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OPENING ADDRESSES

To: Academician Basarab Nicolescu
President of the Organizing Committee

Dear Mr. Nicolescu,

I have gladly received the invitation of ADSTR Romania to participate
between October 18th and 20th of this year in the International Congress

“Romania as a laboratory of the dialogue between science and spirituality
in the contemporary world”, for which I thank you.

Unfortunately, the distance, the urgent administrative problems,
and my health condition do not allow me to take part in this meeting,
but I ask you to receive the assurance that, spiritually, I will be at that
moment near you and those present.

Also, I send you and all the participants in this Congress the most
cordial congratulations for organizing a meeting devoted to the dialogue
between science and spirituality, together with my blessing and my good
wishes. 

Please receive, dear Mr. Nicolescu, the expression of my best feelings.

Cluj-Napoca, September 15th, 2009

† BARTOLOMEU

Metropolitan of Cluj, Alba,
Criºana and Maramureº*

* His Grace Bartolomeu Anania, Metropolitan of Cluj, Alba, Criºana and Maramureº,
passed away on January 31st, 2011, just days before this book went to print.



Dear Academician Basarab Nicolescu,
Dear Professor Magda Stavinschi,

Thank you for the invitation to attend the Congress that is taking place
between 18 and 20 October this year. 

The topic of the Congress is quite exciting and I congratulate you
for this initiative. Unfortunately, I will be out of the country exactly in
that period.

I honestly regret to be unable to attend the proceedings and hope to
compensate for my absence on another occasion.

Best thoughts,

ANDREI PLEªU

Director of the Romanian Academy
Institute of the History of Religions
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Dear guests, dear colleagues,
ladies and gentlemen,

In the name of Academician Ionel Haiduc, President of the Romanian
Academy, I greet you. We consider that your  congress is of great impor-

tance. Let me say a few words about Science and Spirituality and their
relationship.

Both Science, and Spirituality are the search for truth: of the physical
world on one side, of the nature of consciousness on the other. As such,
there is no conflict between them. For the same reason, there is currently
little contact between the two, either. The current scientific paradigm seeks
to explain everything in physical terms. Western Science has now looked
out to the edges of Universe, back in time to the beginning of creation,
and down into the sub-atomic structure of matter, and it finds no place,
nor any need, for God. But this is because it has not yet included the inner
realm of mind in its scope. When Science explores mind as fully as it has
explored space, time and matter, it will create a new worldview, one that
include Spirituality.

Spirituality, on the other hand, often approaches the real world
very unscientifically . People believe things simply because someone
has said or written them. But this is hardly the best way to arrive at truth.
The Buddha warned against it 2,500 years ago, when he said „Do not
believe anything because I have told you so. Only believe it when you
have tested it for yourself.” In this respect, spiritual growth can and
should be very scientific. And rapid spiritual growth is something badly
needed in the world of today.

MARIUS IOSIFESCU

Vicepresident
of the Romanian Academy
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Mr. President, ladies and gentlemen,

It is an honour for me to speak at the opening of this conference. I regret
that I cannot participate as someone who has something to say, I mean

something substantial. I would have loved to do so, to be with you during
the discussions. I would have presented probably something in my own
field, but, as Basarab Nicolescu said, the political agenda is very messy,
so I will have plenty of other things to do during the day, much less inter-
esting than this conference.

I am afraid you will not hear many interesting things from me. We
all practice somehow, I think, the dialogue between science and theology
in our fields. I have practiced this “sport” before, the dialogue, let us say,
between theology and political science for example, or history — that is
an obvious point where you need to do so, as the dialogue is part of sci-
entific research. As a historian or a political scientist, you very often have
to really take theology seriously. Very often you see byzantinologists,
for example, writing about the economy of the Byzantine Empire or the
economy of monasticism, but they do not have any understanding for
what monasticism is about; I mean there is a problem when the lack of
theological sense is a scientific problem. You write about something but
you do not understand the center of that something. Very often in the
scholarly world we experience these people who actually do not have,
well, not faith, because that is another thing, that is between us and God,
but a sense for the theological issues. This, I think, is very important for
many scholarly projects. You cannot write seriously about certain matters
without having a good theological background or a sense for theological
issues, I mean the sensus theologicus is a very important aspect for various
scholarly projects. I could have spoken about the sensus theologicus in
my own field, in political theory, but, as I said, unfortunately I do not
have much time to prepare  something substantial about this and during
the day, I mean the day starts very well for me, in a very pleasant way,
but the rest of the day I am afraid will be less pleasant.

I would have been very happy to be with you and listen to what is
being said about the dialogue between theology and science in other fields.
I could have spoken about my own experience, but I would have been
very much interested to hear from other fields of science as well. In any
case, in our field, in human sciences, to have what I call sensus theologicus
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is extremely important and it is often a matter of scientific seriousness.
It is an extremely important aspect of research itself, it is important for
research to have knowledge of theology, an understanding of what it is
really about. You cannot speak and think about the history of the
Byzantine Empire without understanding what, for example, is the logic
of a mystical current like this.

Saying this, I do not want to monopolize the time of the opening
of the conference. I wish you all the best during this two day’ conference.
I am sure that the dialogue between the participants will continue after-
wards. I hope that I will be able to come either today, or tomorrow again.
In any case, I wish you a wonderful conference. I am sure it will be
because it is extremely interesting, the programme is very interesting,
the participants are all brilliant — I know some of them — so I wish you
a successful conference and I thank you for inviting me at the beginning.
Thank you very much!

THEODOR PALEOLOGU

Minister of Culture, Religious Affairs 
and Cultural Heritage
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Dear guests, ladies and gentlemen,

The United Nations’ Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) was founded on November 16th, 1945. For this specialized

United Nations agency, it is not enough to build classrooms in devastated
countries or to publish scientific breakthroughs. Today, there are means
to achieve a far more ambitious goal: to build peace in the minds of men.
UNESCO functions as a laboratory of ideas and a standard-setter to forge
universal agreements on emerging ethical issues and is working to create
the conditions for a genuine dialogue based upon a mutual respect for
shared values and the dignity of each civilization and culture.

In this field, an important objective is the implementation of the
MOST (Monitorizing of Social Transformation) programme, the objectives
of which could be summed up under three headings:

— to promote the research-policy interlink (UNESCO’s term is the
“nexus”);

— to promote a continuing dialogue among the decision-making
fields, research communities, and the civil society, to facilitate
a platform of dialogue between the representatives of different
views on social transformation, belonging to different spheres
of society; by promoting appropiate spaces for exchanges, trust
can be strengthened between the research and policy-making
communities, in order to set up research networks at the
national and regional levels and to initiate research on priority
themes, meant to serve policy-making and decision-taking;

— to involve the civil society associations that play an active role
in social development.

Romania is fully supportive of UNESCO’s efforts to reinforce the
MOST Programme and considers the establishment of MOST National
Communities (MNCs), with a renewed role and mission and  with
extended functions. The envisaged think-tank function of the Romanian
MOST National Community is particularly important. Think-tanks are
very diverse in function, field of endeavour, ideological orientation, and
the major ones have considerable resources, as well as enormous political
clout that can hardly be matched by MNCs.

That is the reason for the intense activity of the National Commis-
sion of Romania for UNESCO in the projects about the dialogue between
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science and religion — science and spirituality in a very large concept.
The National Commission of Romania for UNESCO took part in all the
congresses organized in Bucharest  by the Association for the Dialogue
between Science and Theology in Romania:

— “Science and Religion. Antagonism or Complementarity?” in
2001;

— “Science and Orthodoxy. A Necessary Dialogue” in 2005;
— “The Dialogue between Science and Religion in the Orthodox

World” in 2008,
as well as in other events related to the programs under the aegis of the
John Templeton Foundation. We also take into consideration the strong
cooperation that the NRC for UNESCO has had with the Romanian
Association for the Club of Rome (ARCOR) and with the Association for
the Dialogue between Science and Theology (ADSTR).

Hoping that the international conference “Romania as a Laboratory
of the Dialogue between Science and Spirituality in the Contemporary
World” will contribute to the increasing awareness of the importance of
the dialogue between science, spirituality, and society among the public.

I would like to convey to you all my wishes for a successful event.

ªERBAN URSU

Secretary General
National Commission of Romania for UNESCO
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INVITED TALKS /
ALLOCUTIONS DES INVITÉS





ROMANIA, AS A LABORATORY
OF THE DIALOGUE BETWEEN 
SCIENCE AND SPIRITUALITY

IN THE CONTEMPORARY WORLD

Magda Stavinschi
ADSTR, Romania

Romania, a “laboratory”? Why precisely Romania? I will try to answer
this question by turning back in time. 

It seems that God has blessed these lands inhabited today by the
Romanian people: located mid-way between the Pole and the Equator,
crossed by the belt of the Carpathians mountains, they are the entrance
into Europe from the Danube Delta and the Black Sea: plains and hills,
mountains and waters, rich cornfields, centuries-old forests and an under -
ground full of riches seem to make us one of the happiest countries. 

God sent us St. Andrew the Apostle, who preached in Asia Minor
and Scythia, on the shores of the Black Sea, in the very first century after
Christ. Hence, he became the patron-saint of Romania, Russia, and the
Ukraine.

Still, the Lord seems to have been putting us to a test, in order to see
whether we deserve all this: earthquakes, fires and floods, invasions. Over
the centuries, we have been a shield for Europe in front of the barbarian
invasions and, in recent decades, even the Communist one. 

Stephen the Great and Saint achieved fame in Europe for his long
resistance in front of the Ottomans. He was victorious in 46 of his 48 bat-
tles, and was among the first to gain a decisive victory over the Ottomans
in the Battle of Vaslui, after which Pope Sixtus IV deemed him verus chris-
tianae fidei athleta (True Champion of Christian Faith). He is now declared
a saint.

Perhaps the most difficult test was the Communist period that shook
Romania in the latter half of the 20th century. Does anyone know the real
number of victims between 1945 and 1989? 
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Romania is a secular state, thus having no national religion. Yet,
there is a dominant religion: Orthodoxy, within the Eastern Orthodox
Com munion. Those who declare themselves Orthodox make up 86.7% of
the population, according to the 2002 census. Other important Christian
denominations include Roman Catholicism (4.7%), Protestantism (3.7%),
Pentecostalism (1.5%), and the Romanian Greek-Catholics (only 0.9%).
Romania also has a Muslim minority concentrated in the Dobrudja,
mostly of Turkish ethnicity and numbering 67,500 people. Based on the
2002 census data, there are also 6,179 Jews, 23,105 people who are of no
religion and/or atheist, and 11,734 who refused to answer. 

Despite this significant percentage of believers, Romania had to
face decades of furious atheistic campaigns. It is worth mentioning for
those who have had the luck not to go through this, as it is developing on
the background of an atheist scientific education. 

However, a miracle happened: what seemed to take forever (at least
this is what the dictators and Communist leaders wanted) has ended. The
moment remains in Romanian history as December 22nd, 1989.

The chains were broken, both of Communist slavery, and of religious
persecution.

We do not know whether the road we have taken is the right one.
But something happened. 

Almost ten years passed and the chance was that my good friend
Basarab Nicolescu, whom I saw again after almost three decades, gave me
an opportunity to participate for the first time in a symposium devoted
to the dialogue between science and religion. The symposium was held
in Paris, on April 12th, 2000, and was organized by the UIP in cooperation
with UNESCO. 

All I was hearing there was completely new to me. I was completely
fascinated that at the same table scientists could sit together with repre-
sentatives of various religious denominations. 

My turn had come to say a few words. They were: if something like
this was extraordinary even in the Western world, until recently in our
country we could not even have dreamt of it. I did not even dare to think
of the echo it would have had in a world where the Bible was hidden and
one could only sneak inside a church. 

I knew Romania had had a tradition of keeping up culture in church-
es and monasteries, and that great scholars of the Romanian principalities
had been priests or monks. A few examples are: 

Dionysius Exiguus (Dennis the Little or Dennis the Short, meaning
humble — c. AD 470 – c. AD 544) was a 6th-century monk born in Scythia
Minor, i.e. in modern-day Dobrudja, Romania. He is the creator of the
Christian era, being twice a genius: (1) he imposed to the entire world the
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counting of years since the birth of Christ, regardless of religion; (2) his
outstanding knowledge of history, astronomy, philosophy, theology, lan-
guages, etc. allowed him to approximate the date of Christ’s birth, near-
ly five centuries afterwards, with a negligible error unsurpassed not even
today. 

Another shining example was Hrisant Notara, sent by the Prince of
Wallachia Constantin Brâncoveanu (1654-1714) to study in the great cen-
ters of Europe, a collaborator of Giovanni Domenico Cassini (1625-1712),
the first director of the Paris Observatory and author of a scientific paper
printed in Paris in 1716, entitled Introduction to Geography and the Spheres,
who eventually becoming a Patriarch in Jerusalem. 

Moreover, an important factor in the revival of the dialogue between
science and religion in Romania was its particular character: it is actually
an oxymoron, since we are speaking at the same time of a Latin country
and an Orthodox country. The Latinity of Romania allows it to be a privi -
leged place for the dialogue with the Catholic Church and the different
religious traditions in Europe and Latin America. 

This might also be the reason why the first visit of a Pope to an
Orthodox country took place in Romania in May 1999: Pope John-Paul II
was triumphally received by the Orthodox Church and the cultural and
political authorities. Moreover, His Beatitude Teoctist was the first Ortho -
dox Patriarch who celebrated the Vatican mass together with the Catholic
Pope, after addressing a huge crowd at the Piazza San Pietro, in 2002. 

So there were enough prerequisites for the experience I had in April
2000, a unique one at that time, to be repeated even in my country. 

And the miracle did not delay to happen. 
Between November 8th and 11th, 2001, the International Conference

“Science and Religion. Antagonism or Complementarity?” was held in
Bucharest, the first of its kind in an Orthodox and post-Communist coun-
try. With an impressive international participation, under the aegis of the
John Templeton Foundation, it was a genuine success, without any exag-
geration. The works of the colloquium have also seen the light of print
in a volume published by the publishing house XXI: The Dogmatic Eon,
led by Rev. Doru Costache, PhD, now a priest in Australia.

The success of this colloquium led us to dare more: a comprehensive
program devoted to the dialogue between science and religion, that took
place over a period of three years, between 2004 and 2006 — “Science and
Religion in Romania” —, that not only received funding from the John
Templeton Foundation, but also its advice.

Researches and courses, books and conferences, local or national
meetings, they all saw their crowning in the International Congress
“Science and Orthodoxy. A Necessary Dialogue”, organized in Bucharest
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and Constanþa. The works of the Congress were published in the volume
of the same title and the results of the researches of an important number
of members of the Association for the Dialogue between Science and
Theology in Romania in the volume Romanian Perspectives on Science and
Theology. 

This was followed by the “Bridge Program”, in 2006. Building on
the success of the previous program (2004-2006), the objective of this one
was to contribute to the consolidation of the Romanian Science-and-
Religion network and its recognition in the Romanian academic milieu.
Its purpose was devoted to preparing the ground for the implementation
of future activities. This project focused on organizing each of the six
regional poles of the network and on building up infrastructures at a
national level. 

The activities of the first “Science and Religion in Romania” program
continued in regular local meetings, with the publication or translation of
new books and journals, and the starting of two new courses. 

The last program ended on December 31th, 2009. Namely, it was
the S.O.R.E. program: ”Science and Orthodoxy. Research and Education”,
2007-2009.

S.O.R.E. had an obvious effect in the neighboring countries, the proof
being the international meeting organized in February 2009 in Sibiu: “Big
Questions about the Universe”, which brought together scientists and
theologians from all of south-eastern Europe.

The program was primarily focused on the development of
research and education in science and religion at a national level. A lot of
themes were approached by different groups from seven university cen-
ters: Bucharest (15), Cluj (4), Craiova (9), Constanþa (5), Iaºi (4), Ploieºti (5)
and eight grants, all of them obtained through competition and presented
within the framework of the local meetings. A new group was formed
in cooperation with the Romanian National Commission for UNESCO.
Over 130 Romanian researchers from science and theology and post-doc-
torate students participated in this project. The program was sustained
by a lot of personalities of Romania, including the president of the
Romanian Academy and high eminences of the Orthodox Church.

A lot of courses were followed by the students of the theological
departments or other specialties (journalism, history, technical studies) in
Bucharest, Cluj, Constanþa, Iaºi. A master course was organized in Craiova.

The country will benefit from a large library created by the books
and journals published within the framework of the Templeton programs.
We have published about 40 books in the series “Science and Religion”,
whether in translation or written in Romanian, other ones being in print.
The journal Transdisciplinarity in Science and Religion benefited from the
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contribution of the most important personalities, winners of Templeton
prizes included. The chronicles in the mass-media prove the large impact
of these publications for the Romanian readers.

The international congresses organized in 2007 in Sibiu, and in 2008
and 2009 in Bucharest were attended by a lot of scientists, philosophers,
and theologians, from different continents. The proceedings (whether
already published or in print) prove that the model we constructed is
valid for people interested in such a dialogue, especially from the post-
communist and Orthodox countries.

Our conclusion is that we have to continue this hard work at a
national and an international level, with an enlarged interest for society
in general and for the youths, in particular. 

The consequence of our efforts spanning about one decade was the
foundation of the Institute for Transdisciplinary Studies in Science, Spiri -
tuality, Society — IT4S — which is intended for deepening the sphere
of our pursuit in research and education to a larger target: the whole of
society.

The main objective of the IT4S is to promote the inter- and trans -
disciplinary research in science and spirituality, in our country as well as
in the neighbouring ones, taking into account the experience gathered
during all these years. Romania has proven that it can be a very good
laboratory in which to experience the dialogue between science and spiri -
tuality in the contemporary world. 
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SCIENCE AND THEOLOGY:
WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO SPEAK OF A “DIALOGUE”?

Revd. Christopher C. Knight
International Society for Science and Religion,

Faraday Institute, St. Edmund’s College, Cambridge, UK,
Institute for Orthodox Christian Studies, Cambridge, UK.

We often speak loosely of the interaction of science and theology as
a “dialogue”. Among those who contribute to, or comment on, this

dialogue through their publications there is, however, often only a rudi-
mentary understanding of the need for a framework for this interaction
based on a deep understanding of the philosophical underpinnings of
both science and theology. (This is true, sadly, not only of the neo-atheist
authors who are often attacked on these grounds, but also — if in a less
obvious way — of many of their attackers.)

