™
IVP Academic

BooKkK EXCERPT

Andrew Louth

T

Introducing

EASTERN ORTHODOX
THEOLOGY

Introducing Eastern Orthodox

Theology

Available November 2013
$20, 192 pages, paperback
978-0-8308-4045-8

“Andrew Louth brings a lifetime
of superior patristic scholarship to
this volume, but casts aside all
the usual academic cares to offer
us a direct, personal vision of
Orthodoxy as he knows and loves
it. Central to the endeavor is the
crucible of prayer: this is the
touchstone for everything he
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Orthodox Theology: Where Do We Start?

Well, where do we start? In Alice in Wonderland, the White Rabbit is advised by the King of
Hearts: ‘Begin at the beginning . . . and go on till you come to the end: then stop.” That
sounds like good advice, but how are we to apply it? Many accounts of the Christian faith
adopt the order of the creed, beginning with God the Father and continuing through the Son,
and then the Spirit, to the Church and eternal life. That makes some sort of sense, but it
seems to me to beg a question, one that we need to face up to. For if there is one thing we
know about God the Father, it is that he is unknowable. ‘No one has ever seen God” (John
1:18). “You cannot see my face’, God says to Moses, ‘for man shall not see me and live’
(Exodus 33:22): this warning is repeated throughout the Old Testament, though usually in
contexts where God actually is ‘seen” or apprehended in some way (as with Moses). How
can we start with God the Father, if we cannot know him?

This is a question we can pursue in various ways. Perhaps this means that we start with
God, not as knowing him, but as standing before a mystery that is, and will remain, beyond
our understanding. In the Liturgy of St John Chrysostom, at the beginning of the anaphora,
we justify our attempts to worship God by saying: ‘for you are God, ineffable,
incomprehensible, invisible, inconceivable, ever existing, eternally the same’. Our worship is
a response to an unfathomable mystery. In a sense, if we start there we shall never proceed:
for once we glimpse the unfathomable mystery of God, we shall never drag ourselves away.
Or maybe we shall proceed, but constantly find ourselves drawn back to the inexhaustibility
of this mystery that God is.

But if we do proceed, there is another problem. If we posit God and then consider him as
Creator, source of all values, especially moral, and continue, as we consider the creed, to
think of the Incarnation of God the Son, all that led up to that, all that has followed from it,
the paschal mystery of the death and resurrection of Christ, the outpouring of the Spirit, the
birth of the Church, then what is it that we are doing? It looks like an objective list of persons
and events that we simply relate.

But how can that be, how do we know that it is like that? The creed, we need to remind
ourselves, is not a list of things to believe, it is itself a liturgical text, belonging, first of all, to
the baptismal liturgy. It summarizes the faith that the newly baptized Christian is
embracing; it is the culmination of a process of learning about the faith, and beginning to
practise what it requires, in a doubtless stumbling way; it opens up to the new life of the
baptized, a life that draws its sustenance from the Eucharist, which in Orthodox practice is
immediately celebrated after the baptismal liturgy, or rather as the final part of the rite of
initiation. Both the paths we have just sketched converge: if to acknowledge God is to
acknowledge his unknowability and stand before him in awe; if the creed is part of our
initiation into a life, not a summary of things to be believed, then in both cases we do not
stand over against God; rather, we are finding ourselves caught up in the divine presence
and the divine activity, and trying to make sense of it. It is something of what is involved in
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that, how that presence and that activity are felt by us, that I want to explore in this chapter.
When I gave the course of lectures from which this book is derived, I called it a “personal
introduction’. There were two reasons for that. First, I claim no authority for what I am
saying. I am keen to stand in the tradition of the Church, and hope that I do. But  am not a
bishop, I do not have the grace ‘rightly to discern the word of the truth’. Second, my
presentation is personal; it is how I see it. Furthermore, what I see is personal: it is the result
of a personal engagement (doubtless flawed), and demands personal engagement. I am not
presenting something to you that is independent of either what I see or what you see; I am
suggesting that you look with me at something and I hope that you will see something of
what it is that engages me.

If that is so, then various conclusions follow. To change the metaphor, I am inviting you on a
journey. I can point out various things that we encounter on the way, perhaps even warn
you against some paths that I fear will simply mislead you; but the journey is yours - it will
involve your commitment, your struggle. This is why I called this first chapter “Thinking and
doing, being and praying’. An introduction to Eastern Orthodox theology, as I understand it,
may well involve learning various facts and dates, terminology and concepts, but at its heart
it is an introduction to a way of life.

I am a priest, and I am used to preaching, but I hope that you will not find this book too
much like a sequence of homilies. However, there is no complete break between what I do as
I try to lead my congregation deeper into their discipleship of Christ and what I am doing in
this book, as I try to sketch out what Eastern Orthodox theology involves. There will be a
difference of emphasis, a difference of balance, but not a complete difference, because I do
not think one can present theology in the Orthodox tradition without making clear that at its
heart there is an engagement, ultimately an engagement with God. ‘Thinking and doing,
being and praying’: these are fundamental human activities. It is the case, I would suggest,
that we do not exactly learn to do these things —we engage in these simply by being

human —what happens is that we learn what is involved in doing these things.

For this reason, several movements in twentieth-century philosophy are at some level deeply
sympathetic to what I am suggesting here. Both the hermeneutical tradition associated with
Heidegger and the rather different tradition associated with Wittgenstein have in common a
conviction that we do not start out ignorant, and then by means of ‘philosophy” come to a
knowledge of the world. Rather, we already know the world in some sense, simply by living
in it, and what philosophy does is help us to reflect on what is involved in that knowledge of
the world. So it is with theology: thinking and doing, being and praying, are activities we all
engage in at some level or another. The questions about how we are to live, what it means to
be, how we engage with the world, how we engage with what seems to transcend the world:
we can hardly live without asking these questions. So we are already theologians. Orthodox
theology takes us along a path, marked out by tradition, that helps us in our continuing
grappling with these questions.

— Taken from chapter one, “Thinking and doing, being and praying: where do we start?”
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