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INTRODUCTION

Piecing the Puzzle of Eastern Orthodox Christian Involvement in American Higher Education
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ANN MITSAKOS BEZZERIDES

Over the last two decades the American academy has engaged in a wide-ranging discourse on faith and learning, Christianity and higher education. Among the Christian voices that have weighed in on these topics, Orthodox Christians are not merely underrepresented; they are not represented at all. This is not because no one has cared to listen but because scholars of the Orthodox tradition have rarely participated in these conversations. The first question that provoked the compilation of this volume is the simple one, why are the Orthodox absent? Why is it that when Orthodox Christians—who trace their spiritual and theological heritage back to the earliest Christian schools of thought—immigrated to the United States, they did not set out to build their own set of colleges?1 A generation or so later, when Orthodox Christians had reached a measure of financial success and the ability to be philanthropic, why did they not contribute widely to funding professorships and chairs at colleges and universities?2 In broader terms, why do we not find among Orthodox theologians and scholars in America a robust and sustained discussion around the relationship of faith and learning—especially within the last several decades, when Protestants and Roman Catholics have been hard at work in these areas?3

The questions become even more interesting—and the stakes in an Orthodox response potentially even higher—when we observe the current contours of the literature on the relationship between faith and knowledge, religion and the academy in the United States. From this literature, questions and ideas emerge that highlight that this topic is not a quaint idea meant for dusty library volumes, but is pressing for anyone involved in twenty-first-century higher education. This introduction begins by highlighting key elements of this wide body of scholarship in a way that helps illumine the importance of the conversation today. It next turns to how and why this particular collection of essays emerged, and offers historical responses to our initial questions. The third section suggests some themes that surface from the essays organically and gives a rough outline of some key issues that the Orthodox naturally address on this topic. The conclusion looks at where we go from here, suggesting where the conversation might next lead.

CURRENT SCHOLARLY LANDSCAPE

Since the 1994 publication of George Marsden’s The Soul of the American University: From Protestant Disestablishment to Established Nonbelief, the academy has produced well over fifty volumes on the relationship between faith, religion, and higher education. A few of the volumes describe the demise of the relationship between faith and higher education—for both religious higher education and the relationship of Christianity to the secular academy—but most of the volumes offer new models and insight with intellectual rigor.4 In 2000, the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University sponsored a conference entitled “The Future of Religious Colleges”; the introduction to the proceedings begins, “A student of religious higher education could describe the last decade of the twentieth century as a time of revitalization.”5 Over a decade later, the revitalization continues: 2012 saw Oxford University Press publish No Longer Invisible: Religion in University Education, in which Douglas and Rhonda Hustedt Jacobsen convincingly demonstrate the “return” of religion to higher education based on their visits to more than fifty campuses across the United States.6 In the academy today, the conversation about the relationship between faith and learning, religion and higher education is gaining increased attention and traction.

How Is the Story Told?

Over the last two decades, a recurrent topic in the scholarship is the mainline Protestant heritage of “pace-setting” universities—such as Harvard, William and Mary, Yale, Princeton, Columbia, Brown, University of Pennsylvania, Rutgers, Dartmouth.7 These institutions had founding missions that were clearly designed to support a vision of a Protestant Christian nation and produce pastors to lead this effort—institutional missions that many academics at these institutions today might find surprising.8 Indeed, as one scholar notes,

Perhaps the most peculiar of contemporary academic biases concerns religion. In many scholarly circles, religion is generally regarded as one of two things: a matter of personal preference, like one’s taste in clothes; or else, embarrassing evidence of a mind not quite trained in … “twentieth-century modes of thought.” As far as many faculty are concerned, religious convictions are well and good, so long as the believer understands that they are on the same level as a desire to eat chocolate.9

Amidst this bias, Protestant scholars spearheaded the recent effort to reexamine this heritage, yet not with a wishful hope to reinstitute a Protestant establishment but rather with a tempered, self-critical approach. This historical reckoning does not then lead them to advocate for the ultimate retreat of Christianity from the academic sphere. Rather, it finds them opening doors to the possibilities of new varieties of the ways in which faith and learning may relate. With this, the literature not only raises issues that should resonate with Orthodox academics, but actually asks for Orthodox involvement.10

The aforementioned study by George Marsden, professor of history emeritus at the University of Notre Dame, traces the dramatic change from the strongly Protestant heritage of the pace-setting American universities to an academic landscape that has all but forgotten this legacy. He argues that the push to relegate religion to the periphery of American universities was justified essentially on academic grounds that trace their roots to Enlightenment ideals.11 Religious viewpoints were seen to be not only unscientific, but also socially disruptive. There was an increasing realization that the Protestant establishment had excluded Jews, Roman Catholics, and others from the front ranks of American education in the name of building a united society.12 Recognition of the discriminatory dimensions of faith-based higher education was one of the major factors forcing final disestablishment.

Marsden’s aim is to present this disestablishment as “a good development with ironic consequences”: the zeal led to an overcorrection that left higher education with inadequate ways to accommodate faith-informed scholarship.13 Marsden, a product of the Calvinist Reformed tradition, tells the story in a self-critical way. His analysis—as we shall see below—does not ultimately determine the faith-learning relationship to be fatally flawed, but opens new doors and raises new, perhaps better questions.14

In addition, scholars from a range of theological traditions are looking back in order to open possibilities for broader contemporary discussion. One important example of this is by a team of academics led by Douglas Jacobsen and Rhonda Hustedt Jacobsen, who examine the faith-learning relationship that prevailed among Christian colleges during the last half of the twentieth century. A commonly championed phrase of this era to describe the relationship was “the integration of faith and learning.” The Jacobsens argue it stood for a model that “basically meant that faith has the right, and indeed the duty, to critique learning but that learning has no authority to critique faith.”15 In order to open space for alternate understandings of the way the faith-learning relationship can be conceived, they critique this dominant model.

Scholarship of this kind often ends up being both derivative and pedantic. It is derivative because it waits for the academy at large to produce new ideas and then critiques them on the basis of Christian faith, and it is pedantic in its pose as the long-suffering teacher who must repeatedly instruct the recalcitrant academy in the folly of its ways. In its worst forms, this attitude can blend into what the Christian philosopher Merold Westphal has called the sometimes “criminal arrogance of religion” in the realm of scholarship: the haughty illusion that our views of God, the world, and ourselves are both incontestably true and unquestionably God-blessed. Westphal recommends that a harsh hermeneutic of suspicion be applied to all such claims. While faith may provide Christian scholars with certain important clues concerning the deep nature of the universe that others lack, the ways Christians interpret those revelatory clues are as subject to error as the thinking of anyone else. There is no room for epistemological arrogance in Christian scholarship.16

The Jacobsens observe that the integration model promotes conflict rather than conversation, because in it the task of Christian scholarship is promoted as one of conquest: an antisecular crusade for truth.17 It implicitly defines the singular path that all Christian scholarship should take regardless of a scholar’s own understanding of faith or his or her particular discipline. Moreover, this approach contains an attitude towards Christian scholarship that is “hyperphilosophical,” for it asks Christian academics to temporarily become philosophers—instead of being physicists, biologists, artists, engineers—whenever they want to attempt the specific activity of doing Christian scholarship.18

The Jacobsens critique this historical trajectory of the faith-learning relationship in order to open space for more possibilities and ways of conceiving of the relationship. They point out that most of the champions of the integration model have been Reformed, out of the Calvinist tradition, and while they have not broadcast their Calvinistic predispositions in their writings on Christian scholarship, that tradition undergirds the approach.19 Reformed theology emphasizes the radically fallen nature of the world; at its very roots, creation has gone wrong. Christians are supposed to model how God intended humanity to live, and are supposed to resubdue the created order, helping the world to acknowledge God and submit to God’s will. The integration model is therefore part of the larger aim of bringing a distinctively Christian perspective to the effort to understand the created order. The Jacobsens argue that this Reformed vision—while posing a powerful and coherent picture of the way faith and learning should relate—is only one way of understanding the relationship:

Scholars from other traditions can gain insights from the integration model, but other Christian scholars—whether the Catholic, Wesleyan, Lutheran, Pentecostal, Anabaptist, or any other non-Reformed tradition—will probably feel they are speaking a second language of sorts if they try to adopt the integration model in its entirety. Some of the core theological concerns of non-Reformed Christian traditions simply do not translate into integration-speak. Thus there is a need to acknowledge and nurture the development of other models of Christian scholarship that can stand alongside and complement the Reformed, integrationist approach.20

As the Jacobsens suggest possibilities for future work, they mention the Eastern Orthodox tradition among others as having a theological tradition that, if taken seriously, will “produce visions of Christian scholarship that differ from the dominant model of integration.”21