Moreover, when we examine the attempts that have been made to
provide a rigorous framework for this interaction, we find that here is
no widespread agreement about what will characterize an adequate dia-
logue. For example, two of the most recent suggested frameworks — one
seeing the dialogue primarily in terms of the concept of “transdiscipli -
narity” (Nicolescu [2002]), the other approaching the question through
the phenomenological tradition (Nesteruk [2008]) — articulate markedly
different prescriptions, despite the fact that their proposers both work
within a well-developed theological framework: that of Eastern Ortho -
dox Christianity.

How can we begin to judge the merits and demerits of these (and
other) theoretical frameworks for dialogue? At first sight, it might seem
that this could be done through a judgment of their descriptive accuracy
in relation to past attempts at dialogue that we judge fruitful. Just as the
philosophy of science in practice depends at least in part on the history
of science, so also, we might think, prescription must be related to the
des cription in the dialogue between science and theology. Certainly,
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some practitioners of the dialogue, in a pragmatic way, do accept the sort
of implicit prescription to be found in the work of some of their immediate
predecessors in the dialogue, seeing their own work as a continuation
or extension of that of these paradigmatic predecessors. A description of
what they take to be successful work becomes, by default, a kind of pre-
scription.

However, this approach to prescription is surely inadequate, since
the kind of link between prescription and description that is applicable to
the sciences is not applicable here. The philosophy of science of the present
day has a well-explored history of science to use as evidence, and there is
a broad consensus among the scientific practitioners about methodology.
Scientists do not have to think much (and in practice often do not know
much) about the philosophy of their discipline, but this has few practical
effects on their scientific activity because scientific methodology is incul-
cated by a training that reflects a “paradigm” consensus. The dialogue
between theology and modern science, by contrast, possesses only a short
history, and there is no broad consensus about methodology. As a result,
the relationship between description and prescription is not so clear-cut
here as in the sciences.

Indeed, at the present stage of the dialogue, some types of prescrip-
tion (like those of Nicolescu and Nesteruk) may — because of their essen-
tially prophetic nature — not yet have much to describe. At one level this
might be seen as a weakness in these prescriptions because there is in -
sufficient evidence to decide whether they are actually practicable or ade-
quate. At another level, however, such prescriptions serve as a salutary
reminder that prescription based on little more than a description of some
existing methodology may be inadequate or even incoherent. 

Prescription based on description suffers from yet another problem:
that of descriptive classification. The most widely used classification of
this kind is still that which was set out implicitly in Ian Barbour’s early
work (Barbour [1966]) and summed up concisely in his later publications
(e.g., Barbour [1990], pp. 3-30). Some current approaches do not fit this
descriptive scheme, however, and this suggests that it may — at least in
part — now be inadequate. 

As is well-known, Barbour points to four basic hypotheses in terms
of which the relationship between theology and science has been seen.
The first — the “conflict” hypothesis — is held by those whose scientific
materialism or religious fundamentalism leads them to insist that scien-
tific understanding and religious belief are incompatible, so that a choice
must be made between them. This remains a useful classification since it
is a view that in recent years has gained strength within both the religious,
and materialist camps. Within the world of Eastern Orthodox Christianity,
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for example, there exists a small group of publications (e.g., Rose [2000],
Sherrard [1992]) that are regularly cited in certain quarters to argue for
what is essentially a “conflict” understanding.

The “independence” hypothesis that Barbour identifies takes the
opposite view to the “conflict” one. It asserts that insights from science
can have no effect on theology and vice versa. For some who support this
hypothesis, this lack of interaction arises from the way in which the
methods of the two are necessarily very different (as claimed, for example,
by so-called neo-orthodox protestants and by existentialist theologians).
For others (those influenced by the Wittgensteinian linguistic analysis,
for example) the languages of science and religion are seen as serving
such different functions, that there can be no question of interaction. This,
too, remains a useful classification, since recent studies — such as that of
William H. Chalker (2006) — fall clearly into this category.

The other two classifications that Barbour uses are, however, less
clearly accurate or helpful at a descriptive level. For example, the term
dialogue, is not, in Barbour’s work, given the meaning that is often loosely
assigned to it. For him, it is limited to what he calls “indirect interactions
between science and religion involving boundary questions and methods
of the two fields” (Barbour [2000], p. 16). Here, the tendency is usually
towards the “independence” hypothesis, but it is recognized that the
latter cannot be held in a doctrinaire way. An example of this approach,
cited by Barbour, is that of Ernan McMullin, for whom theological and
scientific assertions should never be made dependent on one another.
The proper aim of science-religion studies is, for McMullin, what can per-
haps best be termed consonance. The Christian, he says, “cannot separate
his science from his theology as though they were in principle incapable
of interrelation […] He has to aim at some sort of coherence of worldview,
a coherence in which both science and theology […] must contribute. He
may, indeed must, strive to make his theology and his cosmology conso-
nant in the contributions they make to his worldview. But this conso-
nance (as history shows) is a tentative relation, constantly under scrutiny,
in constant slight shift” (McMullin [1987], p. 52). 

The “integration” hypothesis — as its name implies — is very
different to this in Barbour’s scheme. It is held, he asserts, by those who
believe some sort of integration of scientific and theological insights to be
possible. He points to three main versions of this hypothesis. The first is
the kind of apologetic “natural theology” which claims that the existence
of God is rendered probable by scientific insights. The second is that of
“systematic synthesis”, of the kind attempted, for example, by those
theologians who have adopted A.N. Whitehead’s process philosophy.
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The third is that of those scholars who perhaps represent the majority
position within science and religion studies today, who have attempted
to construct a “theology of nature”.

It is this “integration” category that is perhaps most questionable
of Barbour’s four categories. For example, does Nesteruk’s attempt at a
“neo-patristic synthesis” fit into the “systematic synthesis” sub-category
or into the quite different “independence” hypothesis? Both of these
possibilities can be argued, though in neither case entirely persuasively.
Moreover, when we look carefully at the last of Barbour’s sub-categories
— that of the “theology of nature” — we find that in many of its manifes-
tations this is simply a slightly stronger version of the attempt at “con -
sonance” described by McMullin, which is categorized by Barbour not
as integration, but as dialogue.

The “theology of nature” approach is perhaps the predominant
one within science and religion studies at the present time, so it perhaps
requires more analysis than it usually receives. In general, as I have noted
elsewhere, those who speak of their approaches in terms of a “theology
of nature” believe that “that there are good reasons to deny the validity
of some of the apologetic arguments of the natural theology of the past”.
Their approaches have “abandoned entirely both a simplistic view of the
‘intelligent design’ and the vitalistic assumption that naturalistic proces -
ses need supplementing in some way to bring about the attributes that
specifically characterize living beings and humanity. According to the
advocates of this theology, however, this abandonment does not mean
we must relinquish the concept of God as creator. Rather, it means we can
envisage God as creating in a way that is based on the interplay of chance
and physical law. The character of the universe is, they affirm, consonant
with the reality of a creator who has ‘designed’ it with the particular aim
that there should arise within it, through naturalistic processes, beings
who can come to know God as their creator and redeemer” (Knight [2007],
p. 9).

The three great pioneers of science-religion studies of the last half-
century — Arthur Peacocke, John Polkinghorne, and Barbour himself —
may all be seen as advocates of this kind of approach, though with sig -
nificant differences that have been analysed accurately (if inevitably
evaluated in a biased way) by Polkinghorne (1996) himself. One of the
interesting things about this analysis is that Polkinghorne clearly has
reservations about certain tendencies that he sees in his two colleagues’
work. Although he recognizes that science and religion have “important
things to say to each other” (Polkinghorne [1996], p. 6), he is sometimes
clearly unhappy with what these two others believe is actually being said.
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It is, he argues, vital that the broader understanding of the Christian
doctrine, that inevitably accompanies any interaction of science and the-
ology, is developed with a proper regard for both the scope and limits of
this interaction. Otherwise, he seems to fear, illegitimate developments of
Christian theo logy may become widely accepted because of a supposed
scientific basis.

Polkinghorne has suggested, in the context of these reservations,
that the many approaches that assume a proper interaction of science and
theology might be best classified not in terms of Barbour’s headings of
dialogue and integration, but instead under the headings of consonance and
assimilation. The term consonance should be used, he suggests, to indicate
those approaches, like his own, in which science “does not determine
theological thought, but constrains it”, in the sense that the scientific and
theological accounts of the world “must fit together in a mutually consis-
tent way”. More radical approaches, he goes on to suggest, involve assim-
ilation in the sense of attempting “a degree of accommodation of the one
to the other that could seem to threaten [theology’s] justified autonomy”
(Polkinghorne [1996], pp. 6 ff.).

Polkinghorne’s suggestion here reflects a tendency within science
and religion studies to recognize that the line between “dialogue” and
“integration” — as defined by Barbour — is in practice often very hard
to draw with any clarity. The writings of many scholars in fact manifest
aspects of both these categories. Moreover, the term dialogue is in practice
often used loosely to cover both categories, simply indicating any ap -
proach in which it is recognized that “science and religion have important
things to say to each other”. My own view is that this tendency must now
be accepted as the norm, and that we should use the term dialogue to
cover any approach that does not fit into Barbour’s “conflict” or “inde-
pendence” categories.

However, if we accept this, we must ask whether Polkinghorne’s
own division of approaches is a useful one. This, I think, may be doubt-
ed because the dividing line between consonance and assimilation is itself
judged by different people in different ways. In Polkinghorne’s own work,
there is an attitude towards consonance that seems comparable to that
which we have noted in the approach of McMullin. Polkinghorne’s moti-
vation for drawing the line where he does is, however, rather different to
that of McMullin, whose Aquinas-influenced outlook he does not share.
Nor, it would seem, does Polkinghorne’s motivation primarily arise from
an influence that he cites as one with which he is sympathetic — that of
Thomas Torrance. In practice, while he asserts theology’s autonomy,
Polkinghorne makes no real analysis of it in the way Torrance does, and
in general his outlook is not of the latter’s protestant neo-orthodox kind.
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What, then, causes Polkinghorne to draw the line between conso-
nance and assimilation where he does? As indicated by several aspects of
his discussion, the cause seems in fact “to have less to do with theological
autonomy as such than with assumptions about the boundaries of legiti-
mate doctrinal change” (Knight [2001], p. 8). What often seems most
important in Polkinghorne’s judgement is, in fact, his sense of the apolo-
getic need to demonstrate that his own version of Christianity is not at
odds with the general understanding of the world provided by modern
science. He wants to proclaim the two as “consonant” in the sense that
they can be held at the same time in a coherent way. 

This apologetic reluctance to cross certain doctrinal boundaries is in
fact to be found also in the work of many others involved in the dialogue,
including Barbour and Peacocke. These two may be less conservative
than Polkinghorne in what they see as inadmissible, but the same essen-
tial approach is still to be found in aspects of their work. This religious
conservatism is hardly surprising in religious believers, perhaps, but it
does raise a question about what sort of “dialogue” between science and
theology is assumed in their work. For all three, one of the dialogue part-
ners — theology — seems, at some point in the discussion, to have a sort
of implicit veto, which comes into play, not through a formally under-
stood (and formally questionable) framework of the sort to be found in
the work of McMullin and Torrance, but through an exercise of tacit
judgement which is often hard to identify clearly and which is sometimes
somewhat idiosyncratic.

Interestingly, this sort of implicit criticism of the way the dialogue
is often practised is — or at least appears to be — at odds with another
criticism sometimes heard, summed up by Nicholas Lash when he asks
whether scientists “really expect to have to modify their practices in the
light of what they learn from theologians”. In his experience, he says,
they certainly do not, and yet “there is much talk of a ‘dialogue’ between
theology and science” (Lash [1988], pp. 204 ff.). The implicit criticism here
is that the dialogue between science and theology seems in practice to
pay great attention to science, but little to theology. 

Light can be shed on both these criticisms, I believe, by looking
more carefully than is usually done at the way in which religion may be
seen to fit into the hierarchy of complexity that has often been described
in the context of arguments about reductionism. Only rarely, it would
seem, has this been looked at in wider context than that of refuting reduc-
tionism. However, I would argue, Arthur Peacocke’s contribution to this
refutation — especially when interpreted in the light of more recent work
by others — allows us to develop some important insights relevant to the
question of precisely what dialogue between science and religion means.
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Peacocke’s insight that is relevant here is to be found in his discus-
sion of the hierarchy of the disciplines that have been developed to deal
with different levels of the world’s hierarchy of complexity. He begins by
implicitly assuming that, in both science and theology, theories and their
underlying conceptual schemes manifest a genuinely referential character.
Just as biology is referential even when it is not completely reducible to
physics, and psychology is referential even when it is not completely
reducible to biology, so also theology, in his view, is referential. It refers,
he says, “to the most integrated level or dimension we know in the hier-
archy of relations”. For this reason, he goes on, the relation of theology
to other disciplines will be essentially that of any discipline to others that
deal with less complex levels of reality, so that “it should not be surpris-
ing if the concepts and theories which are developed to explicate the
nature of this activity are uniquely specific to and characteristic of it.
As with other higher levels and dimensions, the concepts and theories
theologians develop to describe this unique integration should not be
prematurely reduced, without adequate proof, to the concepts and theories
of the other disciplines appropriate to man, society and nature. For only
detailed enquiry could establish which theological concepts and theories,
if any, are reducible to […] those of sociology and psychology” (Peacocke
[1986], p. 30).

I have suggested elsewhere (Knight [2001], pp. 39 ff.) — and will
note again presently — that Peacocke’s argument here is incomplete.
Nevertheless, his basic insight is one that manifests great fertility. This
has been recognized, in particular, by Philip Clayton, who has long seen
the languages of theology and of physics as linked by the languages that
deal with intermediate degrees of complexity (Clayton [1989]) and who,
in his more recent work on emergence, has clarified what this means
about the hierarchy of complexity in the world. For Clayton, as for
Peacocke, the four levels of enquiry widely recognized as characterizing
the study of human systems — the physical, biological, psychological/
behavioural, and social scientific levels — can be expanded in terms of a
fifth level of spiritual or transcendent activity that emerges from mental
and cultural activity (Clayton [2004]). This view has been further explored
by Mark Graves, who expands it in a fascinating way, partly using the
important insights of Terence Deacon and partly using older philosophi-
cal insights (Graves [2009]).

Here we are at the cutting edge of a continuing exploration, and it
would be wise, in my judgement, not to try to predict the future of this
exploration in any detail. From the general trajectory of the current dis-
cussion, however, it is clear that Peacocke’s way of speaking of theology
as part of the hierarchy of disciplines may not be without foundation.
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Once this is recognized, the relationship of theology to other disciplines
that are lower in the hierarchy can be illuminated by the relationship of
those disciplines to one another. In particular, this perspective clarifies
what it means to speak of a “dialogue” between disciplines.

When we look at the relationship between chemistry and biology,
for instance, we can see how the latter — precisely because it deals with
a higher degree of complexity than chemistry does — must constantly
explore the potential reduction of aspects of the biological level of com-
plexity to chemistry. This methodological reductionism is rightly part of
the discipline of biology, even though the individual biologist need have
no commitment to epistemological or ontological reductionism, and may
indeed be committed to an emergentist understanding in which the latter
forms of reductionism are vigorously denied. 

Chemists, on the other hand, will have a different view of the bear-
ing of biology on their discipline. While biological insights and questions
may well suggest particular chemical research programmes, so that the
relationship between the disciplines is not entirely one-sided, there will
often be no sense that a “dialogue” with biology must be a central stra -
tegy for chemistry. Indeed, the claim that chemistry is autonomous with
respect to biology is one that is at least partially defensible, in that certain
of the conceptual schemes that the biologist must use will have no rele-
vance to chemistry as such, and specifically biological insights will often
be peripheral to the chemist’s concerns.

If we accept that this is the relationship between biology and chem-
istry — and that the same may be said of other pairs of disciplines dealing
with different levels of complexity, such as psychology and biology —
then the relationship between theology and other disciplines that deal
with lower levels of complexity is significantly clarified, and three impor-
tant points emerge. 

The first of these is that we can answer Lash’s question about why
the dialogue between science and theology may be of great importance to
theology while it is often seen as being of little or no importance to science.
The point here is that just as in the case of the biology-chemistry dialogue
or the psychology-biology one, the term dialogue does not imply symme-
try. It is always the discipline that deals with the higher degree of com-
plexity for which dialogue will have the greatest potential ramifications.

The second point is that this perspective makes clear that dialogue
does not imply ontological reductionism. Just as the biologist will be
committed to methodological reductionism but will not necessarily see
this as implying a more radical ontological reductionism, so theologians
must be open to the possibility that some of the things dealt with by their
discipline may be explicable in terms of — or at least be illuminated by —
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disciplines such as psychology and sociology. At the same time, however,
they need not make the assumption that everything with which theology
deals must be reducible in this way. 

The third point — related to this second one — is that this perspec-
tive clarifies the need for a particular vocabulary and conceptual schemes
that are unique to theology, while at the same time indicating how these
might be modified in the light of insights from science. Just as the biolo-
gist needs to use terms like predator and sexuality that have no meaning
within physics or chemistry, so the theologian will need to develop a
vocabulary and associated conceptual schemes to explore adequately the
level of complexity with which theology attempts to deal. Which of these
— if any — will prove to be reducible to, or affected by, the vocabulary or
conceptual schemes of other disciplines, is, as Peacocke has indicated, not
answerable in advance.

At this point, however, a note of warning must be sounded. Much
of Peacocke’s thinking in this area — and of many others, too — is based
not simply on the notion that theological language is referential but on a
notion of “critical realism” which assumes that theological and scientific
modes of reference are tied to at least “approximate” ontological accuracy.
This view has been increasingly criticized in recent years, however, with
some arguing that the very notion of realism is philosophically inappro-
priate. My own view does not go this far, but is based on the judgement
that the sort of “critical realism” that is assumed by most up holders of the
validity of science-theology dialogue is rather simplistic, and needs to be
replaced by a much subtler understanding of reference in both scientific,
and religious language. This can be developed, I have argued (Knight
[2001], chapters 7 and 8), on the basis of the thought of two important
philosophers of science: Mary Hesse and Rom Harre. According to my
analysis — which is consonant with the apophatic approach to language
adopted by many of the early “fathers” of the Christian church — the
ontology of that to which scientific and theological language genuinely
refers is unknowable, and realism relates only to the structure of reality,
i.e., to patterns of relationship.

This insight about the character of reference has major implications
for the way in which we see the languages appropriate to different levels
of complexity relating to one another. These implications push us, I believe,
closer to the “independence” hypothesis — or at least towards McMullin’s
cautious attitude — than we might otherwise be. This tendency, more-
over, will be reinforced by another consideration relating to Peacocke’s
arguments about reductionism. Here, what is significant is the incom-
pleteness of these arguments, which arises from the fact that Peacocke not
only (rightly) sees an automatic reductionism of theology to psychology
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as questionable, but also (as we have seen) suggests that such reduction
has to be proved in order to be valid. It is important to note that this asser-
tion flies in the face of the methodological assumptions Peacocke uses to
develop his arguments, since these involve an insistence that the genuine
emergence of irreducible characteristics must be argued for, rather than
assumed.

