the need to review and to test already-existing revelatory dogmas—not, of
course, with the purpose of “checking” them, but in order to perceive and re-
ceive them more completely. In this is fulfilled the dynamic quality of dogma:
it is not only given in a precrystallized formula, but it is also a task for infinitely
vital and intellectual exploration. We must also remember that dogmas possess
a mutual transparence. They are given not as an external listing, as in a catalog
or inventory, but are internally organically tied, so that in the light of one dogma
the content and strength of the other is revealed.

This is why dogmatic theology constantly renews itself, since it should not be
reckoned only as part of the record of Church tradition, where it must be ac-
counted for in the light of historical research which studies and explains it. For
example, the understanding of the concept of God-manhood, which is integral
to the theological reflection of our time, opens up anew for us the meaning of
Chalcedonian dogma, as well as the Sixth Ecumenical Council. The questions
of social and cultural creativity are opened for us anew in the teaching about
the Church. Dogmatics, as the sum total of dogmas, is not like a philosophical
system that aims to unify its constituent parts. Rather, it is an organic whole in
which each part lives through the life of the whole. Dogmas are explained in
dogmatic theology, and dogmatic theology is explained by dogmas. In the his-
tory of philosophy, one system supplants the other, even though each has its
own problematics. In dogmatic theology, each piece is taken as part of the
whole, something which is foreign to an evolutionary dialectic, yet which can
participate in antinomy.

v

Nevertheless, a systematic approach to dogmas is inherent to dogmatic theol-
ogy; dogmatic theology, as a science, is described in textbooks as “a system of
dogmas.” In other words, it is a kind of philosophy or, more exactly, a philoso-
phy of revelation as a system of religious metaphysics, presupposing in turn a
certain gnoseology. It is absolutely unnecessary to recoil from this connection
with philosophy on the grounds that philosophy is a purely human quest for
truth. Philosophy is a natural theology where falsehood and delusion are mixed
in with truth, and which allows even the possibility of godlessness, where every-
thing is a problematic or a quest, a hypothesis or a human conjecture. Theol-
ogy on the other hand, as the philosophy of revelation, is infallible in its content
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while belonging to the realm of human creation as a philosophy. This is why
philosophy and theology are tightly bound up with each other. Dogmas are
truths of religious revelation that have a metaphysical content and therefore are
expressed in the language of philosophy, as is only natural for this purpose.
Dogmatic theology, therefore, is religious philosophy.

Philosophy, of course, is not without precedent; it draws its content from the
self-revelation of life: primum vivere, deinde philosophare* (even if this is lim-
ited by a certain circular reasoning). For theology, the principle is primum vi-
vere, deinde theologizari,® and therefore there is no formal difference between
philosophy and theology. They differ in the character of the life experience

from which they originate: in the case of one, it is something human—all too _

human———(although it harbors a “natural revelation”); in the case of the other, it
is the theanthropic, the voice of God in the human mind, the “mind of Christ.”

We Inow that the patristic period theologized with the language of ancient
philosophy, which for us, even though we respect its unique and unsurpassed
value, is no longer our philosophical language; in any case, the form it had for
the Holy Fathers is foreign to us. It is not by accident but by a purposeful se-
lection that Christological and Trinitarian dogmas are expressed in the language
of Plato and Aristotle. This ought not mean that we must think the way Aristo-
tle did, or express our contemporary philosophical constructs in his language
(as is done until now in Roman Catholic dogmatic theology, owing to the pow-

erful but enriching inheritance of Thomism and Aristotelianism). There is thus .

a voluntary (or involuntary) inevitability of the influence of contemporary
philosophical thought. Dogmatists cannot avoid it. It is a kind of translation into
modern language of the lexicon of the early church. The result is not a new dog-
matic definition, which in its essence remains unchanged, but its philosophical
interpretation, which is indispensable for a sincere philosophical internalization
of dogma in our time. Without this process, a dogma will sound foreign to our
thought, a formula worthy only of being learned by rote but not a living inter-
pretation. This means that the theologian in point of fact is also a philosopher
who must have a corresponding armor against philosophy.

The life of the Church is a continuous revelation of the full truth that the
Church bears in itself. This revelation, which expresses the human-historical side
of the divine-human process, is understood not through a passive mechanical ac-

tion, but through the creative unfolding of the truth, in response to the calls of

life and the quests of thought. The very possibility of continping revelation pre-
supposes the incompleteness of revelation in history and, therefore, a correspon-
ding incompleteness of dogmatic theology as a system of dogmas. Therefore, the-
ological opinions remain an important part of dogmatic theology or, at most, they
are theological propositions and theologoumena bearing varying degrees of au-
thority. Dogmatic thought—with full faithfulness to Church tradition, but also
with the total sincerity of a free quest—is called on critically to discern, to estab-
lish and internalize different aspects of already-existing dogmatic teachings, as
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well as to respond to contemporary problems. By this is achieved the indispensa-
ble balance between the static and dynamic quality of dogma.

NOTES

1. Even the Roman Catholic Church, with its tendency to give authoritative dogmatic
statements, if possible, in all questions of the teachings of faith, is apparently unable to
fulfill this task and even accepts the reality of theological disagreement—such as, for ex-
ample, the difference between the Thomists and the Molinists concerning the question
of freedom and grace. [Molinism refers to the teachings of the sixteenth-century Span-
ish Jesuit Luis de Molina, which emphasized the importance of human cooperation with
divine grace. (Translator’s note)] .

2. Bulgakov frequently uses the term theologem (here translated as "theolt.)glc.al
proposition”), always pairing it with the more familiar term theologoumenon, which is
commonly translated as “private theological opinion.” (Translator’s note)

3. John of Damascus, “Exposition of the Orthodox Faith.” Post-Nicene Fathers, vol-
ume IX, series II, translated by S. D. F. Salmond (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1898).

4. “First to live, and then to philosophize.”

5. “First to live, and then to theologize.”

Nicolas Berdiaev (1874-1948) is perhaps the best known and most unusual of
the Russian intellectuals of the twentieth century. Never completing his studies
at the University of Kiev, he nevertheless became an independent scholar and is
probably best known for his emphasis on freedom in his philosophical writings.
Forced out of Russia in 1922, he spent the rest of his life in the “Russian Paris,”
associated with various groups such as the Russian Christian Students Move-
ment and Orthodox Action, and continuing to lecture and write independently.
He edited numerous publications, perhaps the most important being the jour-
nal Put’ (The Way). While originally at some distance from the church and the
practice of Christianity, he, like Bulgakov, returned to the Liturgy and sacra-
ments, although maintaining the Gospel freedom of Christians was often threat-
ened by the institutional church. In both of the selections, here Berdiaev’s Jun-
damental vision of Christian freedom is in evidence, as well as his contention
that there is much about the human enactment and expression of the faith that
must be criticized.
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