The most dominant alternate model, of course, is the example of Roman Catholic higher education in the United States. While Roman Catholic higher education predated Protestant higher education in Europe, with the first universities evolving out of cathedral and monastery schools, it was a latecomer in the United States and was treated as distinctively second-class.22 Early Colonial vitriol towards all people and things Catholic was fierce. Thomas Albert Howard notes, “Like much else in American history, it perhaps all started in 1620 with the Mayflower, when William Brewster lugged across the Atlantic an English translation of the Venetian historian Paulo Sarpi’s venomous attack on the Council of Trent and the institution of the papacy.”23 The Protestant establishment understood education as a way of assimilating other traditions into an American heritage and treated Catholics as second class for persisting in having their own schools.24 Marsden notes that by the turn of the twentieth century there were many Roman Catholic colleges and universities, but these were small, having a total collegiate enrollment of less than seven thousand.25 The character of these institutions was substantially different from Protestant colleges of the time, for they were staffed by members of religious orders and had not adjusted to American curricular patterns, typically offering six- or seven-year courses for boys only that combined preparatory and collegiate courses on a European gymnasium model. Rome was often heavy handed in asserting its control over both the colleges and their faculty.26 It was not until the 1960s that Roman Catholic colleges and universities fully “shed the ghetto mentality” that was a strong marker of Catholic life; they now strive to preserve a distinctively Roman Catholic character while fully integrating into the American academy.27

As Roman Catholic scholars look back on their own history of higher education in the United States, they also critically appraise the mistakes of the Roman Catholic Church and its presence in American higher education. Mark W. Roche of the University of Notre Dame, in his essay “The Intellectual Appeal of Catholicism,” asserts at the outset the need to clearly assess the darker moments of the Roman Catholic tradition: “In defending the idea of a Catholic university, I seek to emphasize the highest dimensions of the Catholic tradition, those which have allowed the church to criticize its own most deficient moments and those which can foster a great university.”28 We also see a keen interest in an active dialogue between Roman Catholic and Protestant scholars around the relationship between faith and learning for higher education.29 Leading Roman Catholic institutions and scholars are moving the conversation forward in ways that should, at the very least, intrigue the Orthodox.

What we surmise from a cursory review of historiography is that Christian scholars are now looking back at their heritage in higher education not with a wishful hope to reinstitute a golden age of a Christian nation but rather with a tempered, self-critical approach—an approach which invites scholars today to be open to the possibilities of new varieties of the ways in which faith and learning relate in twenty-first-century American higher education. This not only allows Orthodox Christians to be more comfortable with the trajectory of the current conversation, but also specifically posits the Orthodox tradition as a source for significant learning, serving as an invitation to join.

What Is the Relationship between Faith and Knowledge?

Critical distance between faith, religion, and the academy is often seen as a sign of progress, especially given the ways in which they have related historically. Yet increasingly scholars are arguing that the modern dichotomy between faith and knowledge, while having certain positive ramifications, has had ultimately negative consequences for the academy.30 The Jacobsens’ most recent book is in many ways the story of how the American academy is now recovering from the split.31

Douglas Sloan, professor emeritus of history and education at Teachers College, Colombia University, expounds on how the understanding of the relationship between faith and knowledge is slowly changing in the academy.32 An “onlooker stance in knowing” that dominated modern times has been

seriously challenged by participatory conceptions of knowing coming from many directions: from ecological studies, from women’s studies, from hermeneutics, and from quantum physics. The mechanistic worldview has been challenged by organic metaphors deriving from sources as diverse as Whiteheadian process thought, ecology (again), and philosophical phenomenology. Even the assumption that all genuine knowledge is sense-bound is being questioned in some quarters—by those, for example, who have discovered ancient paths of consciousness-science, and by health-mind-body research.33

This is a massive shift, one that invites scholars to contemplate the possibility of a fundamental transformation in our ways of knowing. In many areas—modern physics, genetic engineering, and cognitive science—even while classical ways of knowing are being challenged, the old materialistic, mechanistic, and sense-bound assumptions about the world are virulent. Sloan asserts that ultimately, a genuine transformation will require not only new theories and categories, but new capacities for insight and understanding, perception and experience.34

This change is also necessitated by the current global political climate, where there is a clear resurgence of religion. In the words of Roman Catholic scholar James Turner,

The assumption that faith is a waning force, a theory inherited from Victorian agnostics and once widely shared among European and American academics, is now seen to be patently wrong as a matter of practical fact—indeed dangerously wrong in today’s world. In consequence, scholars who are themselves secular in outlook are taking more interest in religion as a living force. And especially against the background of Islamicist radicalism, ultra-Orthodox Israeli nationalism, and weird Christian sects, like the Branch Davidians, ordinary Christianity no longer seems too musty and atavistic. Christianity is not chic in many academic circles, but neither can it be consigned to irrelevance.35

Put more severely, the assumption that religion and faith have no place in the academic halls of knowledge can have dangerous consequences. The Jacobsens highlight this as they reflect on the deadly violence of the religiously motivated terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001.

Across the nation, people asked how this could have happened. How could the American government and its intelligence-gathering organizations have so completely misunderstood the world situation? How could the negative consequences of religion been so overlooked? Religion could no longer be ignored—not by politicians or the military, and not by the academy. Although many scholars had dismissed religion as tangential to the quest for geopolitical understanding, that attitude was changed in a day. Like everyone else in the nation, educators had received an unwelcome wakeup call. It was time to start taking religion more seriously, and it was time to learn how to “manage” religion on campus more effectively. This was a matter of national security and political necessity; it had to be done. What might have been a gradual process of re-engaging religion on campus suddenly became a matter of grave urgency.36

With increasing necessity, the academy must find robust ways of understanding the relationship between faith and knowledge.

Roman Catholic scholars are eager to weigh in on this area, pointing to the elevation of reason in the Roman Catholic intellectual tradition, while recognizing that in the United States Roman Catholicism has frequently been viewed as anti-intellectual. The idea that faith and reason may function in higher harmony is traced back to Roman Catholic medieval thought.37 In 1990, Pope John Paul II issued Ex Corde Ecclesiae (“from the heart of the Church”), an apostolic constitution on Roman Catholic higher education that focuses its first section on themes related to the task of reconciling faith and knowledge—presenting a vision for Roman Catholic scholars, colleges, and universities. It articulates the ideal that the Roman Catholic university strives to dedicate itself to the cause of truth; faith and reason converge in the pursuit of truth. Related to this is the importance of the “integration of knowledge” over and against the fracturing and compartmentalization of knowledge as is common within individual academic disciplines. Ex Corde Ecclesiae asserts that a Catholic university “has to be a ‘living union’ of individual organisms dedicated to the search for truth.… It is necessary to work to a higher synthesis of knowledge, in which alone lies the possibility of satisfying that search for truth that is profoundly inscribed in the heart of a human person.”38 This very idea of a higher synthesis of knowledge runs counter to the ways in which much of the academy currently proceeds with its task of knowledge acquisition and transmission. Yet because of the concomitant contemporary attention to alternate ways of knowing and the geopolitical climate, new spaces are opening for attention to such possibilities.

Efforts to recover from the split of faith and knowledge are important not only for the academy but also for the church. Sloan argues that the split left the churches unprepared to respond to the increasing challenges to the understanding of nature and the human person that are aggressively asserted by a scientific and technological culture.39 As a result, “in reaction to what are perceived and felt as threats to faith, meaning, value, and life, the resort to dogmatic assertions of faith—often presented as alternative worldviews to scientific naturalism and materialism—has become strong in all the churches, as in all religions worldwide.”40 In essence, Sloan sees the modern dichotomy of faith and knowledge as contributing to the rise in religious fundamentalism. He suggests that a radical transformation in knowing, in addition to being a contribution to the academy, will lead to a necessary renewal in Christianity.

In varying ways, Protestant and Roman Catholic scholars and institutions are emerging in the twenty-first century as posing a significant countercultural challenge to the long-standing split between the nature of knowledge and the nature of faith and religion.41 They present a formidable challenge to the notion that progress meant relegating faith and religion to outside the walls of the academy.

“Religious Scholars in the Academy: Anachronism or Leaven?”

If there is room for faith and knowledge to relate within the academy, then this raises a series of questions about individual scholars and their scholarship.42 Indeed, the Harvard conference in 2000 focused on such questions: what is then the place of religious scholars in the academy? And how do we define “religious scholars”? They began to answer this question by asking another: is there a place in the American academy for “faith-informed scholarship”? In his essay “Beyond Progressive Scientific Humanism,” George Marsden argues for this term “faith-informed” after publishing a book, The Outrageous Idea of Christian Scholarship, where he frequently used the term “Christian scholarship.” He explains that what he meant by the term was “scholarship by persons who are Christian and who self-consciously relate their faith to what they say or write.”43 He contends that “faith-informed” is more helpful than “Christian” because the latter sets off all sorts of alarms—from being potentially imperialistic to being associated with the religious right, theology, expressions of piety, or witnessing. He has no interest in Christians taking over academia or in advocating for some kind of Christian imperialism. In choosing “faith-informed” he wants to suggest on the one hand that faith has some real impact on scholarship and on the other that the faithful scholar should also be abiding by some broader scholarly standards.44 To explain his perspective on faith-informed scholarship, he writes:

My perspectives on reality, and hence on scholarship, are shaped at least in part by my theological commitments. In this respect I see the case as little different from that of the feminist whose scholarship is shaped in part, but not entirely, by feminist commitments. Such commitments, in turn, shape the way one will evaluate and narrate history. An easy example to understand of the sort of thing I have in mind with respect to religious perspectives is this: if one were a Mennonite who believed God forbade the participation in warfare, that would shape the way one would narrate and evaluate America’s participation in World War II. Nonetheless the Mennonite who narrated a war from that perspective could also be an excellent technical historian.45

Marsden challenges the assumption that a scholar must suspend religious beliefs to participate in the scholarly craft well. In reality, multiple commitments shape every scholar’s work. And there is the distinct possibility that one’s theological commitments may allow a certain outlook on a topic that is of substantive value to the field, to cross-disciplinary approaches to a topic, to public life.46