I myself have suggested (Knight [2001], chapters. 4-8) that a new
kind of argument for genuine emergence of a level requiring theological
description can be constructed on the basis of parallels between the theo -
logical and scientific languages. In the context of our present exploration,
however, what is important is not the question of how such emergence
may be demonstrated, but the recognition that even if Peacocke’s argu-
ment is incomplete, it is entirely accurate in its recognition that anti -
reductionism, in its most persuasive form, always avoids quasi-vitalistic
assumptions.

The point here is that, while categories of description in a higher
level of autonomy may not be reducible to those applicable to a lower
level, and what we might call “top-down organizing principles” may be
at work in emergent processes, the processes operating at the lower level
are always operative in the higher one, and do not have to be supple-
mented by additional processes at the higher level. Thus, just as biologists
can legitimately claim — without being vitalists — that biology cannot be
reduced to chemistry, theologians might also be able to claim that their
discipline need not necessarily be reduced to psychology. This in no way
suggests, however, that psychological processes are not fully operative in
the revelatory or enlightening experiences from which theology has arisen.
Far more consonant with any argument from a scientific reductionism
would, in fact, be to view revelatory experience as emerging in and
through psychological processes at the new level of integration and com-
plexity to which such experience points. From this point of view, revelatory
experiences must be understood at least partially in psychological terms.

This is an insight that Peacocke addresses only in a very cursory
way, despite the facts that its importance has long been recognized, from
a different perspective, within an influential strand of Roman Catholic
theology, and that I myself (Knight [2007]) have argued that this under-
standing is consonant with an approach to divine action that may be
developed from a basis in Eastern Christian thought. The important thing
here, however, is not the relationship of this approach to particular theo-
logical traditions, but to a more general point. This is that the human psy-
che — with its ability to produce complex and subtle symbolism in dream
and in psychotic experience — is far more complex than is its rational
component. (Indeed, even this rational component is, as we are now
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increasingly recognizing, far more complex than enlightenment thinking
usually assumed.) This means that there is no reason to think that the
relationship between the reality to which religious language refers and
that language itself — emerging as it does from revelatory experience and
reflection upon it — will necessarily be a straightforward one. Even if one
believes that religious language is to be understood in terms of some kind
of realism, therefore, this realism must be seen (even before we take into
account the philosophical arguments that I have noted) as likely to be of
a much more nuanced kind than that which has dominated the dialogue-
between science and religion in recent decades.

Future dialogue between theology and science will, then, require
a far more extensive exploration (both philosophical, and psychological)
of language usage than has been characteristic of the dialogue over the
past few decades. It will also require something more. This is related to
the issue of doctrinal conservatism that I have already mentioned, for the
insights into theological language usage that I have noted indicate the
importance of something that John Behr has pointed out from a historical
perspective: that what often passes for adherence to a particular theo -
logical tradition may in fact be nothing of the sort. Reluctance to explore
beyond certain doctrinal boundaries is in fact often based on an incom-
plete understanding of the nature of those boundaries. For this reason,
we cannot simply fall back on the assertion that theology implies an exis-
tential commitment to justify a reluctance which more often than not is
actually based on fear rather than faith. It is precisely, I would argue, the
ability to ask awkward questions of one’s own doctrinal tradition that
demonstrates true faith and allows for a fuller understanding of a one’s
own tradition to be developed.

What then does this imply for the dialogue? My suggestion is this:
starting from within a particular doctrinal tradition, each of us will find
that various strands of human understanding — and not least the sciences
of our time — will pose questions about our present understanding of
that doctrinal tradition. We need to have the courage to face those ques-
tions and ask, hypothetically: “How would my theological outlook change
if I accepted unreservedly those scientific insights that seem to challenge
that outlook?” The next step is to ask the question: “With this new (still
hypothetical) theological understanding, what do scientific insights now
push me to?” The process is then repeated until some sort of convergence
is obtained. At this point we must make the existential decision as to
whether this new position can be appropriated, not just as an apparently
coherent intellectual one, but also as a basis for living. 

The validity of this methodology at the intellectual level is indicated,
I believe, by the validity of something comparable in another discipline:
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what the mathematician would call an “iterative procedure”, in which an
original estimate of the numerical value of some quantity gives rise to the
possibility of a better estimate, which can then itself give rise to an even
better one, the process being repeated until convergence is obtained.
When I look at both my own experience, and at what Basarab Nicolescu
has written about transdisciplinarity, it seems to me that this iterative
way of exploring the relationship between science and theology is, in cer-
tain respects, typical of what at a fruitful dialogue between science and
theology will involve.

At the existential level, the validity of this kind of procedure is indi-
cated, I believe, by its existential fruits. To adopt this kind of procedure
is not, I believe, to betray our existential commitment to a particular
tradition, but rather to take the risk of acknowledging the partial nature
of our current understanding of that tradition. Wherever we start from in
our study of science and religion, we are in fact unlikely — unless we are
being over-simplistic or over-influenced by an apologetic motivation —
to find ourselves simply moving monotonically towards some sort of
integrated outlook. There will, as we explore, be unexpected insights and
complex feedback loops in our progress, and if we do find ourselves
eventually in a position that seems relatively stable, that position will not
necessarily be the position we might have predicted at an earlier stage of
our journey.

This is well illustrated by my own personal history within the
science-theology dialogue. I started my systematic study of how science
and religion should relate to one another over a quarter of a century ago.
I was then a relatively conservative and still fairly young Anglican priest,
who happened to have an academic background in astrophysics. It was
important to me then, as an existential task, to try to work out how these
two parts of myself — the theologian and the scientist — fitted together.
Within a few years, I found myself — at least partly through the study on
which I had embarked — in an intellectual state that made it necessary
for me to cease functioning as a priest. At that time, I could only state my
religious beliefs — as I did in the 2001 UK census — as “idiosyncratic”. 

In that same year, my first book came out. Originally intended to
have the title Religion, Science, and Revelation, it had this phrase simply as
its subtitle because my editor insisted that the book should be called
Wrestling with the Divine. He chose this title because, in the book’s preface,
I had spoken of the way in which “the theological reflection that has
given rise to this essay has brought me — over a period of years — to a
position far less conservative than that from which I started. This journey
has been a reluctant and not untroubled one. At times I have felt […] like
Jacob of the Genesis story, struggling with the angel.” The formulation of
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the book’s arguments had, I went on, “involved not only the intellectual
equivalent of toil and sweat, but also the spiritual equivalent of blood
and tears” (Knight [2001], p. xiii).

Even as that book was about to appear, however, an instinct that
I had long had — that I had not yet taken into full account the Christian
doctrine of the Incarnation — was beginning to bear fruit. For the first
time, I began to look in detail at the eastern patristic tradition of incarna-
tional thinking. This not only gave rise, eventually, to a second book —
The God of Nature: Incarnation and Contemporary Science (Knight [2007]) —,
but also to a new and deeper understanding of the Christian faith. As a
result of this deeper understanding I was having, in 2002, I was received
into what is usually considered the most conservative of Christian bodies,
the Eastern Orthodox Church. In 2009, I was ordained to serve as a priest
within that church.

Interestingly, however, nothing of what I had said in my first
“radi cal” book had needed to be disowned in the second, “conservative”
one. Rather, what had happened was that I had come to see all that I had
previously argued for — all that I had judged to be “idiosyncratic” and
perhaps even as un-Christian — in a new and deeper light. My path —
perhaps like any authentic transdisciplinary path — had not been in a
straight line towards a more focused understanding of what I already
believed, but a crooked and existentially difficult one, in which all that I
had previously thought and understood interacted in complex feedback
loops with new insights. Eventually, however, this iterative procedure
had converged on what (to me at any rate) seemed a satisfying synthesis.

I offer that synthesis now, not as “the truth”, but as a way of think-
ing that, for the moment at least, I find helpful in my existential encounter
with the deepest level of the divine reality in which we live and move and
have our being.
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Seeking an alternative to the western medieval context that led to the
dissociation of science, theology, and spirituality, my paper explores a

different paradigm, namely the cultural framework of fourteenth-century
Byzantium. In my views, the antagonism between science and theology,
together with the modern disinterest in the spiritual path, could have
been avoided if Byzantine culture were seriously considered in the West.
My goal, therefore, is to point out the relevance of the Byzantine solution
— as illustrated by its fourteenth-century representatives — to the current
efforts of bridging the domains. Given the consistent neglect of this alter-
native by western authors, such an enterprise is even more useful today.
In the process, I hope the unsound character of many western prejudices
concerning the supposed stagnation of the scientific undertaking in
Byzantium will become obvious.

The discussion unfolds in four parts. First, I will lay a broader
context, addressing the main conflicting views related to the significance
of medieval culture along with reviewing the causes that led to the split
between science, theology, and spirituality. Emphasis will be placed on
some basic features pertaining to the western late Middle Ages and the
Renaissance, together with the role played by the Byzantine migrants in
the fifteenth century, as catalysts of the Italian Renaissance. Second, my
paper will explore the major representatives of Byzantine scholarship in
the fourteenth century, pointing out the weaknesses and strengths of their
cultural milieu. This part is meant to contribute to the understanding
of the cultural background of the Byzantines who later fled to the West.
Third, I will explore the aptitude displayed by the Byzantine framework
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to creatively incorporate scientific expertise and theological insight. A brief
discussion of the reasons why some Byzantine scholars came to be mar-
ginalized by their compatriots will prepare the fourth part, dealing with
the fascinating synthesis of science, theology, and spirituality achieved by
St. Gregory Palamas.

I will conclude by pointing out the relevance of Byzantine wisdom
to the current conversations in science, theology, and spirituality.

A Culture of Oppositions

It is well-established that, beyond the various strands in science and reli-
gion (Griffin [2000], pp. 22-23; Haught [1995], pp. 3-4), contemporary

scholars basically champion two opposite views in regard to the signifi-
cance of medieval culture: the “warfare theory” and the “alliance theory”.
The former approach takes medieval theology as an obstacle for the
development of sciences, whereas the latter considers it as a necessary
condition for scientific progress. I will provide here two examples meant
to illustrate that, beyond any doubt, the contradictory understandings of
the medieval legacy still prevail in our culture. For instance, echoing the
former approach yet without qualifying the role played by theology,
Gribbin ([2003], p. 4) states that nothing really happened in science after
the ancient Greeks and up until Copernicus, throughout a period of “fif-
teen centuries of stagnation”. On the other side of the spectrum, Lindberg
([2002], p. 58) maintains that within the Middle Ages can be found “the
roots, the sources of modern scientific disciplines and practices”. The
contrast is obvious. Whilst the former author perpetuates the common
idea of a dramatic gap between Antiquity and Modernity, the latter author
places his discourse within a more rigorous historical perspective, ack -
nowledging the accomplishments of medieval scholars.

Beyond such paradoxes of perception, at least during the last cen-
tury there emerged, along with more nuanced approaches, new trends
(such as the multi-, inter-, and transdisciplinary methods) whose explicit
goal is to build a holistic framework (Nicolescu [2002], pp. 261-264). Within
such a framework, not only the various scientific fields can creatively
interact, but also the sciences and other domains of human knowledge
and expression, like theology, philosophy, and the arts. There is no space
here to elaborate on these aspects.

What should be noted, however, is that against the success of such
new trends stand a series of internal obstacles, pertaining to the western
mentality, the very matrix of modern sciences. I refer here to a range of
famous oppositions such as matter vs. spirit, the visible vs. the invisible
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and the natural vs. the supernatural, which pervade the western context
and shape contemporary civilisation. Nesteruk ([2003], pp. 36-40) aptly
points out that the origin of these obstacles should be looked for deep
within the cultural history of the West, in the fourth and fifth century Latin
(i.e., Augustinian) ideas of the rapports between reason and faith, the
representation of philosophy and science as handmaidens of theology,
and the incapacity to acknowledge the participation of creation in the life
of God. Built as they are upon such slippery ideological foundations, the
modern sciences cannot escape from being influenced by, and in turn
contributing to, this culture of oppositions. It would be a truism to reiter-
ate here in detail how modern sciences are thought of as representing a
naturalistic standpoint with no reference to what lies beyond the “natural”
realm. By all means, this ideological standpoint has nothing scientific
about it, yet this remains the “dogma” behind any modern scientific theory.

Thus, in order to ensure the success of current undertakings in regard
to bridging science, theology, and spirituality, one has to be fully aware
of the western roots of the various problems we face. The ultimate source
of these problems seems indeed to be the scholastic division between the
natural and the supernatural (Griffin [2000], pp. 24, 26-27). This opposition
originally contributed to the dissociation of theology and spirituality,
leading to the transformation of theology into a science, or the queen of all
sciences, and the marginalization of spirituality, considered as belonging
to the “illogical” realm of affectivity. The same opposition, furthermore,
led to the division between science, as a privileged field of exploration of
the natural domain, and theology, as an intellectual exercise whose object
is the supernatural. I have argued elsewhere that this dualistic back-
ground has no relevance whatsoever to the Byzantine framework and the
tradition of the Orthodox Church (Costache [2004], pp. 51-67; cf. Meyen -
dorff [1983], pp. 134, 138).

Moving closer to the topic and the period of interest here, along
with these traditional western roots of the conflict there should be noted
the revival of Platonism and other dualistic systems during the early
twelfth century Renaissance (Lindberg [2002], pp. 63-64).1 Endorsing the
culture of oppositions, the Platonic propensities of many Renaissance
scholars have greatly added to the existing problems, widening the con-
ceptual chasm between the natural and the supernatural, the secular and
the religious. In doing so, alongside the equally fascinating interest they
displayed for the occult, these scholars have precipitated the further
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estrangement of physics and metaphysics, science and theology. As a result
of this process, after centuries of religious preeminence, due to the phe-
nomenon of the Renaissance we live now in an era dominated by science
(Allègre [1997], pp. 7-8). The supernaturalist paradigm of the western
Middle Ages has been replaced, in modern times, by another unilateral
pattern, the naturalist one.

Given the above, more precisely given the western parameters of
the rapports between science, theology, and spirituality, why would any-
one be interested in late Byzantium? For historical and practical reasons,
the answer is obvious. Allègre ([1997], p. 218; cf. Geanakoplos [1989], pp. 7,
34-35) notes that the Byzantine migration to Italy during the late fourteenth
and early fifteenth centuries brought to the West the flexible attitude of
the Orthodox clergy, which encouraged the development of the sciences.
What is the significance of this fact? If we seek European alternatives for
the road that led to the split between the fields of interest here, we could
very well begin by considering the potential of Byzantine legacy.

Before moving to more specific details concerning that given legacy,
a glance into the role played by the Byzantines in the Renaissance is in
order. Albeit the legitimate pride of the West for the antecedents of this
cultural phenomenon (Copleston [2003], p. 207; Lindberg [2007], pp. 203-
253), the fifteenth-century Renaissance cannot be fully assessed without
considering the impact of the Byzantine migrants upon the western schol-
ars (Bradshaw [2004], p. 263). Indeed, the Byzantines were instrumental
in the shaping of the Italian Renaissance, as Copleston ([2003], pp. 201-211)
admits. To substantiate his assertion, he mentions the contributions of a
group of Byzantines who were active mainly in Florence.2 Among these,
the most prominent were Manuel Chrysolaras (d. 1415), the first true
teacher of classical Greek in the West; George Gemistus Plethon (d. 1464),
the last Byzantine philosopher and main contributor to the establishment
of the Florentine Platonic Academy; John Bessarion (d. 1472), a Byzantine
convert to the Latin Church, who upheld similar Platonic views; and John
Argyropoulos (d. 1486), who worked as a teacher of Greek both in
Florence, and in Rome. Despite the brevity of the above enumeration, one
aspect emerges: Renaissance researchers — in particular those interested
in the history of science and religion — have to turn to Byzantium and its
cultural parameters in order to better understand the significance of what
happened in the West.

It should be noted, however, that the fifteenth-century émigrés
were both inheritors, and detractors of the mainstream Byzantine culture,
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which makes the object of this study. Along with their indisputable con-
tribution to the Italian Renaissance, these migrants created a false impres-
sion in the West, that Byzantium was profoundly and uniquely attached
to the Platonic tradition.3 Indeed, whilst all the migrants to the West pro-
moted Platonic ideas (Geanakoplos [1989], p. 14), the fourteenth-century
Byzantine scholars illustrated very different propensities (Meyendorff
[1983], p. 105; Meyendorff [2001], p. 134). To these I will now turn.

Fourteenth-century Byzantine Science

Symptomatic for the cultural pulse of fourteenth-century Byzantium is
an event evoked by Tatakis ([2007], pp. 156-157). In 1330, Barlaam the

Calabrian (d. 1348), a Greek monk from southern Italy, went to Thessalo -
niki and Constantinople in an attempt to demonstrate that — the doctrinal
issues arising between East and West notwithstanding — the “barbarians”
(Westerners) were capable of philosophy, mathematics, and science.4
His efforts came to be publicly ridiculed by the noted Byzantine scholar
Nikephoros Gregoras (d. 1360), who maintained that the “barbarians”
remained faithful to Aristotle, whereas the Byzantines had advanced
beyond that point. It does not matter here how right or wrong Gregoras’
line of argumentation was; nor is it important how well-informed or
misinformed he was in regard to the West. What matters is the awareness
he voiced that after centuries of cultural and civilizational development,
although still in love with Aristotle (at least from the meaningful synthe-
sis accomplished by St. Maximus the Confessor in the seventh century),
the Byzantines had moved beyond any servile approach to the Stagyrite’s
legacy.

If such was the case, then the numerous and repeated allegations
that Byzantium and the Orthodox tradition have undermined the natural
development of western science are unsound. Generally, the so-called
“fifteen centuries of stagnation” referred to by Gribbin is just another
modern fiction. Indeed, a slow process can be traced throughout the
Byzantine period — with some exceptions — of the decline of scientific
inquisitiveness and proficiency; however, this phenomenon of degrada-
tion had already began in late Antiquity. But, even though no Byzantine
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3. This misunderstanding is shared by some Orthodox authors who consider the so-called
“Christian Platonism” as a feature of Byzantine culture (cf. Nesteruk [2003], pp. 36-37,
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4. See also Yangazoglou ([1996], p. 3). Barlaam’s position was later reiterated by Demetrius
Kydones, another Byzantine convert to the Roman Church (Meyendorff [2001], pp. 141-
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contribution could match the significance of Aristotelian science,
advancement was achieved in various areas. Among the fields in which
progress was registered, parallel with the development of architecture,
the Byzantines excelled in various humanities, such as literature, historio -
graphy, and law (Tatakis [2007], pp. 286-290).

One might wonder, however, why the hard sciences did not repre-
sent a strong interest for the Byzantines. Tatakis ([2007], pp. 283-284) gives
a challenging answer: living, thinking, and working within a culture
perceived as the embodiment of the heavenly kingdom, the Byzantines
channelled their entire energy and efforts mainly toward exploring the
spiritual path. It is an unquestionable historical fact that, beyond a series
of unfortunate circumstances, the main cause that led to the crumbling of
the Byzantine world was its own, genuinely Christian, preference for the
things that transcend the transitory rhythms of here and now. This was
a feature shared in common by many major cultures and traditions of the
past. Almost all had experienced initial stages of civilizational develop-
ment leading to a wide variety of external accomplishments. Yet these
stages were nearly always, and naturally, followed by a maturity of com-
prehension with reference to the things that ultimately matter, namely the
ideals of personal embetterment and spiritual perfection. Matching this
phenomenological pattern, the Byzantines excelled in theology and spiri -
tuality, whilst progressively neglecting the other — i.e., more secular —
aspects of human development. Nevertheless, they did not exhibit any
consistent indifference in relation to science and technology.

The later Byzantines in fact manifested a renewed and increasing
interest both in the “official” sciences, like mathematics, astronomy, and
medicine, and in the “apocryphal” sciences, like astrology, arithmology,
and alchemy (Tatakis [2007], pp. 286-290, 294-295). For instance, contrary
to popular opinion5, significant progress was made in mathematics and
astronomy through works of scholars like Maximus Planoudes (d. 1330)6,
who used the Arabic numbers for the first time. The already-mentioned
Gregoras7 perfected the calculus of eclipses and prepared the reform of
the calendar before that of Pope Gregory XIII; unfortunately, the imple-
mentation of his reform was aborted by Emperor Andronicus II. Theo -
dore Metochites (d. 1332)8 advocated the freedom of astronomy from

Doru Costache44

5. Without reference to science, Ken Parry ([2009], pp. 19-33) addresses some of the most
important areas of misunderstanding in relation to Byzantine culture.
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7. Mentioned by Chrestou ([2005], pp. 194, 195) as an anti-Palamite theologian and an

historian.
8. Mentioned by Chrestou ([2005], pp. 194, 196) as a dogmatician and rhetor.



superstitions and astrology, emphasizing the purely mathematical foun-
dations of this science long before Galileo. Finally, Theodore Meliteniotes
(d. after 1360)9 composed the most comprehensive Byzantine compendium
of astronomy, the Astronomical Manual. Such preoccupations with mathe-
matics and astronomy made possible the boosting of their studying in the
West during the following century, through George of Trebizond (d. 1473),
a Byzantine émigré active in Venice (Geanakoplos [1989], p. 19).

But the Byzantine genius found its expression not only in the various
sciences. The Byzantines were quite ingenious and developed through-
out their millennium of civilization new technologies, such as the “liquid
fire”, the famous weapon used by the imperial navy, a prototype of the
steam engine and an advanced astrolabe (Gregoras composed a treatise
on the use of this instrument), to mention just the most important among
them (Tatakis [2007], pp. 293-294). Such inventions were not based on
uneducated guesses. The afore-mentioned Metochites strongly believed
that technological progress is only possible due to the applicability of
theoretical mathematics. In his Miscellanea Philosophica et Historica (quoted
in Tatakis [2007], p. 294) he notes: “I cannot see any evil in these practical
applications. No damage is incurred by them on the value of theoretical
mathematics. Indeed, it would be good to seek to find in all the branches
of mathematics useful means for the life of humanity.”

This explicit defence of the practical outcomes of theoretical sciences
proves once again the solidity of Gregoras’ statement, referred to earlier,
according to which the Byzantines had moved beyond Aristotle. Given
the above, the statement in question cannot be taken as indicating a uni-
lateral and consistent distrust of Aristotelian logic (Bydén [2002], pp. 189-
190; Ierodiakonou [2002], pp. 219-220) and science by Gregoras and other
Byzantines. It simply refers to the advancement of Byzantine culture
beyond the Stagyrite’s dissociation of theoretical and practical disciplines.
From a different angle, the quoted assertion of Lindberg ([2002], p. 58)
that the roots of modern sciences should be looked for in the Middle Ages
is thus substantiated, even though indirectly. Unfortunately, Lindberg
([2007], pp. 163-166, 261-270) ignores the contributions of the Byzantines,
who anticipated by centuries the by now common place that each science
encompasses both theoretical, and practical dimensions. Reducing the
history of medieval science to the Arab transmission of ancient Greek
science to the West and the subsequent western developments, such
approach precludes the significance of Byzantium as a part of European
culture and civilization. In doing so, it oversimplifies the history of Europe.
I cannot address this issue here in more detail.
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Together with the necessity of revaluating Byzantine science,
another aspect is of interest here: almost all the protagonists of the four-
teenth century were likewise convinced Christian believers. As such, they
illustrated a holistic culture where the gaps between science, technology,
theology, and spirituality were inexistent.

Both Scholars, and Representatives of Tradition

One of the most fascinating aspects of Byzantine culture is that beyond
the various understandings they typified, the scholars mentioned

above remained faithful to the ecclesial tradition (Meyendorff [2001],
p. 134). This aspect does not come as a surprise. Lindberg ([2002], p. 58),
for instance, aptly points out that all medieval scholars were both theo-
logically and scientifically trained.

The profile of the medieval scholar as both a scientist, and a theolo-
gian was perfectly embodied by a genuine sage whose name has already
become familiar. I refer here to Theodore Metochites (Bydén [2002], pp.
189-190), an imperial dignitary and logician, an Aristotelian teacher and
a true sceptic, astronomer, and mathematician, a benefactor of the famous
church of Chora and defender of the Byzantine theological tradition. This
last aspect is emphasized by the votive painting of Chora depicting Meto -
chites as a devout believer, kneeling before Christ (Figure 1 below). In light
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of this depiction and of the contributions of a series of contemporary
researchers (Meyendorff [2001], pp. 137-138; Nesteruk [2003], pp. 68-74;
Parry [2009], p. 30; Yangazoglou [1996], p. 2), the idea of a secular scholar -
ship in Byzantium is no longer tenable.

Whilst a direct mentor of many fourteenth-century scholars, among
whom feature the equally famous Nikephoros Gregoras and St. Gregory
Palamas, Metochites exercized a powerful and lasting influence upon the
Byzantine intellectual milieus (Meyendorff [2001], p. 136; Tatakis [2007],
pp. 232, 269). From Metochites’ multifaceted legacy, I will briefly address
only one aspect, given its significance for the scholarly trajectory of
Palamas and his contemporaries, on the one hand, and our conversations
in science, theology, and spirituality, on the other hand.

Although steeped in Aristotelian logic, Metochites nurtured a deep
reluctance toward our capacity of solving the undecidable conundrums
of knowledge by way of such logical devices as syllogisms.10 More pre-
cisely, as a promoter of “negative dogmatism” (Bydén [2002], pp. 186-187,
207), he was convinced that we could not be certain of the veracity of our
grasp of the nature of things. For a good reason therefore, the attitude
of this “founder of Byzantine ‘humanism’ in the fourteenth century”
(Meyen dorff [2001], p. 136) has recently been associated with ancient
skepticism (Bydén [2002], p. 184). Nevertheless, when considered within
the ecclesial tradition to which he belonged — an aspect Bydén ignored
— the attitude of Metochites perfectly matches the apophatic mindset of
the mainstream early Byzantine theologians.11 Either way, or rather both
ways in his case, his approach was based on an uncompromising denial
of the validity, never questioned before, of the logical principles of non-
contradiction and the excluded middle (Bydén [2002], p. 186) when refer-
ring to the ultimate aspects of reality. Elaborating within the parameters
of an inclusive logic, he was consequently capable of bridging science,
theology, and the spiritual life, whilst defending the apophatic stance that
the objects of knowledge ultimately escape our constructs. Beyond the
different understandings they displayed, Palamas and Gregoras reiterated
a similar thinking-pattern. In spite of the current perception12, it was
mostly the former who seemed to have consistently applied an analogous
inclusive logic throughout his works. These being considered, it could
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10. In the same vein, Palamas denied any kind of syllogism, whether demonstrative or
dialectical, the capacity of exploring God’s nature (Ierodiakonou [2002], p. 228).
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formation and legacy could be very relevant to any history of the conversations in
science and theology.

12. Bydén ([2002], p. 190) considers only Gregoras to be a faithful pupil of Metochites.
However, Palamas maintained similar ideas in his Topics, 1 & 354.



not be an exaggeration to count Metochites and his disciples among the
precursors of the transdisciplinary logic of the included middle.

The lesson of Metochites and other Byzantine scholars is clear:
science and theology, technology and the spiritual life are not mutually
exclusive, contributing together to the betterment of human life and the
advancement of civilization. Cultivating such an attitude, the fourteenth-
century Byzantines seem to have perpetuated the legacy of St. Maximus
(Costache [2006], pp. 135-144), who strongly believed in the possibility of
a comprehensive and interactive framework within which all these pieces
would fit together and complement each other in a creative manner.

A question still remains. If this sense of complementarity was so
deeply imbedded within Byzantine culture, then why were many Byzan -
tine scholars marginalized by the mainstream society? The answer is sim-
ple, despite the intricacies highlighted by the contemporary scholarship.
Like their western counterparts, some Byzantine scholars manifested an
overconfidence in the competence of philosophy (mainly, Platonic) for
theological and spiritual matters, ignoring the disciplinary boundaries
between the fields. For example, Barlaam the Calabrian aligned with the
western scholastics (Nesteruk [2008], pp. 21-24) in considering theology
as based on “science and knowledge”. In his views, therefore, theological
enquiry would depend on philosophy in order to achieve its goals (Iero -
diakonou [2002], p. 228; Meyendorff [2001], pp. 134-135; Tatakis [2007],
p. 157; Yangazoglou ([1996], p. 6). Or, for a man like Palamas — who mili -
tated, along with the effort to better articulate the fields, for their distinc-
tiveness and autonomy — such statements were outrageous. He pointed
out with clarity: “To know God truly insofar as is possible is incomparably
superior to the philosophy of the Greeks, and simply to know what place
man has in relation to God surpasses all their wisdom” (Topics, 26). With
this quote, establishing the independence of theology from philosophy or
any other field for that matter, we arrive to the Palamite synthesis.

Aspects of the Palamite’s Synthesis

Given that in a recent article I have extensively treated some aspects of
the Palamite legacy relevant to contemporary conversations in science

and theology (Costache [2008], pp. 27-46), in what follows I will refer in
passing to a few of St. Gregory’s most significant accomplishments, which
add to the picture of fourteenth-century culture. The information offered
here in some points complements my previous contribution.

St. Gregory Palamas (1296? – 1359) is known as a Byzantine spiritual
author, noted theologian, and a polymath. Still, when not thought to be
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highly controversial by his opponents, for many contemporary authors
the Palamite’s legacy tends to be reduced to its doctrinal and spiritual
dimensions (Costache [2008], pp. 29-30). For instance, despite his merito-
rious undertakings toward a holistic depiction of Byzantine culture, Tata -
kis altogether ignores the scientific side of Palamas’ training under Meto -
chites and makes no reference to his balanced approach to sciences. As a
matter of fact, this approach, excellently illustrated by Topics, 1-29 (ibidem,
pp. 31-34), represents a progress from the overall reluctance manifested
by his master against natural philosophy and our cursory cognitive apti-
tudes (Bydén [2002], pp. 184, 198). Unfortunately, his efforts to integrate
science, theology, and the spiritual life (see mostly Topics, 15-20, 25-29)
within a hierarchical scheme that anticipates the transdisciplinary vision,
are less known and neglected both within the Church, and outside it.
These efforts are, however, relevant to our interests in bridging the fields.

Together with the mainstream Byzantine scholars, St. Gregory made
considerable use of Aristotelian logic, terminology, philosophy, and sci-
ence. For instance, like St. Basil the Great and St. Maximus (Coffey [1988],
pp. 331-332), he consistently employed the Aristotelian term energy
(¦<XD(g4"), achieving its full theological assimilation (Anastos [1993],
pp. 340-345; Bradshaw [2004], pp. 237-242). The appropriation of this
key-concept from the Stagyrite’s ontology and physics, together with a
range of other elements (Costache [2008], pp. 36-40), represents a tremen-
dous accomplishment, shaping the mindset and discourse of Orthodox
theologians for the centuries to come.

In what follows, I will succinctly review some of his other contribu-
tions. It is worth mentioning his courageous incorporation of scientific
elements in a scripturally-based worldview (Costache [2008], pp. 34-36,
38), resulting in a contextualized Christian vision of reality. This remains
a highly relevant undertaking for our conversations in science and theo -
logy, from which we can still learn. Another interesting feature, denoting
the cultural propensities of Byzantine intelligentsia, is St. Gregory’s privi -
leging natural explanations of cosmic phenomena against mythological
ideas such as the “world soul”, advocated by some Platonizing scholars
(Topics, 3 & 4). This naturalist stance, of an explicit Aristotelian origin,
demonstrates the superficiality of the current perception about the sup-
posed “Christian Platonism” and supernaturalism of the Byzantines.

Of particular interest is Palamas’ attitude concerning logic and,
more specifically, syllogisms. Although other fourteenth-century Byzantine
scholars — like Metochites and Gregoras — distrusted Aristotelian logic,
both Barlaam, and Palamas praised its usefulness (Bydén [2002], p. 190;
Ierodiakonou [2002], pp. 219-220, 224; Yangazoglou [1996], pp. 4-5, 8-9).
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Nevertheless, there was a significant difference between their views:
whereas Barlaam unreservedly adhered to Aristotelian logic, Palamas
cultivated a skeptical or prudent attitude, an apophatic reluctance toward
the validity of the syllogistic discourse (Yangazoglou ([1996], pp. 12-13).
Furthermore, alongside his mentor Metochites (Ierodiakonou [2002],
p. 233) St. Gregory managed to “misuse” the Aristotelian logic by relati -
vizing the principles of non-contradiction and of the excluded middle.
For example, with reference to the appropriateness of demonstrative
syllogisms for the scrutiny of divine reality, he paradoxically maintained
that they both are, and are not suitable to God (Yangazoglou ([1996], p. 10).
He solved this paradox of inclusive logic by rending the plans of essence
and energy, asserting that, whilst demonstrative syllogisms are applicable
to the divine energies, they are inapt in regard to God’s inner life.

It is very likely that his discernment and consistent use of inclusive
logic allowed Palamas, along with pondering the complementarity of
science and theology, to maintain their autonomy (Costache [2008], pp.
40-43; see also Lindberg [2007], p. 159) and identify their different compe-
tences: science deals with the natural laws, whereas theology has the spiri -
tual matters as its province (Topics, 20; cf. Anastos [1993], pp. 339-340)13.
This epistemological division notwithstanding, Palamas did not imply
that one of the two fields would be useless. In fact, he acknowledged their
respective contributions to the well-being and progress of humanity
(Yan gazoglou [1996], p. 14). Nevertheless, St. Gregory developed a more
nuanced approach that was hierarchical in nature (Costache [2008], pp.
41-42), working with a tripartite scheme according to which:

— Science explores the world and leads to technological inventions;
— Theology interprets reality within the Christian framework,

evidencing the glory of God as reflected throughout his creation;
— Spirituality is the privileged path toward personal transformation.
From a different angle, in tune with my earlier assertions concern-

ing the trajectory of ancient civilisations, Palamas seemed to have thus
mapped the stages of human becoming as information, formation, and
transformation (see Figure 2 opposite page). We should be mindful that this
scheme — as already stated and in spite of the Byzantine vocabulary —
could not be interpreted in terms of the superior and the inferior, referring
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inaccurate Nesteruk’s ([2003], p. 56) statement that science explores “the economic
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mostly to the various degrees of competence and relevance to the process
of advancement into humanization. Within such a hierarchical scheme,
there is room for each domain to bring its specific contribution, an aspect
abundantly emphasized by the transdisciplinary approach (Nicolescu
[2002], pp. 203-205), which can contribute to further our understanding of
the Byzantine legacy.

In light of the above, it becomes obvious that someone anchored
in the spiritual life and theology can likewise be a practical person and a
contributor to the progress of knowledge and science. This aspect is aptly
pointed out by Tatakis ([2007], p. 165) in what may be taken as a summary
of fourteenth century Byzantine culture: “…generally speaking, mysticism,
at its best moments, does not deny knowledge, the outer knowledge.
What it denies is that this knowledge leads to the roots, to theory [i.e.,
contemplation] and to the deification of man. For this great enterprise,
it summons the whole man, contracts the antinomies and, with hesychasm,
gives primacy to the heart. The mind can find itself only if it is baptized
in the heart.” Without being reducible to the otherwise incontestable
formative dimension of the liturgical texts, as they are presented in a recent
article (Harakas [2005], pp. 92-100), the last few centuries of Byzantine
development should be considered to be the cradle of a holistic culture
that can still inspire.

Wisdom for Today

The West has consistently manifested disinterest in knowing and
understanding the Byzantine message, throughout the late Middle Ages,
during the Renaissance and today (Bradshaw [2004], pp. 263-264). Learning
from the traditional Byzantines of the fourteenth century, not only from
the Byzantine émigrés to Italy, would have spared the West the painful
modern schism between science and religion.
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The Palamite’sz paradigm and the whole landscape of the four-
teenth century Byzantine culture illustrate a holistic understanding of the
human journey. For the Byzantines, it was never a matter of antagonism
between science and theology or technology and the spiritual life. At the
origin of this inclusive attitude is to be found the intuition of a generous
transdisciplinary-like vision to which they remained uncompromisingly
faithful. It is true, however, that the hierarchical scheme succinctly pre-
sented earlier can deceive when one has science as a starting point of an
educational process that leads, through theology, to the culminating
experience of spiritual life. However, for the Byzantines of a later date,
tackling science, theology, and the spiritual life was not a matter of deter-
mining degrees of validity or superiority. Moreover, given their aware-
ness of the autonomy of the scientific and theological undertakings, they
were able to avoid the utopian ideal of a mutual validation of the fields.
For the Byzantines of a later date, furthermore, the rapport between
science and theology was characterized by complementarity, within the
broader framework of the human spiritual becoming. Their hierarchical
scheme cannot be properly understood, therefore, if we ignore the trans-
formative goals pervading the entire Byzantine culture.