Marsden surmises that religious commitments and traditions are likely to influence the evaluative dimensions of scholarship. At least five important questions are important for the scholar to ask: “(1) What do I think important enough to study? (2) What questions do I ask about it? (3) What currently fashionable interpretive strategies are compatible with my religious outlook? (4) How do I, implicitly or explicitly, evaluate various developments as positive, negative, or something in between? (5) How do these evaluations shape my narrative?”47 He also offers three provisos that are essential to understanding the extent of the influence of “religiously based evaluative standards”: First, religious perspective will change some things, but not everything. Second, for religiously based evaluations to be operative there is no requirement that the evaluations be unique. And third, it is critical to bear in mind that there is no one Christian perspective.48

Furthering Marsden’s observations, in her essay in the 2004 volume edited by the Jacobsens, Crystal L. Downing argues for a paradigm of the relationship between faith and learning that reflects our postmodern times and also reflects different religious traditions than the dominant Calvinist model, which she sees as ultimately modernist. She argues for the idea of the “imbrication” of faith and learning, drawing on the way “imbrication” is used by architects to refer to the overlapping shingles on a house; imbrication also describes the scales of a pinecone. This idea opens room for the reality that we all have multiple vocabularies to talk about our faith to different audiences, and that Christian scholars will vary in the vocabulary they each use to relate faith and learning. In her words, “To imbricate faith and scholarship, then, is to acknowledge that one’s Christianity does not always overlap with one’s discipline, that many times scholarship will mention nothing of faith issues.” In other venues, a Christian professor might clearly talk about the overlap of faith with her love for her particular subject. Downing explains that her understanding of imbrication is similar to a concept of “heteroglossia”—divergent tongues—put forward by the Russian (and Orthodox Christian) philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin.

For Bakhtin, every self is imbricated differently, due to each individual’s situatedness not only in time and space but also in relation to others; he calls this the “architectonic” of the self. For Bakhtin, “architectonic privilege” … implies that we have a responsibility toward all that is “other” than the self because our individual imbrications will respond to and hence affect the other uniquely—whether the other is a self or a scholarly topic; and vice versa: other selves and subjects affect each one of us differently.… Bakhtin advocates the “unfinalizability” of “becoming” as the various imbricated discourses of the self take on new shapes through genuine dialogue with vocabularies of the “other.”49

Whereas the idea of integration implied the attempt to reconcile dissonant discourses, the notion of imbrication ultimately offers a freedom in this unfinalizability.

The Jacobsens further flesh this out, proposing that “the soil in which Christian scholarship typically grows is not the soft loam of ideal logic but the gritty ground of our full personhood.”50 They draw on the work of the Princeton University sociologist Robert Wuthnow. When Wuthnow asks whether it is possible to combine a deep personal commitment to the Christian faith with the life of the mind, his answer is that it is indeed possible, and that the best way is by “living the questions” of intelligent faith.51 Faith does not give easy answers about how faith and learning are supposed to relate, but rather open-ended questions about how they might relate. Drawing on the work of Jesuit political philosopher David Hollenbach, the Jacobsens note that the end result of this process will not be a neatly articulated Christian scholarly worldview, but will be what he calls a “‘fragile achievement’—a tentative and provisional understanding of the connections of faith and learning that is rooted in one’s way of life as much as it is an expression of one’s life of the mind.”52 Ultimately, this kind of Christian scholarship allows for the messy complexity that is the mystery of life.53

The Jacobsens further this point as they reflect on how this type of Christian scholarship will actually minimize the supposed differences between the secular academy and the realm of Christian faith, for there will be shared humility in the face of truth and shared mystery at the wonder of life.54 They probe the thinking of Ernest Boyer, who argues out of the Anabaptist tradition that the ultimate purpose of Christian scholarship is to celebrate the majesty and wholeness of God’s creation. Therefore, Christian scholarship, according to Boyer, is “at its best when it is humbly and almost invisibly immersed within the larger academy, tincturing the world of scholarship as a whole with a deepened sense of the unity of reality and of our responsibility to serve others, especially those least able to help themselves.”55

Mark Roche discusses Catholicism’s sacramental vision as he shares the distinguishing features of Notre Dame; this vision clearly applies to the work of the scholar. He argues that the Catholic tradition holds fast to the view of God’s presence in the world. “Even among Catholic thinkers who rightly stress that the mystery of God is inexhaustible, there is greater recognition of the presence of God in the world and greater optimism about our ability to make discoveries about God.”56 Divine truth, beauty, and goodness are reflected in this world; the incarnation gives rise to this sacramental vision, and the Trinity includes the idea that the Holy Spirit infuses this world with divinity in ways that extend beyond the singular appearance of Christ. God’s presence in the world then offers a higher justification for the scholar’s work in any field.57

If the historiography gives Orthodox Christians the room to recognize there is space for them at the table, and the questions about the relationship between faith and knowledge challenge any epistemological resistance to understanding the value of the conversation, then this discussion about paradigms of relationship between faith and learning should open the door for Orthodox scholars to recognize some significant value in the trajectory of the contemporary conversation, noting elements that sound surprisingly consonant with the Orthodox theological tradition.

IS THERE A PLACE FOR RELIGIOUS COLLEGES?

Finally, we turn to the question, is there a place for religious colleges in today’s world, and if so, what is it? Scholars who engage this question often have ample experience with people’s visceral negative reactions to Christian institutions. Samuel Schuman shares one such example in his 2010 publication Seeing the Light: Religious Colleges in Twenty-First-Century America. During his time as chief executive of the University of Minnesota there was a question around the school’s changing its sports division, which would mean joining a division that included religiously affiliated institutions. He remembers a colleague of his questioning, with sarcasm and bitterness, whether they wanted their school to be associated with “a bunch of two-bit bible colleges.” When Schuman later asked the colleague if she had ever been to any of the slighted institutions, she responded that she had never visited any of them, for she did not need to in order to know what kind of places they were.58

Schuman sees too many secular academics maintain the perception that religion, religion on campus, and religious colleges are simple or simpleminded. One of the reasons he launched a broad study of religious colleges was to address the very ignorance and even hostility with which nonreligious academia approaches overtly religious institutions. A related reason is the “spectacular success” that many religious colleges are currently enjoying—a point that is corroborated by Naomi Schaefer Riley in her 2005 book God on the Quad: How Religious Colleges and the Missionary Generation Are Changing America.59 Schuman’s points help highlight that fair engagement of the question itself requires some personal reckoning around prejudices about religious colleges.

Marsden takes a helpful bird’s-eye view in his analysis. In his Harvard address, he makes the following provocative statement regarding faith-informed scholarship and its relationship with the world: “Christians are at their best when they live in constructive tension with the dominant culture. They are often at their worst when they are an establishment.”60 So he sees religious colleges as having a viable potential in the world today not as some anachronistic hope at becoming the establishment, but rather as potential leaven for the wider academy.

The place for religious colleges is directly related to what Marsden calls “traditionally religious perspectives.” He specifies “traditionally” because in some senses, all scholars are “religious” in the ways they profess commitments to some highest ideals without being affiliated to any religious group. By “traditionally religious” he means persons who profess highest commitment to the God of an organized religious faith and is specifically not referring to the “vague interfaith deism of American civil religion.”61 He maintains that in the American academy, broadly speaking, there are enough places where traditionally religious perspectives can foster new critical outlooks. To do this, these traditionally religious perspectives often must buck political, ideological, and economic pressures for a religiously homogenized public life. And so for this reason, Marsden sees such critical outlooks as best developed in religiously affiliated colleges that have maintained some sense of separate identity from the American mainstream. His sum of his sense of the value of the presence of religious colleges is worth citing in full:

Because many … religious colleges are doing their jobs well, they are becoming increasingly well accepted in American society. If scholars at such schools continue to do their jobs well, and if the schools themselves provide time and resources for public scholarship, there is good potential for the scholarship emanating from such schools to win at least grudging recognition in the academic mainstream. More importantly, such schools will be training students to be thinking critically from religious perspectives in whatever professions they pursue. And so such schools will be helping to provide valuable lay leadership that will leaven not only mainstream academia but also their religious communities and the larger American culture.62

In his vision, religiously affiliated colleges work well when the institution and the scholars within the institution do their jobs well. They provide lay leadership for both their religious communities and mainstream society. To do so, they maintain a certain separate identity that enables them to foster this critical approach, but do it well enough that they are providing public scholarship.

Mark Noll picks up on this theme in his essay “The Future of the Religious College,” musing that “the most interesting possibilities for the future lie between the Scylla of sectarian separation and the Charybdis of secular effacement.”63 From his own experience teaching at institutions of higher education that seek to combine the “moral nurture of the old-time colleges with the academic excellence of the twentieth century’s elite liberal arts colleges,” Noll explains that he is

perhaps too much aware of the hurdles blocking such a path (low endowments, high student-faculty ratios, residual distrust of the academy from intensely religious constituencies, learning conceived as ideological armament for culture wars, needlessly precise theological formulas inherited from the fundamentalist era, restraints on community left over from ethnic origins, and so on). Yet if such institutions can walk the tightrope strung between intellectual achievement and Christian conviction, if they can find enough money, and if their leaders can fix on to the classically Christian (as opposed to shortsightedly sectarian) possibilities of their institutions, especially in a cultural moment desperate for personal and intellectual integrity, they may do more for good than their relatively marginal positions would predict.64

Noll acknowledges the practical difficulties that many religious colleges face, the challenge of balancing intellectual achievement and Christian conviction, and the marginalized positions they have within the wider culture. And yet, despite this, he sees the potential for the ability of religious colleges to do disproportionate good today, for this country, through the people they shape.