In summary, the fourteenth-century Byzantine lesson is the quest
for edifying a holistic culture open both to scientific undertakings, and
the transformative goals of spirituality. We could learn — if it is not too
late — from the wisdom of this lesson.
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Introduction

As we argued previously (Nesteruk [2008 (b)]), the theological com-
mitment in the dialogue between science and Christianity means not

only a dispassionate critique of a scientific secular mode of thinking, but
calling into question the ethical value of the secular science with its pre-
tence for objectivity and neutrality, with its claim for the truth of being,
as if it were devoid of any religious connotations, faith assumptions, and
possibility of transcendence. The theological commitment calls into ques-
tion some gnostic ambitions of modern science and its desire for power
to solve problems of this and other worlds.1 The scientific secular mind
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1. Gnosis in the context of cosmology implies a replacement of the ordinary reality, the
natural world, by an esoteric reality, thus opening for the human mind the possibility
of a higher form of existence. As an example, one can point towards the concept of the
multiverse, in which the status of this universe is lowered to the level of one among
many, as a mediocre term of an impersonal collective of worlds devoid of human fea-
tures. The objective of the theological commitment is to restore the place of this very
world in which we find our dwelling place and to remain faithful to the concreteness
of what is effectively given. One can make this more precise, however, by quoting
V. Lossky who wrote that: “It is the mystery of our salvation that is revealed to us by
the Church, and not the secrets of the universe in general which, quite possibly, does
not stand in need of salvation; this is the reason why the cosmology of revelation is
necessarily geocentric. It also enables us to see why the Copernican cosmology, from a



aspires not to philosophy, but to gnosis, i.e., precise and demonstrable
knowledge. Its aim is to justify the thesis that one must keep silent about
that which cannot be spoken in terms of discursive reason. The theological
commitment advocates the opposite in a sophisticated apophatic sense:
one has no right to keep silent about things of which we cannot speak,
for in this case we pass over in silence the essence of our existence. Yet
one can talk about ultimate existential things only through metaphors
and aberrations. When the aspired precision of judgement becomes an
absolute value, so all questions beyond this “precise gnosis” are aban-
doned, the human being feels deprived of its own existential anxieties.
In this sense, the faith implied in the theological commitment never
threatens science and philosophy: on the contrary, it protects them from
the all-pervasive pretensions of gnosis. Faith is critical to the same extent
that philosophy and science are supposed to be. But faith is universal and
encompasses all phenomena of human existence.

Theological commitment implies critical thinking with respect to
the sciences as a sphere of operation of secular reason. Since theology as
a spiritual and intellectual activity is rooted in the experience of God in
the Church, it always functions from above mass-religious consciousness,
as well as “secular” consciousness; theology’s unceasing task is to provide
a constant and constructive critique of these modes of consciousness.
In so doing, theology asserts itself as a meta-discourse, i.e., as that form of
critical thinking about the different modalities of social activity, including
science, which express the Word of God. The critical function of theology
with respect to other discourses never allows it to slip into such a posi-
tion that its scope and place will be determined by other discourses, for
example by the science-religion dialogue with its demands to deal with
some particular issues. In this sense, theology can never be defined and
positioned by secular reason and thus it does not accept the idea of a
complete autonomy of that sphere of reality which is asserted through
rational understanding.

The theological commitment is deeply anthropological, as related to
the unique position of humanity in the universe. Men seek to understand
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psychological or rather spiritual point of view, corresponds to a state of religious dis-
persion or off-centredness, a relaxation of the soteriological attitude, such as is found
in the Gnostics or the occult religions. The spirit of insatiable thirst for knowledge, the
restless spirit of Faustus, turning to the cosmos breaks through the constricting limits
of the heavenly spheres to launch out into infinite space, where it becomes lost in the
search for some synthetic understanding of the universe, for its own understanding,
external and limited to the domain of becoming, can only grasp the whole under the
aspect of disintegration which corresponds to the condition of our nature since the fall”
(Lossky [1957], pp. 105-106).



the underlying meaning of things not only through their “nature” (acces-
sible to science), but through the purposes and ends of beings as they
stand with respect to the place and goals of humanity in creation. This
understanding is not what can be expressed physically and biologically;
it is sustained by humanity’s ideals and religious aspirations, which
portray man as the crown of creation, made in the image of God. This is
the reason why in a God-like fashion humanity wants to recognize all
sorts of beings, including the whole universe, not according to their
compelling givenness, but as results of humanity’s free will. It is free will
which allows man to exercise theological commitment with respect to the
natural sciences, by observing them not only as manifestations of the
human understanding of reality, but as an outward expression of human-
ity’s ongoing incarnation in the universe according to its free will.

It is according to humanity’s free will that the attitude to cosmo -
logy, participating in the dialogue with theology, can be changed so that
cosmology can be seen not only as a science of the outer reality, but as a
science of the human affairs. This entails that the explanation of the
theological commitment in cosmology necessitates a discussion of the
interplay between the dimensions of the natural sciences and the sciences
pertaining to the human affairs (i.e., human sciences) in cosmology. 

Cosmology and Its Social Impact

Contemporary physical cosmology is a well-established, vast enterprise
including astronomical observations, space programmes, research

institutions, and funding strategies. Cosmology develops fast. Every day,
one discovers dozens of new publications on the Internet archives.
Monographs and popular books telling stories about the universe, about
its study and those who study it are in abundance in major bookshops.
Cosmological ideas are used and misused in science-fiction and fiction
in general. Cosmology becomes a sort of a cult reading, as if humanity
touched upon something ultimately sacred and indispensable for its life.
Cosmology gathers numerous conferences, workshops, and public lec-
tures resulting in further publications of collective volumes. Apart from
the physical scientists, cosmology attracts historians and philosophers of
science, as well as millions of those who adore science and trust its final
word on the nature of things. This is a dynamic set of enquiries about the
world around us which constitutes an integral part of the contemporary
scientific and intellectual culture. It is exactly the popularity of cosmology
in the mass-media and among ordinary people which affects the collective
consciousness of people (including their ideology) and, thus, has existential
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and ethical implications. Cosmology is involved in the dialogue with
religion: it becomes an arena of theistic inferences and justifications of
other-worldly transcendence when the results of its theories are brought
into correlation with the theological convictions. 

In spite of all these facts, some claims of cosmology for possession
of a complete knowledge of the universe or, in a weaker form, that in its
tendency cosmology is close to being able to explain the essence and con-
tingent facticity of all in the universe, are far from being justified. Some
cosmologists raise general doubts whether cosmology can pretend to fol-
low rigorously that which is called the scientific method2, usually under-
stood as all knowledge that is ultimately related to reliable observations
and measurements, including mathematical theories which lead to
experimental verifications. It is a fact of the sociology of cosmology that
there are extrapolations and conjectures in cosmology’s claims for truth
which go beyond scientific justification3 and this involves the whole field
into a rather interdisciplinary discourse in which the criteria of validity
and truth extend far beyond those in the natural sciences. Hence, contem-
porary cosmologists are often seen as exercizing a certain priestly role in
modern society4, as if cosmological ideas had immediate existential and
social consequences which catch and fascinate the public opinion.5
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2. A careful analysis of the methodological weaknesses in cosmology has been done by
Ellis (2007).

3. Scientific justification is problematic per se, but in cosmology we have a situation when
explanation exceeds the level of physical causality and appeals to the “facts” of inten-
tional consciousness which are themselves not subjected to any scientific methodology. 

4. This happens in spite of appeals of some critics of cosmology that “it would be sad,
however, to abandon the whole fascinating area [i.e., cosmology] to the priesthood”
(Disney [2000]). Disney definitely implies here the ecclesial priesthood, not that
modern-age scientific “priesthood” which reveals itself through the culture of popular
scientific books and exercises a certain ideological function in society. The “priesthood”
of scientists, who implicitly or openly oppose any idea of the Divine standing behind
or lying in the foundation of the universe, creates a new and even more effective
“scientific apologetics” for things which are not visible, but are invented and believed.
One can wonder, then, what really sustains their credibility and how these beliefs con-
stitute the body of modern science in the conditions where the criteria for truth are not
sustained along the same traditions and practices which advocate the access to truth in
ecclesial context. 

5. Commenting in March 2004 on Hawking’s renunciation of his hope for the near end of
theoretical physics through creating a theory of everything, J. Cornwell points out that
the success of Hawking’s theories in mass-consciousness was connected to the fact that
“his fans came to regard him with an enthusiasm tantamount to religious fervour”,
which originated in Hawking’s “rash philosophical peregrinations that appeared to
enthral the students”. As Cornwell writes, “he [Hawking] was fast earning a reputation
as the world’s leading scientific guru” (Cornwell [2004], p. 4). The religious “fervour” of
Hawking’s claims becomes even more obvious if one realizes that all his mathematical



Physical Cosmology and an Input of Philosophy

Cosmology, understood as a part of theoretical physics, forms a
subject-matter that by its very nature tests the boundaries and the very
possibility of scientific explanation. Indeed, cosmology describes itself as
a science which deals with “the universe as a whole”, the universe as the
all-encompassing, singular, and unique “object” of cosmology. However,
the usage of the word object applied to the universe as a whole is prob-
lematic simply because the mainstream philosophical thought of reality
does not allow the concept of the universe to fit in it. Indeed, according
to this thought, the universe consists of independent individual things
(objects) which are embedded in space-time. These things as objects are
individuals, because they have a spatio-temporal location, they are a subject
of predication of properties, and they are distinguishable from each other
through certain properties. The universe as a whole cannot be thought of
as an object (or an individual), because it is as a whole not embedded
in space-time (it is rather a totality of space and time which transcends
its extension).6 The universe is unique and cannot be distinguished from
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work incarnate in imagination about the universe did not bring any predictable and
observable novelty. His invocation of intelligible realities (like the no-boundary con -
dition or Euclidian structure of space time etc.), whatever mathematical ingenuity is
embedded in them, cannot be subjected to direct testing; indeed, it makes the whole
enterprise very similar to those religious practices of the past and present whose aim
is to proclaim access to truth through the direct appeal to the basic anxieties and fears
of humanity’s sense of existence by bypassing the route of their empirical validation or
reference to events of life. The lack of existential meaning of those cosmological symbols
which are used for incantation points toward the fact that the priestly character of cos-
mology exhibits itself in the worst idolatrous sense, unless it is subjected to a proper
philosophical and theological critique.

6. The word object cannot be legitimately applied to the universe because the universe as
a singular and self-contained whole cannot be detached from the human insight with-
in it and thus positioned as something which is outside, and devoid of, the human
presence. There is a fundamental inseparability between the universe and the knowing
subject who is always a part of the universe. Another problem with the usage of termi-
nology of the object with respect to the universe emerges from its uniqueness which
cannot be set among other universes. The modern view of the universe as developed
from a singular state (Big Bang), which de facto encodes the universe in its totality,
invokes a counter-intuitive sense of the universe as a singular, i.e., unrepeatable event
(not an object!) with respect to which the natural sciences experience the sense of fear
and desire to explain it away. Edgar Morin expressed the idea that the cosmos reveals
itself as the universe and event. On the one hand, it is the physical universe constituted
through regular repetitive features; on the other hand, it is a singular event as a phe-
nomenon, the phenomenon which has been evolving for more than ten billion years.
The time which appears to human contemplation lies indissolubly in the advent-event
(avènement-événement) of the world (Morin [1982], p. 120).



any thing through particular properties because, by definition, it com -
prises everything. The predication of the universe as a whole in terms of
properties is problematic because the universe does not attain original
givenness in the manner characteristic of particular individual things.
Thus, the standard meaning of the phrase object of explanation, as if its
identity has been defined, cannot be applied to the universe.7 But we do
indeed understand and use this expression, the universe, and there must
be a manner, therefore, in which the universe is given, a consciousness
of the universe that bestows sense on such language. This implies that
before any philosophical deliberation or scientific thematization of the
universe, there must be an experience of the universe as the recognition
that there is a permanence and a persistence in the background of what
changes or what is variable. There is a sense of identity of the universe as
an intentional correlate of subjectivity, but the identity as something ideal
and unfulfilled. Within these, so to speak, existential delimiters, the uni-
verse of cosmology, being thematized, naturally represents the ultimate
noematic limit in the process of scientific exploration and explanation.
Nothing further is empirically or theoretically accessible to which recourse
can be made in order to explain the most general properties of the universe
as a whole and the facticity of its own existence.8 In one way or another,
the scientific explanation stops right there. 

The very existence of the universe turns out to be the precondition
for physical science: the latter describes and explains phenomena which
take place in the universe as something which is already given. This is the
reason why the universe (as the totality of being) is not itself subject to
a physical explanation. The phenomena with which physics deals have
to be present. Physics simply takes the existence of its objects for granted.
The laws of physics are laws that hold within this universe; they do not
purport to be laws that hold across “universes” (which in this sense would
be universal for many universes with different contingent properties),
whatever that would mean. Physics is not able to enquire into the under-
lying facticity of the phenomena within the universe. If this facticity is
associated with the contingent appearance of phenomena (as contingent
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7. See Theses A1 and A2 in (Ellis [2007], p. 1216).
8. This was always realized by cosmologists themselves. As an example, one can refer to

Dennis Sciama’s interview of 1978, where he underlined the existence of a borderline
between the ultimate questions about the facticity of the universe and the exploration
of its properties: “None of us can understand why there is a Universe at all, why any-
thing should exist; that is the ultimate question. But, while we cannot answer this ques-
tion, we can at least make progress with the next simpler one, of what the Universe as
a whole is like” (quoted in Kragh [1996], p. xi).



outcomes of physical laws9) as if these phenomena manifest the radical
coming into being of that which has not been before, physics definitely
cannot link the being of these phenomena with that something (non-being)
where they come from. In other words, physics can deal with the manifes -
tations of being, but not the ground of these manifestations in non-being.
It deals with something that obeys laws which are already in being. In
technical philosophical language, the same idea can be expressed differ-
ently: since physical cosmology is capable of apprehending the interior of
the universe, the universe exhibits itself as intelligible; but because of the
contingent nature of this intelligibility (it cannot explain itself, otherwise
it would not be contingent), the universe embodies a semantic reference
beyond itself. It is for this reason alone that cosmology has to engage with
philosophy, to test the extent of scientific philosophy and the scope of the
natural sciences in general. Cosmologists cannot themselves deal with this
other-worldly reference and conduct a proper philosophical work. Thus,
the clarification of the sense and ground of cosmology’s own facticity
necessitates a transcendence of the scope of the natural sciences and refer -
ral to the methods of the human sciences functioning in the conditions of
irreducible historical contingency. Some physicists, in an attempt to address
the foundational questions in cosmology, make manifest a “philosophi-
cal” mode, not because they properly adhere to a well-defined realm of
“philosophy”, but because they do not follow the normal ways of asses -
sing theories in the natural sciences. This was the original motivation, for
example, for inflationary cosmologies which aspired to explain away the
problem of the special initial conditions of the universe responsible for
the contingent display of the astronomical universe. A similar motivation
lies in ideas of the multiverse.10 All these models, having a developed
mathematical basis and being successfully employed for problem-solving,
raise serious philosophical problems and need philosophical competence
and appraisal through borrowing methods from the human sciences. 

One can generalize by saying that cosmology, because of the special
status of its subject-matter, i.e., the universe as a whole, as well as the fun-
damental inseparability of human subjectivity from the universe, avoids
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9. However, the very contingent appearance of things in the universe points towards the
laws whose outcomes supply these appearances: there must be these laws in order to
have these particular things. It is difficult to separate in the universe as a whole
between its factual (material) and nomic (law-like) features. In this sense, one can talk
about the facticity of physical laws themselves as linked to the boundary or initial
conditions in the universe. See, for example, in this respect Balashov [1992], pp. 354-
356; [1998], p. 147; [2009]).

10. In both cases, i.e., of inflationary cosmology as well as of the universe, the principle of
correspondence with empirical reality does not work: in this, the motivation of both
theories does not follow a normal pattern of their assessment.



touching upon ultimate questions; to attend to these questions, one must
invoke a sort of philosophical attitude towards cosmology (not in a strict-
ly phenomenological sense, as opposite to that of the natural attitude). By
conducting a philosophical analysis of cosmology, one can articulate the
qualities of the cosmological theory, which make it scientific, and identify
the naturalistic limits within the cosmological methodology, so that trans -
cending the limits through an enquiry in the facticity of cosmology will
inevitably bring the latter beyond the scope of the natural sciences, since
this enquiry belongs to the immanent sphere of the historically contingent
human-embodied activities. Philosophy manifests itself here as a method
of enquiry into the sense-forming activities of human subjectivity in the
subject-area of the universe as a whole. Since philosophers do not have
a stock of knowledge about nature in advance, on which cosmologists could
draw or to which they should refer, it would be wrong to take the philo -
sophy of cosmology as dealing with issues independently of the research
going on in physics and mathematics. But, in spite of the obviousness of
that the origin of scientifically motivated facts lies within the cosmologists’
thinking, the sense of the cosmological ideas and their significance for the
constitution of the noetic pole of the enquiry, i.e., for human subjectivity,
escapes the scope of the natural sciences and thus requires a philosophical
approach not restricted in its references to the causality of nature.

The Special Status of Cosmology as a Natural Science

The special status of cosmology among the other natural sciences is
determined by two decisive factors: its subject-matter is unique and

cannot be posed as an outside object; in other words, there is a fundamen-
tal inseparability of the enquiring intellect and the universe as a whole.
Said philosophically, the universe enters all forms of human cognition as
the ultimate horizon of contexts.11 Here we are confronted with a question
about the status of cosmology as a natural science. If cosmology pretends
to deal with the overall totality of physical existence (in which no separa-
tion of what is being studied from the human subjectivity which studies
it is possible12), it seems that cosmology exhibits some features of the
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11. Here, in analogy to Husserl’s definition of the “world-horizon”, the universe as such
is never given. This also stresses in a different direction that thought that the universe
as a horizon of all contexts in the physical and mathematical enquiry in the structure
of the world cannot be an object and is distinct from any object given in the back-
ground of contexts (Husserl [1970]); see also (Steinbock [1995], p. 104). 

12. Cosmologists easily abstract themselves from the physical content of the cosmos.
However, this natural attitude (in a phenomenological sense) “naturally” corrodes the
subject-matter, i.e., the universe as a whole.



human sciences in the sense that the humanly-made choice and emphasis
of topics of investigation through their naming, methods, and goals have
a genetic historical priority over the post-factum, made non-egocentric,
claims of cosmology about reality as if it were in itself.13 The seeming
epistemic priority of the human element in cosmology is linked to the fact
that for any scientific cosmology the human world (or “premise-world”)
associated with the conditions of embodiment has object-noematic prior-
ity over all “other worlds”. In other words, cosmology admits not only a
bottom-up explanation (i.e., taking physical causation into account), but
also a top-down inference based not on physical causality, but on the inten-
tionality of the human subjectivity.14 This fits well the approach to the
universe as a whole based in the transcendental constitution, which being
restricted by the outer universe through the stabilization of the patterns
of thought, still needs a sort of intentional launching, i.e., an expression of
interest and participation in that which gives itself for being constituted.
Thus the intended “subject-matter” of cosmology (the universe in its
totality) exceeds the scope of the physical sciences (in the same manner
as that which is signified is never exhausted through its signifiers) and
enters a realm involving human acts and will. By its constitution, physical
cosmology provides us with a particular, logically and physically acces-
sible pattern in the interpretation of the universe which, however, does
not exhaust the whole sense of the universe as the medium of human
presence in being. There always remains an excess of intuition over logical
simplicity and mathematical thoroughness, which delivers the sense of
presence of the universe, but never discloses it in discursive terms, thus
leaving the enquiring mind with the sense of the universe’s absence. The
ambiguity of the presence in absence of the universe deprives a genuine
cosmological project of any flavour of foundationalism understood as an
epistemological correlate of the notion of an ontological ground, be it the
constituting subjectivity of the self, or the outer universe as underlying
substance. As a result, cosmology has to function in the conditions of the

63Theological Commitment in Modern Cosmology and Demarcation…

13. The implication of this can be that the content of cosmological knowledge would be
considered not as counterposed and transcendent to human subjectivity, but as trans -
cendentally constituted.

14. This distinction can be elucidated by a long quote from a paper by Harvey ([1995],
p. 125): “It is common parlance to say that whereas the natural scientists seek to explain,
the human scientists seek to understand. This distinction between understanding and
explanation, however, is itself predicated upon the deeper distinction between inten-
tionality and causality. If the natural sciences rely upon physicalistic causality as the
human sciences rely upon intentionalistic motivation, and the intentionalistic motiva-
tion is shown to be prior to causal rationality, then natural science will be shown to be
posterior to, because ultimately explainable in terms of, human scientific motifs”
(emphasis added). 



classical paradox of human subjectivity in the world15, which arises in this
context and points to the fundamental difficulty in attempting to formulate
the ontology of the universe in terms of ground-grounded relationship.
In fact — this will be seen later —, the cosmological discourse cannot
avoid the issues of the disclosing agency, i.e., of the human beings.
Here one indicates an interplay between the dimension of the human and
natural sciences implicitly present in the cosmological discourse.

Cosmology, Ontological Commitment, and Extrapolation

The phenomenological analysis allows one to explain the dimension of
the human sciences in cosmology by revealing “religious”-like com-

mitments (i.e., beliefs) in the cosmological ideas. In order to deal with the
issue of objectivity and neutrality of the claims of cosmology for reality,
one needs to look carefully at the relation between the content of theoreti -
cal claims and the observations linked to that of empirical reality. In some
cases, cosmology claims the existence of things on the grounds of theo -
retical consistency and a fit with other plausible constructs, but for which
we can have no observational evidence (i.e., the principle of direct cor -
respondence with empirical reality is not applicable).16 This possibility
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15. A classical formulation of this paradox can be borrowed from M. Merleau-Ponty:
“There are two classical views: one treats man as the result of the physical, physio -
logical, and sociological influences which shape him from the outside and make him
one thing among many; the other consists of recognizing an a-cosmic freedom in him,
insofar as he is spirit and represents to himself the very causes which supposedly act
upon him. On the one hand, man is a part of the world; on the other hand, he is the
constituting consciousness of the world” (Merleau-Ponty [1982], p. 72). See also the
discussion in A. Nesteruk ([2008], pp. 173-175). For a wide philosophical stance on this
paradox, see Carr (1999). Applied to the study of the universe, the paradox of human
subjectivity can be reformulated as follows: on the one hand, human beings, in the
facticity of their embodied condition, form the centre of disclosure and manifestation
of the universe as a whole, modelling it as overall space and time, which exceeds the
limits of the attuned space related to humanity’s behaviour on the planet Earth (the
home place). On the other hand, the depicted universe as a vast continuum of space
and time positions humanity in an insignificant place in the whole totality, making its
existence not only contingent (in physical terms), but full of nonsense from the point
of view of the actually infinite universe. Said bluntly, the actual infinity of the universe
is attempted to be articulated from an infinitely small part of its formation. One could
express this differently: through its insight, humanity is co-present in all points of what
it observes in the universe or imagines, while physically restricted to an insignificant
part of it.

16. This, for example, can be related to the cosmological principle which postulates the
uniformity of the universe beyond observational limits. Another example is a famous
“inflaton” field which drives the exponential expansion of the early universe. 



does not by itself prove an epistemic justification to be correct, even less
does it point to the truth-content of what theories claim; here, a sort of
philosophical, i.e., trans-scientific insight is necessary. Such a situation, for
example, happens in the extreme case of the construct of the multiverse17,
where no direct observational or experimental tests of the hypothesis are
possible, and the assumed underlying physics is probably untestable in
principle. In this context, one must re-evaluate what the core of method-
ology related to the natural sciences is: can one claim there is a genuine
scientific theory evidentially supported by the plausibility arguments and
coherence of implied beliefs, but direct and indirect observational and
experimental tests are impossible? 

In the case when cosmology predicates things beyond their verifi-
cation by the principle of correspondence, it appeals first to the method
of extrapolation, which itself must be evaluated as tacitly committed to a
certain set of beliefs. The situation can be easily illustrated by considering
the problem of the origin of the universe, where one reaches the limits of
physical theories, if one regards testability as being an essential attribute
of physics. The expanding-universe theory claims that the universe, as we
know it, originated from an idiosyncratic initial state of matter and geom-
etry 10 to 15 billion years ago. This unique event is not directly accessible
to us in all possible senses, nor can it ever be replicated in the laboratories.
If it were truly a coming into being without an antecedent (whatever this
might mean), that event would be inaccessible for observation and
description (phenomenalization) in principle by the methods of science,
which by its essence is not adjusted to deal with the notion of nothing (in
an absolute sense, not a “vacuum” of the field theory). This is the reason
why all “theories of creation” of the universe presuppose something pre-
existent, defined, and described through highly sophisticated mathematical
constructs (intelligible essences), which are obviously not directly testable
(in spite of the fact that they are intended with permanent reference to the
physical). In any case, cosmological observations provide only very weak
limits on conditions immediately after “creation” precisely because infla-
tion, allegedly, wipes out most of the memory of what preceded it.
Hypotheses of “creation” rely on extending some aspects of tested physics
to limiting situations where tests are not possible even in a logical sense.
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17. Multiverse proposals in cosmology refer effectively to the old idea of the plurality of
worlds, with all possible physical conditions. In this case, the existence of our universe
in its contingent facticity is explained away as belonging to an ensemble of universes
which, through its totality, contains whatever is possible. (See, for example, Tegmark
(2003). Here the question of existence is thus quite illegitimately transferred to the
question of selection, whereas the issue of the existence of the multiverse itself is not
addressed at all.



Ultimately, the problem of extrapolation arises from those limits of
scientific explanation which are set by the observational constraints inher-
ent in our earth-bound home-place. All that is in principle directly acces-
sible to observations is positioned on the surface of the past light-cone.18

Outside that cone, one has the uncertainties of extrapolation.19 Thus,
the extension of a cosmologist’s insight into the universe from Earth,
in the attempt to encompass the universe in a single vision (including its
absolute origin), requires an inference from what is already known to what
is as yet only conjectured. For a form of knowledge that rests its claim on
its empirical, observation-based, access to the world (most of the natural
sciences), these limits raise clear difficulties. 

One could claim that “extrapolations” (inferences) towards the fun-
damentally non-observable and untestable are simply physical hypothe-
ses assessed along a variety of lines, including observational tests as only
one of these. Lacking this particular virtue does not mean that they do not
belong to science proper. They may rely on appeal to analogy, on consis-
tency with other cosmological contexts, on logical fertility and explanatory
force, or a mathematical consistency and elegance. Over time, they may
be woven into a more and more tightly connected set of beliefs and ideas,
each element of which derives support from the set as a whole.20 One can
claim even further that extrapolations in cosmology itself (whatever this
means, including a shift of “home places”21 in the cosmological principle,
or a free eidetic variation22 of the parameters of the whole world, which
happens in theories of the multiverse) implies an extended sense of
“scientific justification”, for example epistemic coherence, which does not
necessarily refer to tests and observations. Let us briefly comment on this. 
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18. There is a tiny piece of the human observer’s world-line relating to the immediate cos-
mic environment like the Earth, planets in the solar system, stars in our galaxy which,
in terms of cosmic times, and thus space, are close to us, so that their separation from
us is comparable with the life span of humankind. We assert the existence of such
objects in terms similar to those of the earthly objects. 

19. Thesis B1 in Ellis ([2007], p. 1220). 
20. See, for example, (McMullin [1994], pp. 119-120).
21. This is the terminology of E. Husserl from his paper “Foundational investigations of

the phenomenological origin of the spatiality of nature” (Husserl [1981]).
22. An eidetic variation in phenomenology is meant to subject to mental amendment some

aspects of the intended “object”, in order to reveal its true sense as that one which sur-
vives these variations. It is through this variation that the sense of individuality and
identity of the universe is attempted to be constituted. An eidetic intuition of the uni-
verse moves us first to the realm of Platonic forms, where the universe as a whole is
positioned as an intelligible “object” open to our gaze. It is at this background that one
can speculate about other possible universes as alternatives of that where we live in.
However, no matter how much we may enjoy “living” among the intelligible forms,
we never abandon the appearances of the real universe through which we can come
to higher intelligibilities. 



Coherence of Epistemic Justification in Cosmology

For example, in the models of origin of the universe, the major pre-
sumption is that one can extend the laws of physics (comprehended

by us through their incarnation in apodictic mathematical formulae)
towards something which cannot be physical independently of its mathe -
matical Gestalt. In other words, such an extension presumes effectively
a set of beliefs that it is possible to catch the sense of reality beyond the
sensible (corporeal, in an extended sense the of physical equipment) as its
substantial identity (which could be on the level of ideal forms) through
physical time, in spite of the post-factum resistance of reality to this.23

The validity of these beliefs can only be justified on the grounds of their
coherence, as well as, to a lesser extent, in agreement with that border-line
physics linked to the empirical validation through observation. The situa -
tion when justification is linked to beliefs is dealt with by that part of con-
temporary epistemology which is called “the coherence theories of epis-
temic justification” and which holds that a belief is justified to the extent
to which the belief-set of which it is a member is coherent.24 In different
words, what is at issue in a coherence theory is a matter of a proposition’s
relation to other propositions, and not its “coherence” with reality or with
the facts of matter. 

Now we see that it becomes a task for philosophy to discuss the
various sorts of hypothetical extrapolation that cosmologists make as a
regular part of their work and the implied philosophical beliefs which
drive them. Thus, a philosophical dimension (with all nuances corres -
ponding to the human sciences) is inevitable in cosmology. As a matter of
further clarification, let us refer to another basic assumption, namely that
the very possibility and foundation of modern cosmology lies in the
adoption of the principle of uniformity of space-time and matter (cosmo-
logical principle) by extrapolating (in the certainty of a belief in an indif-
ferent location of humanity in the universe) that the isotropic picture of
the large-scale distribution of matter in the universe as observed from the
Earth can be transferred to all possible locations. This extrapolation invokes
a certain philosophical and, maybe, even theological commitment which
acts in the cosmologist’s mind as a regulative and indemonstrable belief.25
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23. This is a longstanding point made by Meyerson (1964).
24. See, for example, Dancy ([1989], p. 116).
25. Discussing the cosmological principle in close connection with the so-called Coperni -

can principle, McMullin points out that the Copernican principle has to be understood
in terms of what it rejects, namely older teleological beliefs about the uniqueness of
the human and the likelihood that humanity has a selected position in space, for



Going together with the naturalistic implication in physical cosmology,
this belief nevertheless acts not on the level of physical causation, but that
of intentionality pertaining to the subject of cosmology.26 Philosophy
enters here as cascading down from intentionality to physical causality,
thus explaining one of the claims of phenomenology for the priority of
the human sciences. 

Another example comes from inflationary cosmology: it confesses
a belief that there exists a field M (inflaton)27, which is described through
a corresponding theory and which drives the evolution of the universe
during the very early inflationary period; this belief coheres (as justifica-
tion) with another scientific conjecture (belief) that there was a period of
evolution of the universe with an exponential growth in time which, in turn,
solves some problems of radiation-dominated cosmology28 and hence
makes the so-called standard cosmological model even more coherent.
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example being a cosmic center (McMullin [1993], p. 373). However, the desire to aban-
don the teleological explanation is itself based on an intention, rather than any scien-
tifically demonstrable conviction. The indifference postulated by the cosmological
principle is indemonstrable although, because of some philosophical arguments, it is
more admissible. Thus, it is based itself on a sort of belief, although of a different kind
in comparison with that of teleology.

26. Here an extensive comment must be made. One can object to the claim that the
so-called “cosmological principle” is applied only to cosmology. Indeed, the scientific
methods employ a principle of indifference with respect to similar objects which obey
physical laws. For example, all atoms are considered to be similar with respect to the
laws of atomic physics. However, this indifference does not deal with the outcomes of
physical laws. Atoms are indifferent to what concerns them as constituting units, but
their particular combinations which give rise to complex structures are not subjected
to the laws of atomic physics and represent rather their outcomes which can be differ-
ent and specific. The cosmological principle states the uniformity of the universe at the
level of the outcomes of physical laws, which led to a particular, uniform structure of
the observable universe. In this sense, the cosmological principle is not simply the
proclamation of the overall consubstantiality and uniformity of the universe at all
structural levels, but a claim for a particular manifestation of this consubstantiality at
the level of clusters of galaxies. The uniformity of the universe implies very specific
initial conditions and topology which theory attempts to explain away by inventing
laws whose outcomes apodictically lead to the uniformity in the universe (an infla-
tionary scenario, for example). 

27. In spite of the fact that the hypothesis of this field, its very existence, is very efficient
in a qualitative and quantitative modelling of observable phenomena, the physical
nature of this field, i.e., its relation to a certain class of observed particles, remains
obscure. This is one of the major points of skepticism with respect to inflationary
theories, which has been raised, for example, in the above-mentioned paper of Ellis
([2007], p. 1210).

28. These are famous horizon, monopole, and flatness problems. See, e.g. (Weinberg [2008],
pp. 201-208). See also Penrose’s The Road to Reality ([2005], pp. 753-757) in what con-
cerns a certain critique of the inflationary hypothesis.



One must stress here that all beliefs surrounding the construction of a
quite sophisticated theory of the inflationary universe are driven by the
hidden desire to explain away the contingent facticity of the initial con -
ditions of the universe as well as its present display. Contingency as
eventuality and historicity is not a part-and-parcel of physics and thus
here we observe a certain “pseudo-theological” commitment to overcome
the “latent horror of the unique event”29. A similar situation occurs with
the idea of the multiverse. Since no correspondence with empirical reality
is possible, all speculations about the multiverse work in the certainty of
belief that there is an extended meta-reality which comprises our universe,
so that any justification for a theory of such a multiverse can only be
based on epistemic coherence, which is related to convention at the level
of the community of cosmologists. The fact that the idea of the multiverse
is driven by a pseudo-theological commitment can easily be indicated by
pointing to by no means rare discussions on how the multiverse competes
with the idea of creation by God.30 In the case of the multiverse, in fact,
no realistic reference in the models is even required. We deal here with
a situation where the mental states (of cosmologists) affect our sense of
reality and even contribute to its theory. 31 The idea of the multiverse can
be approached from a different point of view if considered phenomeno-
logically as an eidetic variation of the parameters pertaining to the actual
universe. This variation takes place within human subjectivity and aims
to articulating some apodictic features of the state of affairs that accounts
for this actual universe (as a unique event). In this case, the invocation of
the idea of the multiverse is a legitimate phenomenological procedure in
order to reaffirm with a new force the inevitability of the given contingency
of this actual universe. But certainly in this case the causation which is
implied by the model of multiverse is of a rather mental kind, so that the
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29. Through the discovery of the singularity in cosmology, as Torrance writes, “…we
have disclosed in the depth of our science a unique event of a staggering kind. It is this
singularity that causes the trouble, for it arouses in so many people once again a latent
horror of the unique event. It was rejection of the unique event that lay behind notions
of the cyclic universe, or modern notions of the oscillating universe, […] for there
seems to be a regulative belief in many people’s minds which insists that everything
must be repetitive and, thus, equivalent, and that the world goes on as it always has in
the past and always will go in the future…” ([1996], pp. 166-167).

30. See the discussion of this issue in Leslie (1989), Temple (1994), DonPage (2008). 
31. This thought was anticipated by Henry Margenau who believed that modern physics

could provide an evidence that the nature of its reality is determined not only through
causation in empirical reality, but also through intentional acts of thought. In his ap -
proach to the nature of physical reality, he posed a question: “Is sensed nature the only
field of departure or arrival in the process of scientific verification, or will inspection
of the eidetic structures of consciousness function in a similar way as dator of scientific
fact?” (Margenau [1944], p. 278).



analysis of conscious states becomes, in a sophisticated way, the datum of
scientific facts and cosmology as such becomes a form of phenomenologi -
cal explication of the working of human subjectivity.

The Phenomenological Insight in Cosmology
as an Explication of the Human

Aphenomenological insight into cosmology makes an expected reversal
of its meaning by shifting the centre of its enquiry from the noematic

content to its noetic pole, i.e., the generating human subjectivity. Indeed,
when scientific reason attempts to enquire into the origin of the universe
in an absolute sense, the strategy of extrapolation acquires some features
of philosophical transcendence. But transcendence here is not based on
physical causation, but on intentions as indemonstrable beliefs, beliefs
which set limits for the ability of science to exhaust the sense of the uni-
verse through the immanent constitution of human subjectivity. Transcen -
dence implies here an extended sense of human subjectivity as an excess
of intuition of the donation of the universe in the act of life. Transcen -
dence points towards a simple truth that the reality of the human incar-
nate existence (which relates humanity to the corporeal, physical aspects
of the universe) is not exhausted by physics32: humanity stands at the
crossroads of reality, being a “microcosm” — the dative of manifestation
and nominative of disclosure — in a philosophical (and perhaps theologi -
cal) sense. Cosmology, then, if reduced to the physical mode expressed
in mathematics, cannot account for the ultimate sense of the human and
is in this sense incomplete.33 Since no science can give such an account,
the real question here is about the boundaries of the human, i.e., the
definition of humanity in an apophatic sense. The atomic bomb, being
a human creation, nevertheless points clearly towards the realm of the
inhuman, i.e., to the limits of humanity as such. Thus, the atomic bomb as
a scientific achievement defines in an apophatic (negative) way the sense
of the human. Cosmology plays a similar role: it provides some hints and
pointers as to where human comprehension and articulation of the uni-
verse becomes paradoxically inhuman (the Big Bang, for example). In this
sense, the cosmology of the Big Bang becomes a characteristic explication
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32. In the context of the so-called anthropic inference, this was pointed out by M. Bitbol
(1993). In a wider philosophical and theological context, this excess of humanity
beyond nature was discussed by Nesteruk (2001, 2004). 