What, then, of the question of academic freedom—the notion that faculty members are protected for total freedom of inquiry, a prime virtue of the university? A stumbling block for many when it comes to the relationship between faith and learning in the academy is this question: Can the faith-informed scholar be simultaneously academically “free” to say what is true within her field—which might include posing challenges, whether real or perceived, to her institution’s faith tradition—and still in good conscience uphold the mission of (and remain employed at) the institution? Does the presence of a higher religious authority (a creed, statement of faith, set of sacred texts, ecclesiastical body) challenge the very notion of academic freedom itself? Can religious institutions be places that support academic freedom? These questions are alive and well among the scholars of faith and the academy, and will be an increasingly important topic for religious scholars and institutions in the decades to come, especially as issues around the legal boundaries of religious freedom in the United States become central in the public eye. In William C. Ringenberg’s recent monograph on this topic, The Christian College and the Meaning of Academic Freedom, George Marsden, in his foreword, gives us a glimpse into the complexity of the conversation. He lists some of the challenges Christian institutions face to their own institutional freedom. He then notes,

One reason why such academic freedom issues are so intractable is that “freedom” itself is such an elusive concept. Practically everyone in our culture celebrates the value of freedom. Yet the simple fact is that one person’s freedom is often other person’s enslavement.… If we recognize that principle, then we will recognize that we cannot get very far in dealing with our differences if we talk simply about freedom. Rather, we need to recognize that freedom, while unquestionably a value, is not an absolute. It is always subordinate to something higher that people value their freedom for.65

Marsden invites us into a rich place of thought and exploration beyond simplistic assumptions. Once again, this literature points to the many open questions around the relationship between faith and academic freedom rather than deeming the relationship fundamentally flawed.

A word here must be said about the unique situation of Roman Catholic colleges and universities, for there are distinct similarities and differences between their theological and ecclesiastical context and that of Orthodox institutions of higher education. In her address at the Harvard conference, Monika Hellwig, an internationally known Georgetown University theologian who served as president and executive director of the Association of Catholic Colleges and Universities from 1996 until her death in 2005, denoted four factors that make the Roman Catholic context unique: “the role of vowed religious congregations in the colleges; the global extension of the Catholic church and of its network of higher education; the continuing impact of the Second Vatican Council; and the recent legislation of the Holy See.” The last half of the twentieth century and beginning of the twenty-first have seen significant exploration of the question of whether or not an institution must be under the direction and authority of the hierarchy in order to be Catholic. Existing patterns varied from country to country, and even within countries such as the United States. Some schools began as episcopal initiatives, while others began without formal relationship to the hierarchy, although both clergy and laity broadly accepted them as Catholic.

A major difference between the Roman Catholic schools and their Protestant counterparts has been the relationship between the Roman Catholic institutions and religious congregations of persons committed to their congregation for life. Among the Roman Catholic schools in America, each school has generally had its own unique character based on its relationship with a religious congregation—for example, Boston College with the Jesuits, Providence College with the Dominicans, St. John’s College with the Franciscans. The relationship to the institutional church was then taken for granted, although little or no control was exercised by the hierarchy in practice.66

Historically, this guaranteed a supply of trained people formed in the spirit and tradition of each institution; today, those numbers of committed religious persons are dwindling, and significant influences are now forcing Roman Catholic colleges and universities to rethink their missions—one factor, for example, is the rapid professionalization of college teaching, administration, and financing, and the installation of lay boards to deal with such factors. This move meant schools often had to separate into two corporations, the college and the unit of the sponsoring religious congregation, with legal responsibility for the college vested in its largely lay board. Hellwig notes, “As the higher education enterprise had become so expensive, this was necessary if only to shield the assets of the religious congregation, which in many cases had a much smaller budget and endowment than the college.”67 Rome, however, perceived this change as a challenge to its authority and control regarding the higher education enterprise, church property, and lack of canonically guaranteed Roman control of the laity on the boards.

Yet the Second Vatican Council, 1962–65, has had the lasting effect of a rising role of the laity for the work of the church in the world. A question emerged: must a Roman Catholic institution be run directly or indirectly by the hierarchy? It was in part to respond to this question that Ex Corde Ecclesiae was promulgated in 1990. The first, aforementioned section of the document offered the general philosophy of higher education based extensively on the work of the International Federation of Catholic Universities; the second section required bishops’ conferences around the world to draft application documents for higher education institutions in their own regions. There were substantial difficulties with this for the Catholic colleges and universities in this country, which are integrated into a larger system in terms of charters, accreditation, curricula, and various associations of higher education and professors’ degree and licensing requirements, so it took until May 2000 to reach a final approved document. It represented a tightening of hierarchic controls over Roman Catholic colleges, and yet with ambiguity as to how this control should be exercised in each situation.68

Roman Catholic scholars and institutions have responded variously to this tightening control, with some colleges quietly withdrawing from calling themselves Catholic and others welcoming the tighter relationship with the hierarchy. Hellwig notes, “The largest group of colleges have both presidents and faculties that are troubled about the possible implications and repercussions of the many canonical requirements without being inclined to distance themselves from the Catholic church.”69 This is true, she asserts, for the simple reasons that Catholicism to them is more than an institutional structure, but is rather a faith, a way of worship, and an intellectual, cultural, and aesthetic heritage to which they are deeply committed. There are now many associations and initiatives that support and enhance this vision.70

As we will see below, Orthodox Christians may easily relate to the skepticism regarding the place of religious colleges in today’s world—the notion, even among people of faith, that religious colleges are simple or simpleminded; the questions around negotiating intellectual rigor and Christian conviction; concerns over ecclesiastical control versus academic freedom. And yet simultaneously, there are some robust and well-thought-out reasons for religious colleges in the United States today that the Orthodox can rigorously explore: the idea that they are the best places for traditionally religious perspectives to foster new critical outlooks for church and society; the importance of training grounded lay leadership for both religious communities and society; and perhaps most persuasively, the idea that religious colleges are the places where a faith tradition continually works out—by its scholars in community—how it will avoid being overrun by secularism while refusing to retreat to sectarianism.

ENTER THE ORTHODOX

The preceding sections should highlight that the questions this volume raises—the relationship between Orthodox Christianity and higher education, why the Orthodox have been silent in the conversation, and what the Orthodox might have to say in this realm—are important questions to ask. In 2002 Hellenic College, the only accredited Orthodox Christian college in the Western hemisphere, became one of eighty-eight church-related liberal arts colleges to receive a grant from the Lilly Endowment for the “theological exploration of vocation.” The Endowment asked schools to begin or enhance programs that would help students relate faith commitments with career choices, consider ministry as a potential career, and enhance the capacity of faculty to teach and mentor students around vocation.71 The Lilly Endowment has long been committed to exploring the salience of the interaction between religion and higher education; more broadly, it believes that healthy religious communities are essential for fostering a humane society.

A natural and essential by-product of the grant’s focus on students was the need to engage the college itself in a conversation around the religious roots of its institutional mission. As discussions began at Hellenic College, it was a struggle to find Orthodox Christian sources that directly address Orthodox views on faith, learning, and the academy. In conjunction with the Orthodox Theological Society in America, Hellenic began hosting consultations on the topic of Orthodoxy and higher education, inviting Orthodox scholars and theologians to explore the historical reasons for the lack of attention to this topic and to offer fresh insights in light of the Orthodox theological tradition. This volume emerged from these essays.

As a contribution to the ongoing conversations about religion and higher education, faith and learning in the United States, the essays in this volume offer readers insights into these topics from Orthodox Christian perspectives. With the exception of the afterword, which is a clear and welcome voice from a Protestant scholar, Andrea Sterk—a historian of late antiquity, ancient Christianity, and Byzantine civilization who has also published on the intersection of faith and learning—all of the essays are written by Orthodox academics. These Orthodox teachers and researchers hail from a diverse set of institutional and disciplinary backgrounds; they are scholars of religion and of the humanities, sociologists, political scientists, and theologians from a wide range of theological schools, public universities, secular liberal arts colleges, and religiously affiliated colleges and universities.

The volume is structured into two sections. The first section sheds light on the historical experiences and theological traditions that inform and explain Orthodox approaches to the topic of religion and higher education. The second section offers essays that both problematize and reflect on Orthodox thought and practice in the context of colleges and universities today. Included are philosophical questions about the relevance and application of Orthodox ideas in the religious and secular academy, as well as cross-disciplinary treatments of Orthodoxy as identity marker, pedagogical frame, and teaching and research subject.

The essays illumine that there are good historical reasons why Orthodox Christians in the United States have not, to date, given significant attention to the questions of faith and higher education. In the opening essay of the volume, John McGuckin, professor of early church history at Union Theological Seminary, explains the chief historical reason: the simple fact that the history of persecution within traditionally Orthodox regions has crippled the development of Orthodox higher education. He explains, “The cultural devastation of five centuries over all the Orthodox world apart from Russia, yet allied to the savage breaking of Russia throughout almost all the twentieth century, is not something one can get over quickly.” During the centuries that Western Christendom was developing its systems of higher learning, Ottoman Turks ruled most Orthodox lands. McGuckin notes that it was not solely foreign rule that prohibited growth of universities, but the consequent absence of patrons to support every aspect of a school’s flourishing: building libraries, affording faculty salaries, refining standards, and soliciting a new generation of experts. Without the possibility of patronage that comes from the simple reality of material wealth—Mark Noll referred to this as essential for religious colleges even today—the Orthodox simply could not fund universities.