33. The cosmic environment provides the necessary conditions for the human corporeal
existence (exactly detected in anthropic arguments), whereas the sufficient conditions
do not belong to the sphere of physics and point towards human morality, ethics, and
some eschatological commitments. See discussion in Nesteruk ([2003], pp. 200-214). 



of the sense of humanity as that formation of being which is looking for
its own origin, its own history.34 Thus, the sense of the universe is always
accompanied by a sort of philosophical (or theological) commitment of
humanity to disclose its own sense of existence.35 The incompleteness of
the physical cosmology is thus compensated through the change of attitude
to its hidden human-science-like dimension, i.e., by an implicit presence
of a person who creates cosmology. 

The picture of the universe created in modern cosmology and sub-
jected to philosophical introspection reflects the universe of the human
beings: the universe of the physical in indissoluble unity with the emo-
tional and the spiritual. Physical cosmology, depicting the universe at large
and through time, encodes what human persons feel in the condition of
their finite embodiment in space and time, i.e., here and now: not only the
actual physical infinities of the world beyond their bodies, but also the
infinity of the inner world, the immensities of the spiritual. It is through
these parallels between the inner universe of the human mind and soul
and that physical immensity of being in which it is involved by virtue of
its corporeal life that the interplay between the dimensions of the natural
and human sciences become manifest in cosmology. 

One can then anticipate that the phenomenological analysis of cos-
mology may well have useful influences in wider realms of philosophy.
As cosmology helps us understand the nature of being human by clarify-
ing the overall physical context through which we receive our existence,
our understanding of the universe helps shape our views of humanity
which is the center of disclosure and manifestation of the universe. The
limits of physics and scientific philosophy which are tested by cosmology
test the whole capability of humanity to understand the sense of existence.
Cosmology is a test for humility and discernment when the scientific mind
through asceticism of its pretensions realizes its limits and contingency
upon something present in absence within the very same universe which
exceeds the capacity of understanding.36
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34. See Nesteruk ([2008 (a)], pp. 247-266; [2009]) on the similarities between the pheno -
menology of birth and the Big-Bang aspirations of cosmologists.

35. Cf. “A philosophy of nature and a philosophy of man are mutually complementary;
[…] neither can be completed unless it shows itself as the counterpart of the other”
(De Laguna [1966], pp. 81-82).

36. The phenomenological construct of “presence in absence” is easily applied to cosmo -
logy, for example, because of two factors: on the one hand, we see the universe back
in time along the so-called past light cone, so that the inference about the universe out-
side this cone can be considered as an attempt to deal with the universe as a whole
which is present in its empirical absence. A similar thing can be said if one remembers
that, according to the present-day model, the visible matter represents only 4% of the
whole material content of the universe. The other 96% (dark energy and dark matter)



Assessed phenomenologically, cosmology retrieves the “natural”
centring of all non-egocentric tendencies of its world-building narrative
in human hypostatic subjectivity. The phenomenological analysis of
cosmology indirectly calls into question the purported neutrality and
objectivity of some of its claims with respect to realities which are beyond
empirical verification. It could suggest instead that such “neutral” des -
criptions of the world operate on the basis of some existential concerns
formulated in a set of beliefs (which may or may not be related to the faith
of theology). In this sense, the phenomenological view rejects that sense of
the supposedly objective cosmological knowledge describing the world37;
rather, these descriptions are seen as interpretations that are governed
by beliefs which can be qualified as controlled to the extent that they are
related to a particular path of science in human history. By revealing the
telos of cosmological explanation (as related to the issue of the origin of
the universe), phenomenological analysis thus discloses the hidden “theo -
logical” commitment in cosmological research and the intrinsic mode of
cosmology as a science which is driven by the human affairs.38

Once again, in spite of doubts of objectivity and neutrality, scientific
cosmology becomes an extremely important and useful instrument in
demonstrating how human incarnate subjectivity affirms itself through
the exteriorizing (non-egocentric) tendencies of its “natural” attitude. The
universe that science depicts as something different from us and devoid
of our influence and presence represents, in fact, the articulated words
and thoughts of humanity. By creating a cosmological narrative, we affirm
ourselves.39 While predicating the evolving universe within the non-ego-
centric intentionality, and thus attempting to phenomenalize the mystery
of its contingent origin, human subjectivity asserts and extends itself
towards the universe, thus confirming the telos of its ever-going incarnation
(assigning a dynamic character to the manifestation of personhood).40
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is postulated in order to balance the model with observations. In other words, the uni-
verse is present to us through 4% of what is visibly manifested, but in the empirical
absence of the rest 96%. 

37. As was eloquently expressed by A. Gurwitsch, “the goal of phenomenology is not an
exhaustive description of an infinite variety of immanent data, but the investigation
of those contexts of consciousness owing to which there is a perceptible world, the
universe of physical constructs etc.” (Gurwitsch [1992], pp. 43-44).

38. This theological commitment corresponds to the attempt to disclose the ultimate sense
of the universe as “all in all”, that archetypical memory in the human constitution
which drives cosmological research. See details of this point in Nesteruk ([2008 (a)],
pp. 247-266; [2009]).

39. Cf. “By learning the ways of the universe and by reflecting upon them as they surface
in the daily life of family and work and community, we take the first steps into a new
form of human understanding and existence” (Swimme [2005], p. 7). 

40. Heelan ([1972], pp. 493-502). See also, in this context, Compton [1967], p. 82.
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METANOIA, REALITY,
AND THE HOLY SPIRIT: 

AN ANSWER TO THE “IDOLIZATION OF LOGICS”

Revd. Prof. Ioan Chirilã, Ph.D
Faculty of Orthodox Theology,

Babeº-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca, Romania

We are always looking for answers, we are trying to impose a thinking
and a living standard, but which might be the pure one? Please, do

not think that I intend to discredit this noble discipline called Logics,
away with this thought! What I want to do, at the most, is to de-construct
something of the automatism of human thinking, maybe an epistemic
instrumental structure, but in no case Logics. Please, do not think that
I will imitate Derrida; actually, I would like to suggest that, in a broken
post-modernity, you notice very often classical fragments, modern frag-
ments, ancestral fragments, and abysses. But all these cannot prevent me
from thinking beyond them, of the land of the blessed and happy unity,
and to hear, again and again, the calling of Ezekiel when he says: “I will
make spirit enter you and you will come to life…” (Ezekiel, 37, 5-11),
which means unity is the work of the Spirit and the fruit of resurrection.

There is no dialogue towards unity which can be achieved in a posi -
tive way by omitting the anastasic content of the being, but, on the other
hand, this content seems to the world as being illogical. 

To understand the Christian occurrence of the concept, I should
present to you some grains of thought about Jonah.

Trying to escape the Logos
Jonah, this wonderful prophet, received word from God and he

had to deliver it to one of the greatest cities of his times, Nineveh. But he
tried to rid himself of this mission and hid on a ship, then in the belly of
a great fish, and, in the end, under a vine (spindle) that withered. The first
hiding-place was logical, the second one was a-logical, and the third was
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illogical.1 In the case of his actions, as in the case of the dialogues of Job
(something about them later in this essay), what has precedence is the
rational and the juridical approach impregnated by individualism. All
these aspects are due to the fact that man cannot comprehend the ampli-
tude or the logosical depth of the historical course of events, he does not
understand that, in itself, the unity of creation is not achieved by or in the
strictly material sphere, that, most of the times, before the incarnation of
Christ, it has its efficient cause in the sphere of the Transcendent. 

The closeness to the Logos may seem forced; in strict logics, it is so,
but we have the revelation of Jesus as well, and this revelation assumes
this existence typologically important for Christology and soteriology. If
we want to achieve a real dialogue, we must exit the bottom of our ship
and plunge into the understanding of the fact that Logics itself has a root
in the Logos, the word coming from the Greek logos and not only that.2
Jonah’s logical mind refuses to sympathize with a people living on the
verge of ruin and makes its way to a material nature directly useful to
itself — what a realism! And how much it resembles some of our attitudes!
Moreover, his dwelling in the belly of the great fish seems to be a-logical.
We know that there are now some real facts which support this dwelling;
nevertheless, our mind dislikes believing that this is possible and defines
this act as being a-logical, although I would call it illogical, but, for this
framing, a grain of faith is necessary, the concrete perceiving of the avail-
ability of creation to theandry.

About justice and the self-sufficient reason or Job’s metanoia
The dialogues between Job and his three friends, as well as Job’s

dialogue with Elihu take place in the analytical register of self-sufficient
reason, since they are justifications for Job. What I would like to propose
here is not an exegetical approach, that can be found in the special litera-
ture3; I would like to underline the last dialogical aspect of this book:

Ioan Chirilã76

1. Logical — according to the laws of Logics, rational, accurate, justified, concrete; a-logi-
cal — which has no logic, absurd, anomalous; illogical — which is not according to
Logics, which contradicts Logics (cf. DEX, pp. 580, 29, 474, respectively).

2. In Greek, logos has the following meanings: “word, idea, reason, order”. Heraclitus of
Ephesus used the term with the meaning of necessary order, proper both to the cosmos,
and the material word, on the one hand, and to the human reason in its superior form,
on the other hand. The Greek stoic philosophers gave the word an idealist meaning,
understanding it as the cosmic reason, the divine one. Later, the philosopher Philon
used this word to designate the divine reason as an intermediate force between God
and the world. The Christian theologians used the term logos to designate the divine
reason as an intermediate force between God and the world, identical with Jesus.

3. M. Eliade, Tratat de istorie a religiilor (A Treatise of the History of Religions), Bucharest,
Univers Enciclopedic, 2000, pp. 215-216; C.G. Jung, „Rãspuns la Iov“ (“An Answer to



chapters 38-42, especially some passages: “Who is this that darkens my
Providence4 with words without knowledge?” (Job, 38, 2)…; “Will the
one who contends with the Almighty correct him?” (Job, 40, 2)…; “I am
unworthy, how can I reply to you? I put my hand over my mouth!” (Job,
40, 4)…; “Who is this that obscures my counsel without knowledge?
Surely I spoke of things I did not understand, things too wonderful for
me to know” (Job, 42, 3)…; “My ears had heard of you, but now my eyes
have seen you. Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes”
(Job, 42, 5-6). Out of these passages springs the lesson that the natural
revelation does not truly speak to you except when you are in a state of
metanoia. In theological discourse, the term metanoia refers to the change
of mind which is brought about in repentance. Repentance is necessary
and valuable because it brings about the change of mind or metanoia.
This change of mind will result in the altered persona deprecating sin,
though replicating good will, benevolence, and integration of the self in
relation to God. The two terms (repentance and metanoia) are often used
interchangeably.

These biblical landmarks may provide us with another method-
ological norm destined to support a real dialogue: It is not the self-sufficient
reason that satisfies your understanding; it is metanoia that opens your inner self
to the comprehension of eternal truths.

Rosenzweig introduces the concepts of metaethical and metalogical.
In his opinion, “there is a way of looking at life (Lebensan schauung) which
confronts a way of looking at the world (Weltan schauung). Ethics is and
remains a part of the Weltanschauung. Its special relationship to a point of
view focused on life is only that of a particularly intimate contradiction,
just because both seem to touch each other, indeed repeatedly claim to
mutually solve the problems of the other together with their own”5. But
“the contrast of the life-centered and world-centered points of view comes
down so sharply to a con trast with the ethical portion of the world-cen-
tered view, that one is inclined to designate questions of the life-view as
veritably meta-ethical”6. Regarding the metalogic, “the old concept of logic
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Job”), in Imaginea omului ºi imaginea lui Dumnezeu (The Image of Man and the Image of
God), Bucharest, Teora, 1997; D. Abrudan, „Cartea lui Iov ºi valoarea ei antropologicã“
(“The Book of Job and its anthropological value”), in Mitropolia Banatului, 1-2/1984,
pp. 7-20; H.H. Rowley, Job, Eeerdmans, Grand Rapids, New Century Bible, 1970;
D.J. Clines, “Job, 21-42”, in Word Biblical Commentary, Vol. 18, Dallas, Word Books, 2002. 

4. The divine providence is God’s permanent taking care of the entire creation and of man
especially, cf. Ioan Mircea, Dicþionar al Noului Testament (Dictionary of the New Testament),
Bucharest, IBMBOR, 1995, p. 425.

5. Franz Rosenzweig, The Star of Redemption, Notre Dame (Indiana), University of Notre
Dame Press, 1985, p. 11.

6. Ibidem.



no longer rests on anything but that unity, which knows nothing and
acknowledges nothing outside of itself. It is too early to say where that
unity belongs. At any rate, that unity is not inside, but outside the walls
of the world, just because and insofar as it is the world ‘from Parmenides
to Hegel’. Reason is entitled to a home in the world, but the world is just
that: a home; it is not totality. For its part, reason does not want to forget
its nobler origin, which it knows without being able to trace it definitely
in all its details. Indeed it may not forget it, even for the world’s sake, for
in the world its achievements on behalf of Being rest on the strength of
that nobler origin. Thus, the essence of the world is this preservation (not
validation) of truth”7 — thus, a metalogical existence.

His Grace Metropolitan Bartolomeu pointed out sometimes, in his
Sunday sermons, the distinction between to know, to have knowledge and
to understand, and in this way, I think, it is appropriate, in our dialogues
with the others, to go beyond the informative level and even beyond the
relational one, and to achieve the level of communion, in which the dif-
ferences are preserved in a doxological unity, in order to invoke the third
one, the Spirit.

Some ideas about the real
After three years of meetings, polemics, apologies, and apories more

or less complete or sufficient, that I do not want to judge or to extend,
I would like to recall the saying of certain Rabbis Church Fathers, accord-
ing to which the human mind goes as far as his deed. 

In order to say a few words about the real, I have tried to grasp
something the great philosopher Constantin Noica said, not because I
want to impose the type of Romanian thinking, but because I would like
to point out that the real is simultaneously transcendent and immanent,
according to the point of forming or expressing the definition. In his
Twenty-Seven Steps of the Real, he said: “The European culture proves that
there is really a hidden solidarity of the traditional categories… pictures
which characterize the physical modality, the chemical one, the elemen-
tary organic one…”8. In this solidarity, the unity and the epiphany of the
historical real may be intuited, but this historical real has, through the
waves that penetrate it, a correspondence/continuity “on the other side”,
in the absolute. I would like to complete this observation with what
Rosenzweig said about man’s possibility: “Man may relate himself to the
absolute in two ways: the first one is that in which the absolute possesses
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7. Franz Rosenzweig, The Star of Redemption, ed.cit., pp. 13-14.
8. C. Noica, Douãzeci ºi ºapte de trepte ale realului, Bucharest, Humanitas, 1999, pp. 6-7.



man, the other one is when man possesses the absolute. What kind of ref-
erence is the latter one?”9

Thus, “not only the fact that reason is the foundation of reality, but
there is a reality of reason itself. The fact that reason founds itself (noesis,
noeseos10, the principle of Hegelian dialectics) explains the way in which
it lays claims of founding reality (Hegelian dialectics, therefore the neces-
sary infrastructure of Kantian criticism); if the thinking pretends to be
able to found the being, it must be founded on itself; the self-founding of
the thinking is, therefore, necessary only for the sake of the possibility of
thinking the being; what remains regarding it is the suspicion that, except
for this relationship to the being, the self-founding of the thinking is a
simple logical play”11. Here is the way in which Rosenzweig presents the
relationship between reason, creation, and Creator: “As, for the sake of
creation’s reality, it must be admitted a Creator, a Self-sufficient one (the
Almighty), so for the one who believes that he may give up the reality of
creation and have direct access to life in its coloured reflex, the omni -
potence of the Creator is a problem lacking of content, too; from here, we
may conclude that the ‘being’ of God must be separated from His concept
(‘self-sufficient’). In the same way, the reality of reason must be separated
from its concept (self-conscience, noesis, noeseos, Fichte’s notion A = A).”12

In this context, Rosenzweig speaks of reason and reason beyond reason:
“There is ‘in’ — or, better said, ‘connected to’ — reason something extra-
rational, something that cannot be grasped by the concept of truth (since
truth always expresses ‘the representational congruity with the object’,
it is the congruity of some separated realities, where these ‘separated’
realities may be different things — A = B, the point of view of the con-
science, the critic’s point of view — or even identical — A = A, the point
of view of the self-conscience, the point of view of dialectics). This ‘some-
thing’ related to reason beyond (logically speaking: ‘beyond’) reason is a
unity which is not a unity of two elements and must not be formulated as
an equation, but a unity besides duality, the equality sign between the two
equations, but, unlike its utilization there, it is used not as a sign of equal-
ity, but as a sign of reality, not hypothetically (‘if there is a relation between
A and B or between A and A, it must be the relation of equality’), but cate -
gorically (‘there is an equality before any possible relation’). Ecce realitas!”13

79Metanoia, Reality, and the Holy Spirit

9. Quoted after F. Rosenzweig, Cãrticicã despre mintea omeneascã sãnãtoasã ºi bolnavã (The
Little Book of Healthy and Sick Human Understanding), translated by Deacon Ioan Icã Jr.,
Bucharest, 1995, p. 135.

10. “The thinking of the thinking” (an Aristotelic expression). 
11. F. Rosenzweig, Cãrticicã despre mintea omeneascã…, ed.cit., p. 135.
12. Ibidem.
13. Ibidem, pp. 134-136.