In the case of Russia, we might expect Orthodoxy to have held substantial influence within its higher education system before the Bolshevik revolution. Vera Shevzov, professor of religion at Smith College, illumines this aspect of Orthodox history. The modern university in Russia emerged in the eighteenth century as a secular institution and was staffed largely by European scholars. As a result, the Russian Orthodox Church, in order to preserve the integrity of Orthodox theology, consigned its teaching to Moscow’s Slavic-Greek Latin Academy, and later to its four theological academies. Consequently, within the secular academic world in Russia, the study of Orthodoxy, and theology in particular, remained largely marginalized. Subsequent attempts to integrate its study into the university curriculum in the nineteenth century were often motivated by the state’s political concerns to curb unrest and growing antiecclesiastical sentiments, which in the eyes of many Orthodox thinkers compromised Orthodoxy as a subject of study. As a result, the secular origin of the Russian university, Orthodoxy’s function as a state religion, and the intellectual challenges of modernity “all contributed to Orthodoxy’s tenuous position as an academic discipline within Russia’s universities.”

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many of Russia’s trained academic thinkers began to give considerable attention to the question of the relationship between Orthodoxy and the university. Shevzov notes it was “a moment when social and political pressures finally pushed the Orthodox Church to embark on an in-depth examination of all facets of its institutional life with hopes of major reform.” Theological journals routinely considered the theoretical and philosophical questions associated with the topic—religion and science, faith and knowledge, Christianity and modernity, “secular scholarship” and religious literacy. In preparation for the All-Russia Council of 1917–18, the issue was raised in preconciliar church meetings in 1906 as part of a broader discussion of Russia’s theological academies. Ultimately, the Bolshevik Revolution cut short the often heated debates over these issues, and it is only in post-Soviet Russia that these nineteenth- and twentieth-century debates have enjoyed renewed scholarly attention.

A related factor contributing to the dearth of contemporary Orthodox engagement of the faith-learning question is a thread of anti-intellectualism found in Orthodox thought. McGuckin notes that with regard to the direction religious and theological studies have taken, the movement to set apart theology as a venerable subject, fit only for the ascetic and experienced, has been a historical shackle. In some patristic sources one finds the notion that theology is only for a very few. John Behr, professor of patristics at St. Vladimir’s Orthodox Theological Seminary, notes that Tertullian’s second-century query—“What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?”—is still an attitude encountered in present-day Orthodoxy regarding the relationship between faith and learning. And yet Behr challenges this notion by arguing that this attitude was not a straightforward formulation of the relationship between faith and learning in the second century. He addresses the significant difference between those who adopt this posture today and the ancient figures. Tertullian, and others like him, knew and were well trained in the rhetorical culture of their day; while they presented a rhetorical stance against it, they continued to use it. They were highly educated intellectuals and knew intimately the philosophical and rhetorical culture in which they lived. Tertullian’s statement was a hyperbolic statement to make a point, Behr asserts, but should not be taken straightforwardly.

Andrew Louth, professor emeritus of patristic and Byzantine studies, University of Durham, makes a similar point in his essay “Orthodox Monasticism and Higher Education.” He challenges a traditional account of opposition between monasticism and higher learning, or between Greek learning and the spirit of the gospel, seeing the positions as a largely rhetorical construction, a construction that did not actually reflect reality. Rather, the reality that lies behind the rhetorical positions was much more complex, and the elements described as opposites coexisted in symbiotic relationship. If there are vestiges of anti-intellectualism in Orthodoxy today that utilize these ancient sources as rationale, Behr and Louth argue that this ignores the wider context in which they were produced.

Orthodox Christians in the United States have had to overcome other internal reasons for the lack of significant Orthodox presence in American higher education. Kyriacos Markides, a sociologist from the University of Maine, notes that Orthodox Christians immigrated to the United States late in the formation of the country and remained relatively small in number; consequently, they were not part of the shaping of the country’s basic institutional structures. Most often they also held deep ties to their ethnic identity, which made collaboration among Orthodox Christians a challenge. What is the logical amount of time it takes, in the words of McGuckin, for “Russians, Greeks, Romanians, and others [to] care more for their commonality as Orthodox than for their differentiation by nationalisms”? In addition to the brute reality of ethnic and language differences, each Orthodox nationality would tell its own story of the extent to which assimilation became a key objective of its life in America. For many Greek immigrants, for example, it was a sign of achievement for their children to attend the best universities in the country. Moreover, unlike Roman Catholics, as a whole they did not face intense religious discrimination by the Protestant establishment, and therefore did not have the same kind of incentive to start a system of parallel schooling. According to McGuckin, Orthodox immigrants also lacked the ability to “lean on the resources of an international array of skilled teaching orders, of religious men and women who offered their skilled services to the church at nominal cost.”

Several aspects of Orthodox Church leadership have also affected the current state of affairs for higher education. Markides reminds us:

Orthodoxy does not have a universally recognized leader, like the pope or the Dalai Lama of Tibet, who can speak on behalf of the faith. A possible unifying leader, like the patriarch of Constantinople, the “First among Equals,” regardless of how charismatic he might be, is virtually a “prisoner” of the Turkish state. He remains at a disadvantage to offer a dynamic form of leadership for all Orthodox that could impact Orthodoxy’s presence in the world and, by extension, in American universities. 

Candace Hetzner, associate dean for academic affairs at Boston College, aptly connects how most Orthodox Church hierarchs in the United States have little personal experience with church-related or faith-based higher education themselves, and so have offered little leadership or direction concerning the creation of Orthodox colleges here in the United States. Interestingly in this regard, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, predominantly lay Orthodox theologians also often found that the church empathized little with their creative efforts to engage the intellectual and philosophical challenges that modernity posed for the academic study of Orthodoxy in the modern world.

The two most prominent Orthodox Christian seminaries in the United States—Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology in Brookline, Massachusetts, and St. Vladimir’s Orthodox Theological Seminary in Crestwood, New York—were not founded until 1937 and 1938, respectively, each with the chief aim of training future Orthodox clergy. Both had initiatives in undergraduate education, but neither with anywhere near the kind of deliberate educational philosophy that their Protestant and Roman Catholic counterparts drew on for their efforts. From the beginning, St. Vladimir’s was designed to prepare undergraduate-aged men for the priesthood. Originally located in New York City, it had a five-year joint program leading to a BA from Colombia (or, later, other undergraduate programs in the area) and a diploma from St. Vladimir’s. In the 1960s, St. Vladimir’s became a graduate-level school of theology, at which point various pressures led to a decreased emphasis on and the eventual curtailment of its undergraduate component in the late 1980s.72 Ultimately the involvement of St. Vladimir’s in undergraduate education might best be described, in the words of historian and former dean John Erickson, as “peripheral and accidental.”73

Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology was more deliberate about its interest in undergraduate education. In a 2009 conference paper, “Hellenic College: The Enduring Vision,” Thomas Lelon, former president of the school (now vice-chairman of its board of trustees), notes that in the opening ceremonies of Holy Cross in 1937, the Greek ambassador to the United States, Demetrios Sicilianos, stated, “Our good Archbishop Athenagoras and I envision that this School will some day in the future develop into a university for Greek Americans.”74 It took thirty years and a generational transformation for this to happen, years that both helped and hurt the idea of such an institution. On the one hand, by the mid-1960s several Greek Orthodox lay patrons moved forward the establishment of Hellenic College (1968) under the active leadership of a visionary Greek Orthodox primate of the time, Archbishop Iakovos. On the other hand, Greek Americans had by this point succeeded in entering mainstream higher education, and many questioned the need to invest in a separate institution of higher learning. Since its inception, the college has struggled with a “roller coaster experience” of expansion and contraction for a related host of reasons, none of which would surprise scholars of small religiously affiliated intuitions: a contested relationship between the college and church hierarchy; the challenge of garnering substantial ongoing philanthropic support; the primary role of the institution as a seminary for training future clergy and the concomitant question around differing missions of the college and graduate school, particularly as they relate to student formation; and the conflict created between an emphasis on preservation of ethnic traditions and language, on the one hand, and a vision rooted in Orthodoxy’s spiritual and theological heritage on the other.75 It has not helped that Orthodox Christians were bereft of a tradition of faith-related higher learning for the historical reasons noted above; there has been little by way of inherited vision for such an institution.

More broadly, many of the scholars in the volume bemoan the relative marginalization of Orthodoxy in American higher education today. In a few isolated institutions, of course, Orthodoxy has managed to have a presence and voice, but these are far from the norm.76 Alexander Lingas in his essay on the place of Orthodox liturgical music in the Western academy speaks to this marginality, noting the woefully small number of scholars with permanent posts in Western European or North American universities currently publishing historical or ethnographic research on Orthodox liturgical music. He provides a remarkable account of the musical traditions of Eastern Orthodoxy throughout history, chronicling the interface with historical musicology, ethnomusicology, and the applied musical arts of composition and performance. Lingas’s summary confirms the marginality of Orthodoxy’s musical traditions within the academic sphere.

Elizabeth Prodromou, visiting associate professor of conflict resolution at the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy, Tufts University, notes that in her field of political science, Orthodoxy has fared worse than if it had been simply left out of the picture: examination of Orthodoxy worldwide had been scripted by a secularization-modernization agenda that has dominated the field of political science and international relations until very recently. She argues that “the writing of Orthodoxy” in political science scholarship has been “built on intellectual models and ideological perspectives and policy preoccupations that utilized and perpetuated outmoded and/or incomplete histories.” But the Orthodox are not only victims in this situation: Orthodox scholars, too, often themselves concede to the logistics of secularism and assume that the study of religion, in general, and Orthodoxy, more specifically, belongs to the silo of the discipline of theology. Prodromou problematizes both notions and shows the epistemological space that is now slowly opening to renarrate Orthodoxy, stating that possibilities for broadening narratives must include interdisciplinary dialogue and collaboration between political scientists, theologians, historians, and scholars of religion.

A great irony in the overall discussion is that while discussions about faith and learning among the Orthodox have only begun in the United States, as we invited essays for this volume, a leading perspective emerged from an unforeseen place: Lebanon. Georges N. Nahas, vice president of the University of Balamand, offers the remarkable account of starting an Orthodox university in a small country where the past sixty years have seen frequent internal factions and war. Launched in 1988 amidst significant political, financial, and security risks, the University of Balamand focuses on dialogue and education through pursuing academic excellence, community engagement, and human development. With a student body today of 3,800 students, the university is designed to be an Orthodox institution where students of a wide variety of confessional backgrounds feel at home, and with the strong position that Lebanon should be unified and free for all.

Ultimately, the essays in this volume attest to the fact that, while the Orthodox have substantial historical reasons for not contributing substantial faith-learning scholarship and institutions here in North America, this does not indicate that Orthodox Christians cannot or will not engage the questions. In fact, the very enthusiasm with which all these scholars responded to either a conference call for papers or a personal invitation to contribute an essay indicates a certain ripeness for the discussion. Orthodox Christians did not immigrate to the United States and immediately found colleges because there was no real tradition of them having done so in their lands of origin in the centuries prior. For related reasons, American Orthodox scholars have not engaged the broader national discussion on the relationship between faith and learning in the academy. The conversation has not historically happened; that does not mean it should not.

EMERGING ORTHODOX THEMES

Several themes naturally emerge among these essays that have clear touch points to the broader literature reviewed above. This conversation is new enough that it would be hubris to claim them as defining markers of an Orthodox approach to higher education; rather, these serve simply as guideposts that help give some shape to the Orthodox contributions in this volume.

Traditionally Religious Sources and the Academic Enterprise

For those familiar with the Orthodox theological tradition, this first theme should come as no surprise: Orthodox Christian academics naturally turn to traditionally religious sources—scripture, patristics, and liturgical texts—for the academic enterprise. They deeply trust that these sources have a profound relevance, worth revisiting over and over. This is the very pattern of Orthodox theological inquiry, and it will stretch to be a defining factor in Orthodox thought more broadly.

We find this perhaps best demonstrated by an interesting network of relationships that surfaces in four of the essays in this volume. McGuckin, Behr, Louth, and Aristotle Papanikolaou each ruminate on the work of two fourth-century patristic writers, Basil the Great and Gregory the Theologian (also known as Gregory of Nazianzus). We easily see why they would consult these fourth-century authors as sources: Basil and Gregory both wrote texts that dealt with the relationship between secular learning and Christian faith. They also wrote letters to each other that wrestle with such topics as the relationship between the active and contemplative life, the manner of learning, and the role of community in the process. Together they composed an anthology of the writings of Origen as a tribute to a great theologian and educator before them.77

Our essayists turn to these thinkers for insight not only into the history of the relationship of faith and learning, but also for contemporary inspiration. They highlight that Basil and Gregory differ on their perspectives on the topic at hand, and our essayists themselves differ slightly in their interpretations. They consult ancient teachers who are themselves consulting an ancient teacher. The very habit of returning to Basil and Gregory, by four different authors at different institutions, shows an Orthodox manner of approach—examining traditionally religious sources with contemporary academic questions.78 It is a pattern very much ingrained in the way of knowing for the Orthodox.79 This way of knowing is not, generally speaking, a dry academic endeavor, for the thinkers whom the Orthodox consult are often embedded in the Orthodox liturgical tradition, where hymns are rhetorically structured to address believers in the present.80 The celebration and veneration of Saints Basil and Gregory is part of the Orthodox liturgical cycle. So by engaging these ancients not only for the task of history writing but for the goal of understanding, Orthodox Christian scholars are having living and often critical conversations with them—with an openness to both spiritual and intellectual formation.81

Of course while Orthodox Christians can be stereotyped as valuing tradition over and above scripture, most Orthodox theologians today will say that is an unhelpful dichotomy, and that the best way to understand tradition is to see it as scripture rightly interpreted.82 And so we find Orthodox biblical scholars making the unabashed claim, as did some modern Orthodox biblical scholars in prerevolutionary Russia, that scripture can and must be a source for the Christian scholar. Moreover, the Orthodox more or less avoided the confines of the historical-critical approach to the Bible that dominated much of Protestant thought in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and became a destabilizing force in the relationship of faith and higher education in US history. As Hetzner aptly articulates in her essay, “Having, by and large, missed the Enlightenment and, therefore, the opportunity to oppose it, the Orthodox Church has less historical overcoming to do.” Readers will not find the Orthodox authors in this volume engaged in defending themselves on how or why their reading of scripture is Orthodox. Their intent is not to present emphatically distinct ways of seeing scripture from an Orthodox perspective. Rather, the idea is to provide perspectives for this contemporary conversation that are the thoughtful offerings of Orthodox biblical scholars, who will each in varied ways bring their Orthodox context to their analysis.

In his essay, Michael Legaspi, associate professor in classics and ancient Mediterranean studies at Pennsylvania State, argues that the theme of wisdom in the Old Testament offers Christian scholars rich insights for their work in teaching, research, and scholarship in the university. George Parsenios, associate professor of New Testament at Princeton Theological Seminary, focuses on the way the apostle Paul employs “secular” learning and Jewish theological learning in his task as an apostle. Bruce Beck, assistant professor of New Testament at Hellenic College Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology, traces an early pedagogical paradigm of imitation from Jesus to the apostle Paul to John Chrysostom, in order to reflect on the phenomenon of embodied knowledge and suggest applications for contemporary educators. Beck’s article shows how Orthodox scholars commonly follow a strand of thought from scripture to later sources—that which becomes tradition as an embraced interpretation of scripture.

We find that this pattern of utilizing traditionally Orthodox religious sources is not relegated solely to textual sources. Roy Robson, professor of history at Penn State Abington, focuses his essay on a liturgical moment that is celebrated on the evening of the Feast of the Transfiguration of Christ each year—a moment that encompasses fragrance, light, movement, text, image, music, and local tradition—as a source for academic inspiration. He uses the language of Mikhail Bakhtin to describe the liturgical moment as polyphonic, multiperspectival, and ultimately transfiguring. As such, Robson argues, it offers important guidance for education, and he describes how he specifically used this polyphonic model in writing a world religions textbook for college students.

Candace Hetzner presents some practical implications of this pattern of Orthodox relationship with traditional sources. Students today often arrive on college campuses alienated from most of the key institutions of our society—government, business, church. They yearn for direction, and yet have no place to turn. An Orthodox college culture, Hetzner argues, would have among its objectives an appreciation of genuine authority, that is, the willingness to learn from those who possess greater knowledge and insight, and a valuing of traditions and institutions of collective wisdom through time. For Orthodox institutions, a valuing of collective wisdom through time would emanate from the very patterns for Orthodox intellectual life.

A critical component of this habit of treasuring wisdom must not be left out: for Orthodox Christian academics, the continual consulting of traditionally religious sources is itself a scholarly, academic affair. Such engagement requires reading texts with the best critical acumen. Both Behr and Louth “deconstruct” the face-value reading of rhetorical hostility between faith and learning; instead of narrowly condemning the very notion of deconstruction as antithetical to Christianity, they use the approach to illumine a deeper truth within the tradition. Gayle Woloschak, professor of radiation oncology at Northwestern University, in her essay on being Orthodox and being a scientist, notes the Orthodox tendency to succumb to ideologies that are often idolatries—namely worshiping “being ancient” over being truthful. Indeed, the gift of the Orthodox academic to the wider church is the very ability to approach the traditionally religious sources both faithfully and critically, to help the church discern what is of enduring value. Ultimately, this habit of revisiting traditional sources is, at its best for the Orthodox, an act of living the questions.

“Between the Scylla of Sectarian Separation and the Charybdis of Secular Effacement”

A second recurrent theme in the essays is the notion that it is the responsibility of the Orthodox academic to lead the way in charting a middle course between—to borrow Noll’s terms—sectarian separation and secular effacement. Several authors name some of the key temptations for the Orthodox in this regard, and turn to the tradition for guidance.

George Parsenios acknowledges the options that exist for the Orthodox in the West who find themselves in an essentially foreign intellectual, political, and social environment: one option is to resist any Western influence at all; the other is to completely capitulate. He looks to the apostle Paul as a model of one who avoids polar extremes as he seamlessly uses Greek and Roman rhetorical tools and techniques in a way that allows him to further the mission of the gospel. This, Parsenios asserts, is our invitation to avoid easy oppositions between the world and the church in the realm of higher learning.

Indeed, we find the recurrent notion among the authors that Orthodox involvement in higher education provides important fodder for Orthodox churches to resist retreating to sectarian separation. Georges Nahas points to the tragic habit among some Orthodox of reducing church witness by limiting it to maintaining a liturgical life within the context of Orthodox Church services. He maintains that though the life of the Orthodox is certainly and deeply liturgical, it is very outward looking in its theological dimensions; the church is responsible for the world, and Nahas believes this responsibility is a divine duty. Through higher education, the church as “annunciator” must deliver the message of life and hope, being proactively involved in the problems of our age and participating in possible solutions. Michael Plekon, an Orthodox priest who has served on the faculty at Baruch College at City University of New York for over three decades, offers his own reflections on how he sees his “day job” as a professor at a diverse public institution as ministry itself—not as a way of proselytizing, but as a way of inviting students to think more deeply and respectfully about religions and people of religious faith. He bases this spirit of openness on the work of the “Paris School” of émigré Russian Orthodox theologians associated with St. Sergius Institute in Paris. He cites the work of Orthodox theologian Nicholas Afanasiev (1893–1966), who argues against the notion that the church’s mission in the world is to preserve its sanctity in order to bring it to the time of fulfillment. This would presuppose that there is one road from the world into the church, but no road from the church into the world—a notion that would be correct only if the church could leave the world. But the church does not lead her members out of the world or leave her members in the world alone. Rather she faces the world, abides in and builds the world until “the fullness of time.” An openness to culture, a genuine engagement with learning and art, politics and society, and a desire to serve those in need, all are seen as a renewing of Christian discipleship.

Papanikolaou argues that the vocation of Orthodox scholars is to challenge the anti-intellectualism of some of contemporary Orthodoxy, exemplified in the “silly dualism” between mysticism and reason promoted by some Orthodox theologians. Moreover, he argues that it is the responsibility of Orthodox scholars to convince other academics that we will not make fundamentalism go away by marginalizing religion “but by encouraging more critical discussion and debate about religious ideas, and by increasing theological literacy.” Hetzner points out that the church benefits from the challenges posed by intellectual dialogue on the college campus. These challenges give the church an opportunity to look at itself critically, providing an avenue to reflect on a changing world and what changes the institution is being called to.

The authors are also inclined to engage pressing contemporary issues for our society at large. They call attention to stereotypical extremes and offer alternatives. Echoing some of the modern Orthodox thinkers discussed in Shevzov’s essay, Gayle Woloschak focuses on the interface between science and religion, highlighting the prevalence today of extreme views: the scientist who believes that a war must be waged on religion, which represents humanity’s “irrational religious” past; the Christian who believes all science is bereft of any spiritual dimension, and all scientific theories are necessarily godless. Woloschak argues that such extremes—full of ideologies more stereotypical than accurate—leave us without the critical tools needed to engage everyday science-religion issues that need our attention: genetically modified crops, global climate change, in-vitro fertilization. She sees interdisciplinary discussion and collaboration across fields as essential not only for pastoral care within churches, but also for science and the academy.

Prodromou, who in her own professional career has effectively lived in this important “between” space by serving on the United States Commission on International Religious Freedom, illustrates that both sectarian separation and secular effacement would ultimately be a tragedy when Orthodoxy is considered in the fields of political science and international relations. She shares hope and vision for the future, noting that “the end of the Cold War has enabled the emergence of a globalized, transnational community of Orthodox Christian scholars conducting research in political science, offering the possibilities for comparative analyses of the internal pluralism of global Orthodox Christianity.” Her essay illumines her claim that Orthodox Christianity in American higher education can contribute to “making sense of and respecting the distinctions and connections between one’s religious commitments and one’s scholarship.”

Papanikolaou illustrates how he brings the concern for religion on the world scene into the classroom. His point of departure is student perception in a required theology course he teaches at the Roman Catholic Fordham University. To address student resistance to the theology requirement itself—out of a feeling that religion is a matter of private, subjective opinion—Papanikolaou structures the first part of the course as a sociological, historical, and philosophical exploration of secularization in the United States before turning to examine fundamentalism as a prominent face of modern religion. His goal is to make students more critically aware of the context within which they construct their own ideas about religion and theology, in order to open space for them to think otherwise about these fields. There is, across these essays, a congruity of vision regarding the Orthodox academic vocation to chart a middle course for both the church and academy—this springs from the historical experience of the church and its theological vision of being outward looking for the life of the world.

Yes, Mystery and Unknown, but Also Word and Narrative

Related to this careful balance between sectarian separation and secular effacement is the Orthodox stance towards mystery and the unknown. Indeed it is this stance that the Jacobsens directly refer to in their brief suggestion that the Orthodox have something to offer the conversation: “The Eastern Orthodox tradition has a long history of apophatic theology—an approach that stresses the fact that the most important truths about God cannot be put into words.”83 We do find the authors of these essays discussing distinctive ways apophatic theology can positively impact the academic enterprise. Hetzner argues that Orthodoxy offers important guidance for students by helping to resolve relativist-absolutist tensions because Orthodoxy is clear about what we may know with certainty and what remains unknown—apophatic or ineffable. This emphasis marks a significant departure from much Christian absolutism. With it, a college culture would have as one of its foundational objectives “believing that human beings can know many things but not everything.”

This theological point provides a corrective to some contemporary intellectual currents. Markides advocates that apophaticism, “the hallmark of Orthodoxy,” is an important offering to help loosen the bonds of historical materialism and reductionism. For Orthodox academics, it can also become the spirit in which they pursue scholarship and teaching. Belief in the apophatic nature of God requires the cultivation of humility, with the constant reminder of the limits of human knowledge. Scott Cairns, the poet and professor of English at the University of Missouri, describes how this unknowability transfers directly to his craft, especially as he teaches it to students: “The pursuit of art becomes utterly worthless when it is reduced to being the expression of what we know, or of what we think we know.” Rather, poems that may be called Orthodox reflect a sacramental or mystical poetics; they insist on the reader’s participation in making something of them, and it is in that space of the unknown—with the shared experience of attention to the words—that meaning is made. For Cairns, apophaticism provides the very manner in which understanding is pursued.

Cairns’s joint emphasis on both the space of the unknown and the attention to words is critical, because while Orthodox apophatic theology is often seen as a distinctive marker of the tradition, to emphasize it to an exclusion of the place of attention to word and narrative would do injustice. John Behr illumines the power that the early church fathers gave to words—in Greek logoi, or logos in the singular—and specifically as related to the teaching-learning relationship:

It is logos that differentiates us from brute animals; it is by logos that we become human (and as Saint Irenaeus [c. 130–c. 202] reminds us, we must first become human before we can be deified); it is logos that we have in common with God; it is through logoi that we communicate with each other; it is with his words that a teacher teaches and a spiritual guide guides, words that are demonstrated to be trustworthy by the manner of life of the speaker—yet words that also persuade us of his trustworthiness.

Behr summarizes that given this importance, our greatest task as human beings is to study the art of words, and his essay addresses how and why this is so according to patristic writers, given that Christianity is essentially a revealed religion. McGuckin argues for the centrality of narrative for understanding the history of education in the Orthodox tradition. Christ’s saving kerygma is taught chiefly in the medium of story; the church is a coming together to hear the story; theology is narrative expression. The tradition is clear that the church’s duty is to be attentive to the story of the Word.

Louth, in his discussion of Orthodox monasticism and higher education, notes the difference between the pursuit of monasticism, or Christian discipleship, and the pursuit of learning. The goal of the first is attentiveness to the Word of God. For the pursuit of learning, Louth notes that the fathers believed that there are ways in which the created order speaks to us of God. He gives the example of Maximos the Confessor, who, in his Ambigua, finds a close parallel between the Word manifest to us in the words of scripture and the Word manifest to us in the words, the λόγοι, of creation. Louth focuses on the contemplative life as a shared root of both monasticism and higher education, and how it is in danger of being lost in higher education: “Teaching is no longer concerned with developing a capacity in students for seeing things as they are, but with providing them with skills that will make them attractive in the marketplace.” Higher education, Louth argues, has a certain calling to develop in faculty and students habits of attention and contemplation.

Theological emphases on both the importance of the word and unknowability are foundational to the Orthodox academic enterprise. They require attentiveness, the goal of which is contemplative wisdom, the ultimate end of all knowledge. This wisdom is achieved only by detachment from the self and from any attempt to exploit what it is we are seeking to understand. To this end, humility is not a nice attribute to which a scholar should strive, but rather an essential precondition, a foundational requirement.

Education as Holistic, on Theoretical, Personal, and Ecclesial Levels

This emphasis on wisdom and humility leads us to a fourth and final theme. The essays in this volume repeatedly emphasize that education in the Orthodox tradition naturally strives to be holistic on both theoretical and personal levels. For Legaspi, to return to biblical understanding of wisdom is to fight for what is steadfastly holistic. Wisdom holds together life in its metaphysical, cosmic, social, and personal aspects. Scholars oriented towards wisdom will refuse to compartmentalize forms of inquiry. Within the various disciplines of higher education, wisdom resists fragmentation and will manifest itself in the “disciplined search for meaningful connection.”

Shevzov shows how the idea of unity formed the basis of the thinking of many of Russia’s academic Orthodox thinkers at the turn of the twentieth century when they defended theology’s place in the university curriculum. Higher education should embrace “the totality of knowledge” and strive for an “integral consciousness” over and against the fragmented knowledge demanded by the systematic classification and specialization within the fields of contemporary science. Striving for this integration was a sacred task from an Orthodox anthropological standpoint, and as a result no form of knowledge should be excluded. From this perspective, these thinkers argued that a university curriculum without offerings in theology remained incomplete. Theology ultimately offered a unifying link that harmonized the otherwise fragmented realms of knowledge.

Kyriacos Markides, following his teacher Pitirim Sorokin, Russian émigré and founder of the sociology department at Harvard, also advocates for an “integralist truth” which aims to cultivate three strands of knowledge—the senses, the mind, and intuition—in order to attain a more balanced, holistic, and integral vision of reality. Behr illustrates that in the early church, education was both an intellectual affair and concerned with spiritual formation. “It would have been inconceivable to separate these two aspects of paideia. It was not enough to be able to speak about a subject: the student had to strive, Gregory [the Theologian] recalled, to attain ‘the practical accomplishment of the thing expressed.’”

Not surprisingly, we find among the essays a deep concern for the holistic formation of students in the American academy today. As Hetzner maintains, speaking of the digital revolution which is the waters all students swim in, “In this environment, to speak of souls is almost quaint, but an Orthodox college must do so.” In Papanikolaou’s essay we find his concern for helping students understand that being “religious” has to do with formation of the person to be in a certain way—to transform one’s mode of being in the world. Christian practices such as fasting, therefore, are seen as ways of forming the whole person. “Christianity is a being that is realized in and through particular practices that are time tested in the Christian ascetical tradition.”

This vision of the holistic encompasses the very hope for the union among Christians that Radu Bordeianu argues for in his essay, “Ecumenism in the Classroom.” Following the Romanian Orthodox theologian Dumitru Staniloae (1903–93), Bordeianu asserts that ecumenism is an intrinsic aspect of Orthodox teaching and that Christians must strive to repair brokenness and restore unity, including the visible unity of the churches. He addresses how teaching, research, and the service endeavors of academic life can be ecumenical. His own students are assigned extensive research to discover differences among various Christian denominations, and may form opinions about the degree of unity in diversity that Christianity can achieve today. Moreover, he invites them to engage in some type of service as a part of the course requirement and reflect theologically upon their experience. This challenges students to resist making a common mistake of ecumenism: splitting the agenda in two opposite directions, church unity and work for justice. Through their own research and service, Orthodox professors of theology or religious studies have the opportunity to contribute to the cause of Christian unity.

Striving for this unity and holism is ultimately an act of wisdom. And Christian wisdom, asserts Legaspi, is to see the unity of all things, “not in nakedly intellectual terms, as something fully transparent to human reason, but rather as embodied and actualized in the One who unites humanity and divinity, strength and humility, holiness and power.” Beck helps us further understand, in ruminating on Christ as teacher in Matthew, how Christ, as the ultimate source of our faith, calls disciples not to knowledge as the word is typically used, but to a way of learning that continually imitates him and leads to acts of mercy towards others. This way of learning leads to the phenomenon of embodied knowledge that we find in the person of Christ. Jesus integrates learning with doing, content with mentorship, high standards with mercy.

These themes cannot be definitively called “the Orthodox approach to faith and learning” because, once again, this is just the beginning of an exploration of this topic. But they present enough of a picture for us to get an overall sense of the way faith-informed Orthodox scholars will engage their academic task. The themes are an invitation to academics today to consult traditional religious sources for contemporary inspiration; to chart a middle course between sectarian separation and secular effacement for both the church and the academy; to prioritize attentiveness to word and narrative, and to the ultimate limits of all human knowledge; and to strive for a holistic vision in their educational task—resisting fragmentation and searching for unity within ourselves, unity of knowledge, even the unity of churches.

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?

Reflection on the historiography of the relationship between Christianity and higher education in the United States and the contours of the current scholarship opens important space for alternate models of the relationship between faith and learning in higher education. In this space, there is room for the Orthodox to be authentically Orthodox—to plumb our traditionally religious sources for contemporary inspiration and to do so in conversation with those in the wider academy, living in the productive tension between sectarian separation and secular effacement. Orthodox Christians may enter this conversation that is a strong thread within American Christianity.

The Protestant and Catholic scholars mentioned at the beginning of this introduction all make excellent conversation partners for the Orthodox. They are self-critical in a way that Orthodox should appreciate. They highlight temptations that are relevant for Orthodox Christians: epistemological arrogance, the notion of Christian scholarship as an antisecular crusade for truth, a “hyperphilosophical” approach, and the stricture of the notion that Christian scholarship must follow a singular path, regardless of a scholar’s own academic discipline or understanding of faith. Additionally, they help illumine the issues around the modern dichotomy between faith and knowledge on American soil.

The wider conversation regarding faith and learning can assist Orthodox Christians in the American academy today with the process of gaining some thoughtful language and questions with which to engage the challenging task of relating faith and learning. Particularly helpful is Marsden’s insight into the idea of faith-informed scholarship and the ways religious commitments and traditions are likely to influence the evaluative dimensions of such scholarship. Boyer’s notion of Christian scholarship “tincturing the world of scholarship as a whole with a deepened sense of the unity of reality and of our responsibility to serve others” is a vision worthy of aspiration.

Striking commonalities emerge from both the mainstream literature and the Orthodox voices in this volume. There is shared concern about the rise in fundamentalism, and therefore about the critical importance of faith-informed scholarly work for the very future of the Christian faith. The perspective that Christian scholarship typically grows out of full personhood, not by sheer rationality or logic, and that it should aim to celebrate the wholeness of God’s creation, sounds strikingly similar to the Orthodox emphasis on education being holistic. We find in both sets of writers the notion that combining deep personal commitment to Christ and to the life of the mind is a matter of “living the questions.”

Our best hope is that the volume provokes among its readers recognition of the lacuna, and therefore the finest result would be a flurry of response with additional perspectives, nuanced critiques, and further explorations. It is worth here suggesting three: a broad need, a narrow project, and an institutional necessity. First and foremost, there is the project of widening the scope of Orthodox thought by seeking more input from abroad. This includes the project of translation: there are scholars within traditionally Orthodox countries that have thought and published on this topic of faith and learning, faith and knowledge. English translation of the best of these publications is needed for the Orthodox in the English-speaking diaspora and for the ecumenical conversation. Additionally there is the necessity of increasing research on and collaboration with Orthodox schools abroad. While the bulk of Orthodox institutions of higher education abroad are seminaries, graduate theological schools, or theological faculties attached to universities, there are a few institutions with broader aims in their missions. In addition to the University of Balamand, several other Orthodox universities have opened within the last half-century. Perry Glanzer of Baylor University has done some preliminary work on this topic within the context of Christian higher education globally. In his essay “Resurrecting Universities with Soul: Christian Higher Education in Post-Communist Europe,” for instance, he discusses the opening of St. John Orthodox University in Moscow in 1992 (whose founder, Father Ioann Ekonomtzsev, told the New York Times in 1998, “Our purpose was to bring about a synthesis between scholarship and faith, and religion and morality, because scholarship without morality at its core is dangerous”) and St. Tikhon’s Orthodox University in Moscow in 2004, which grew out of underground Bible courses offered during the communist era.84 St. Tikhon’s University in particular has become a premier training ground for lay Orthodox academics—male and female—who in many ways are raising the bar for the next generation of Orthodox scholars.

Second, a specific project: a sociological study of American Orthodox youth and their undergraduate experience, examining where they go to college, what they study, what level and distribution of degrees they earn, and what percentage remain active members of an Orthodox church during college. What role does higher education play in young people leaving (or entering) the Orthodox Church? This project would help the Orthodox Church in the United States understand itself as well as help a wider audience understand Orthodox Christian college students.

Third, the institutional necessity: on a very practical level, this volume hopes to provoke further work from and for those Orthodox institutions in North America that have faith and learning as one of their aims but have not, to date, had much Orthodox scholarly literature to support their endeavors. Simultaneously, the editors hope that this volume will help the Orthodox Church celebrate the vocation of its academics across the disciplines, and make use of them to help the church chart a wise middle course in meeting the twenty-first-century needs of its people.

The Orthodox should not feel alone in this challenge. In the 2001 publication As Leaven in the World: Catholic Perspectives on Faith, Vocation, and the Intellectual Life, Thomas Landy grounds his introduction in an experience that could be easily rewritten as precisely reflecting that of Orthodox academics:

Today, young Catholic scholars often tell me that they find themselves in a double bind: their academic colleagues have no interest in talking about religion except to caricature it; other Catholics seldom can relate to the academic work as potentially valuable from a religious point of view. When they ask people in ministry for help figuring out how to be disciples in the world, they are often sent away from intellectual pursuits, to volunteer in some sort of social service. Few of them are helped to explore deeply how the disciplinary work they are dedicating their talents to could also be a vocation.85

If this has been the experience of Orthodox scholars, this volume should give them the raw material to radically rethink their academic gifts as vocation. To put it more strongly, as McGuckin does: for first-world Orthodox in America, our sociological and financial position requires this of us. It is simply the vocation of Orthodox Christians in American higher education to use their academic talents for a deeper reflection on the pressing needs of the world and the church for this century.
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