An objection then occurs, namely that it is unacceptable to give the
same name to the reality of “before” and “after”; the reality of God and
of the world created by God would not be of the same kind. Of course it
is not of the same kind, but how would this duality be so important if
language had not been right and of one kind?14

Therefore, “everything that happens between the Absolute and the
relative ‘before’ Him is revelation, and everything that happens between
the Absolute and the relative ‘after’ Him is nature, world, or whatever
name you want to give it. Of course, this is intended to be nothing else,
but a first formula of brute approaching. That it is so is rendered obvious
by the fact that the two relationships cannot be antithetically antagonistic,
as it happened: since the Absolute stays in ‘relation’ with the relative
before Him, it is essential for this relative before Him that the Absolute
as such stays first in no ‘relationship’, but this relative stays, as it is, not
straight, it is dust and ashes, and yet on its feet; it is not a ‘to be’ which
receives stability only through the sign of equality (=), but has its own
sign of equality (=) in itself and on itself and does not ask for any A. It is
B = B.”15

“About this man Spinoza writes — and Goethe agrees —, saying
that whosoever loves God cannot ask to be loved in return by God. How
it is possible? In the deep of his heart, a striving for willingly devoting
oneself to somebody unknown, higher and purer, appears — it is a love
of the third person, the Ego surrenders himself to that One (dem Es), there
is no ‘You’, therefore there is no ‘I’ either, or only the ‘I’ may ask for love;
and in this world at the third person, God is the only One on Whom at
least the appearance of the quality of ‘I’ shines as a limit-concept, as it is
expressed in those special comparatives: higher, purer: what is wor-
shipped is only a reflex, only something unknown, the Ego lying behind
that One (A = A in addition to that A of the normal equation: A = B).”16

Within such a relationship, the fundamental element is self-giving:
“Here, any love is self-giving, a giving whose resemblance may be a
giving of any kind; when he stays before ‘her’, he feels as taking part to
‘such’ a happy high, and whosoever possesses ‘science and art’, that one
has ‘religion’ too. Because A = A, A = B may be the dominant formula of
the world; all the ‘Bs’ are connected one with another, every one may take
the position of A to the others (the left member of the equation), both
‘them’, as ‘science and art’, and man may be the left member of the equa-
tion, becoming A for other things of the world; under the protection of
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14. F. Rosenzweig, Cãrticicã despre mintea omeneascã…, ed.cit., p. 137.
15. Ibidem, p. 138. 
16. Ibidem, p. 140.



A = A, any A = B is possible and justified. This B eternally objectual can
do only one thing: to ask God to love him in return. For this, he must be
able to turn into an I, to be equal to A = A and not only to A.”17

This can be done only by the man who did not enter the objectifying
welter of the relationships, the man from outside the theoretical-practical
system, the man as an I. He can and must ask God to be loved by Him in
return. Moreover, he must ask God to be loved by Him first. Because his
Ego is inert and mute, waiting for the redemptive word spoken by God:
“Adam, where are You”, in order that the first obvious “You” to be replied
by the first hesitating “I”, answering with shame. In “I” and “You” and
again “I”, this relationship moves, as the relationship of the undefined
He-She-That One of the multilateral self-giving in the “I” of the revelation
and “You” of the conscience asking or command, and, as an answer, in the
“I” of Adam’s shame or in that of Abraham’s availability, and again back
in the “I” of repentance and the “You” of prayer and the “I” of salvation.18

There is a strong relationship between the reality of the world and
its unity. Rosenzweig considers that “the intra-cosmic logos is itself a
unity by virtue of its relationship, however fashioned, to an extra-cosmic
unity, wherever at home”19. Rosenzweig’s thinking perfectly matches the
statements of Origen or Saint Maximus the Confessor. The personal Logoi
of each creature is an access key to horizontal and vertical communion,
to communion between the logical and the meta-logical. “As such, it need
no longer be burdened with an activity which is the very antithesis of its
worldly essence, its diversity, and its applica bility. It effects the unity of
the world only from within, as its internal form, so to speak, not its exter-
nal form. This metalogical All already possesses an external form by its
very nature, by virtue of being an All, not the All, intelligent, not intelligi-
ble, informed by spirit, not created by spirit. Moreover, the structure of
the world perfects itself in the individual and the species, and there is one
process which mirrors these two elements of the cosmic essence, namely
birth.”20 The idea that Rosenzweig expresses here is found in the works
of Saint Athanasius the Great, Saint Gregory of Nazianzus, Saint John
Chrysostomos, who clearly underline the fact that you cannot be a son;
you cannot be called a son without having a father. Here is, once again,
a practical way of underlining a type of unity combining the forms of
antithetic. “The individual originates at birth. Birth bursts forth in its
individual result as a thoroughgoing miracle, with the overwhelming force
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17. F. Rosenzweig, Cãrticicã despre mintea omeneascã…, ed.cit., pp. 140-141. 
18. Ibidem, p. 141. 
19. F. Rosenzweig, The Star of Redemption, ed.cit., p. 47.
20. Ibidem.



of the unpredicted, the unpre dictable. There has always been progéniture,
yet every birth is something absolutely new.”21 We notice here an evan-
gelical reverberation, hearing the Savior say to us: a woman forgets the
anguish because of her joy that a child is born into the world (John, 16, 21);
in other words, the mother repeats the words of our ancestors: We have
gotten a man from the Lord (Genesis, 4, 1). We are talking about another
way of highlighting the unity/communion without losing/dissolving
identities. “Never, therefore, is man and every individual part of the
world more of an individuality than at the instant when he precisely indi-
viduates him self, when he makes his appearance as a part of the world
himself refus ing partition. Now this individuality of his is, however,
attracted by the power of its species with somber might; it strives toward
this focal point, always increasing its distance from the day of its birth,
full as that was with all possibilities. Thus, it constantly forfeits its possi-
bilities, its individu ality. In the end, it surrenders it as completely as it can
at the instant of engendering. At its birth, the individual is completely
individual; it is downright concrete, free of connection and relationships,
untouched by the reality if not by the concept of its species, at progéniture
it penetrates just as completely into its genus. As it runs its perpetual
course, this circular process proves a graphic representation of the meta-
logical essence of the world.”22

In short, this is what is real, the agapic configuration of the dialogue
within creation and within God. But this dialogue begins as a metanoia,
the metanoia of wondering at the fascination of the other and he out of Him. 

About the Spirit
I have constantly searched for approaches, I have always wanted

to feel these approaches without destroying the alterity, but transmitting
to it the spirit of the agapic approach, the spirit of self-giving. And this
was not a hidden third, it was a third spirit who starts from beyond and
with the purpose of becoming in-beyond here/ today/now.

It is not the Spirit, it is a conception in flash out of the Spirit, in our
hypostasis/person, like the conception out of the waters, as a consequence
of hovering over the waters of Ruah Elohim. Then it was the nature, and
after that, when the times were accomplished, it was God Himself Who
was born from the very ripening of creation, from Virgin Mary. This is
why, in our search, we came close to Noica, the philosopher, as he says:
“The world of the organic nature finds its solution in the unity of the atom,
the world of the organic nature in that of the cell… unity, plurality, and
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totality will appear then in their logical naiveté… because unity is not only
a moment of quantity, it does not express something quantitative, only
distinct organizations of the real… and yet, it does not mean uniqueness,
being a unity for something in the bosom of the world”.23 Out of this
bosom, as from that of the Holy Trinity, the wave appears, a wave that
changes our image about the matter, which becomes a reality of a different
order, remaining at the same time a perfect matter.24 The theology of the
transparent creature, as it was formulated by Father Dumitru Stãniloae,
is rendered evident here. And Noica goes on: “The wave alone, in the
world of the matter, shares itself without being divided. It displayed the
light, in its apparent immateriality, this is the reason why it was divided
once”25, but we say: in the Gospel of John, He says: “I am the light of the
world”…, the wave goes through all past categories, it is rest and motion,
identity and alterity, unity, plurality, and totality at the same time. Rosen -
zweig places himself at the same level of speech: “Christ is the Light of
the World, while the Spirit is a Spirit of Truth. Here is why I would like
to introduce a series of remarks on the theme. God is both truth, and its
origin. If truth is illumination, then God is the light whence springs its
illumination. That he is truth tells us in the final analysis none other than
that he loves.”26 The truth which originates with God we recognized as
the essence of truth altogether. Thus, it must come to man too as God’s
truth, and as such he can only discover it by making it his own in the
Truly. For only that which one receives as gift teaches one to recognize the
giver. I can discover that God is truth only in the sense which we have
now established, as origin of truth, by discovering that he is ‘my part’, the
portion of my cup on the day that I call upon him.”27

“Experiencing the truth is possible to the human being only partially.
But the whole truth, just because it is the whole truth and thus imparted
only to God, a part only for God, this he can observe himself only in God.
For he remains a man in life. True, he may experience God, for what else
is revelation; but he by no means experiences thereby what God himself
experiences. In perception, however, he perceives directly what God
experiences, he perceives it in God. God himself experiences it. That
makes a great difference. To the truth which is God’s seal corresponds the
Truly as man’s seal. He may and must say his Truly, his Yes and Amen.”28
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23. C. Noica, op. cit., pp. 87-88. 
24. Ibidem, p. 144. 
25. Ibidem. 
26. F. Rosenzweig, The Star of Redemption, ed.cit., pp. 388-389.
27. Ibidem, p. 393.
28. Ibidem, p. 395.



In the beginning, the Christian credo had to accommodate itself to
a pagan impulse in order to win over the pagans, and this impulse is
quenched by the worship of God in the Spirit and the truth, by the
promise that the Spirit would lead Christendom. It is quenched, however,
only to make room for a new danger: a deification of the Spirit or rather
a spiritualization of God. This would forget God himself in favor of the
Spirit; it would lose the living power of God, incalculably creating and
quickening life, in the hope of a glimpse; intoxicated with the hope of
seeing him and with the fullness of the Spirit, it would lose touch with the
constantly growing world and with the soul renewing itself in belief.29

At least in the longing and hope for a unity of the heart, the last
conflict of the pagan soul thus appears to be resolved before the image of
the Son of Man. But here too a new danger threatens again: a deifi cation
of man and a humanization of God which would forget God himself in
favor of man, which threatened to lose the straightforward belief in the
superhuman God…30. But Father Stãniloae thinks that theology has a real
power to lead the believer towards en-theosis 31, towards deification.
He understands that the theology of experience is the only one capable of
radically transforming the human being, through the dynamism of con-
templation. This entheosis has nothing to do with the so-called enchant-
ment of the world.

But I leave aside all these ideas and I return to the wave, asking
myself when will we find this wave which shares itself and it is not divid-
ed, which unites us all with the depth of the Trinitarian unity. 

Instead of conclusions
Sciences are fascinating, they are not definitive or total, but steps of

the unique, plural, and total real, and therefore they must be included in
the wave’s breathing which animates in the bosom of creation the dialog-
ical relationships of all creatures in the uttering of the eternal Word. We
can learn this state which is not and will not be a stasis, because the sense
is: stasis, kinesis, genesis. Metanoia takes you to the objective identification
of the real and afterwards to the assertion of its unity in the Spirit. (Maybe)
we will learn in order to know, will interact in order to obtain knowledge,
and will embody in order to understand. Eternity is ahead and beyond,
but also here through the living wave in/out of the bosom of the world.   
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29. Ibidem, p. 399. 30. Ibidem, pp. 392-402.
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been both a goal and a gift: a goal because God placed it in humankind with the aim
of humanity attaining essential openness, and a gift because the whole process is
imprinted with the divine grace offered to humanity.



TRANSFORMING THE HUMAN:
ORTHODOX THEOLOGY AND

THE EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES
OF HUMAN ENHANCEMENT

Revd. Ronald Cole-Turner
Pittsburgh Theological Seminary, USA

For some, technological advance is exciting and full of new opportunities.
For others, it is frightening and confusing. Nowhere is this excitement

and confusion more strongly felt than when technology turns the human
subject into an object, when, in other words, the engineer becomes the
engineered. It is one thing to act on the external world in increasingly
powerful ways, even to act on the space immediately around the human
body through computers and mobile phones, for example. But it is quite
another thing for technology to act in a way that is internal to the human
body and brain, modifying biological and neurological functions at the
core of our human organic existence.

Those who welcome the new technology see its promise to do
away with the limitations of human biology and the constraints of nature,
for instance from such inevitabilities as the aging of the human brain.
For others, any technology that modifies the human brain also threatens
human dignity and human nature itself, which cannot be freed from the
constraints of nature without becoming a slave of technology at the same
time and cannot be enhanced without, at the same time, being destroyed.
So, while some claim that these technologies will enhance human beings,
others insist that they will destroy humanity, making us little more than
smart, powerful puppets.

Let us think about these challenges by drawing upon Christian
theology, in particular upon such thinkers as Dumitru Stãniloae and
those upon whom he drew, such as St. Gregory of Nyssa and St. Maximus
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the Confessor. Too often, the challenge posed by these technologies is
addressed only in terms of secular bioethics. Our hope is that theology
will offer a far richer source of insight, not to “solve” the problem, of
course, but perhaps to give us some small measure of wisdom and hope.

Technologies of Enhancement and the Bioethics Debate

Let us begin, however, by looking at technology as a mode of human
enhancement and at the bioethics debate. I have counted ten different

human traits that might be enhanced by using technology. Here is my list
of things about us that some may wish to increase or enhance in order to
have “a better life”:

• Physical appearance through cosmetic surgery and a host of cos-
metic products, so that we look younger or more beautiful

• Athletic ability through performance-enhancing drugs
• Increased sexual function through drugs like Viagra
• Our general state of health, including heightened resistance or

immunity to disease
• Self-esteem
• Cognitive ability and memory
• The length of our lifespan, or, as some people now say, increased

“health-span”, the duration of healthy years, including the
attempt to slow or stop the aging process

• A brighter or happier mood, the opposite of anxiety and depres-
sion

• Our moral predisposition towards empathy or compassion and
away from aggressiveness 

• Spiritual awareness, our sense of cosmic belonging or connec-
tion, preferably without the side effects of hallucinogenic drugs
like LSD

Enhancing Cognitive Ability
Let us focus for a few minutes on two of these, cognitive ability and

the length of life. What technologies exist today to help people enhance
their cognitive abilities? The people who wish to enhance their cognitive
functions turn primarily to drugs that are approved for use in treating
certain psychiatric and neurological disorders, such as ADHD — i.e.,
the Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder. The drugs include methyl -
phenidate (sold in the US with a prescription under the name Ritalin);
amphetamine salts (Adderall), or a newer drug, modafinil (sold as Provigil).
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These drugs are all regulated in the US, sold only by prescription, and it
is illegal to resell them. Even so, they are widely available for purchase on
US campuses. It is estimated that 4-7% of American university students
have been diagnosed with ADHD. How many students without a diag-
nosis have also used these drugs? Estimates based on surveys run from
about 7% nationwide to as high as one out of four on some campuses.
In addition, there is some experimental use of medication approved to
treat memory loss in dementia patients, specifically the use of donepezil
(Aricept).1

In the future, more drugs will certainly be developed. Currently, in
the US, drugs are evaluated in terms of their safety and their effectiveness
in treating a disease. They are not evaluated in terms of their power to
enhance human traits among the healthy. It is not uncommon for a drug
that treats a disease to also have some enhancement potential, but that
potential is not studied in clinical trials. As a result, those who wish to be
enhanced must experiment on themselves, which many seem willing to do.

Beyond drugs, biomedical research may lead to other ways to
enhance our cognitive abilities. Stem cell research seems to be leading to
the day when progenitor cells or multipotent stem cells might be inserted
into the human brain in order to replace cells that are damaged by injury
or dementia. These cells might be modified genetically before they are
implanted. If this approach is successful in treating people with cognitive
deficits, it may also be successful in treating people who simply wish to
have their normal or healthy brain activity enhanced. In particular, as we
age, we lose brain capacity, not because of any disease, but just because
of the aging process. In the future, it may be possible to limit this loss or
perhaps reverse it.

A more dramatic approach would be to modify the genes inherited
by our children, so that their brains are enhanced. Right now, no one
knows how to do this. Many genes are involved in human intelligence,
and there seems to be no single gene that can be inserted to produce
smart children. But research is advancing, and it may turn out that the
expression of several genes might be modified, with the result that a
modified child might be cognitively enhanced. We put iodine in salt, just
for this purpose, and most of us think it would be good to see iodine in
salt worldwide. But whether we should modify DNA for this purpose is,
of course, quite another question.
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1. Information in this paragraph is drawn from H. Greely et al., “Towards responsible us
of cognitive-enhancing drugs by the healthy”, in Nature, 456 (11 December 2008), pp.
702-706. http://repository.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1039&context=
neuroethics_pubs.



Extending the Human Lifespan 
Turning now to the question of extending the human lifespan, we

note the current interest in the polyphenols in red wine, in particular one
called resveratrol, which seems to have almost magical properties in pro-
moting health and longevity. Beyond resveratrol, there is a lot of interest
in anti-oxidants, for instance in green tea. Aside from recent publications
about resveratrol, there is little evidence to support the use of compounds
or pharmaceutical products as a way to extend the human lifespan. There
is strong evidence involving other species to suggest that greatly restricting
the number of calories we consume will add significantly to our lifespan,
but it is easier to put a caged mouse on a diet than it is to stay on one our-
selves.

Given wide interest in longevity, research is going forward around
the world, and it is naïve to think that there will not be significant break-
throughs. Research in cell-based therapies, in particular, seems to open a
pathway to regenerative medicine, which helps the body regenerate lost
cells. The primary targets of regenerative medicine today are to treat
wounded soldiers or burn victims, or perhaps to regenerate the muscle
cells of the heart following a heart attack, or brain cells following a stroke.
But technologies developed there will probably be effective in treating
the aging, as if aging itself were a disease.

Bioethics and Human Enhancement
Needless to say, all these developments have sparked quite a debate

over the development and use of these technologies. Should we encour-
age the development of technologies that are aimed especially at human
enhancement? Should our governments test their effectiveness, not just at
treating disease, but at enhancing traits like intelligence? Should people
have to break the law to gain access to drugs like Ritalin? If enhanced,
are we still the same persons we were before? Are enhancements a kind
of cheating? Do enhancements violate human nature or human dignity?

These are just some questions that are being debated around the
world. On the one hand, there are those who favor the development and
use of at least some of the technologies of human enhancement. They
argue that individuals should be free to decide for themselves what is
good; that scientists must be free to invent new things; that markets must
be free to offer products and technologies that consumers want; that
nothing is more truly human than increasing our mental capacities; and
that extending life is simply seeking more of what is widely regarded as
a good thing. Some go so far as to say that humanity is a “work in
progress” and that transcending the human — or “transhumanism” — is
a noble quest.
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On the other side, there are those who say that medical technology
should stick to therapy and not digress into enhancement; that human
dignity depends on bodily existence uncorrupted by technological intru-
sions; that whatever enhancements there might be will inevitably be
distributed unevenly, thus widening the gaps between the world’s rich
and poor; and that the human biological nature must not be modified or
it will surely mean the end of humanity as we know it.

These arguments are interesting but, in the end, merely academic.
They will not prevent the development and use of these technologies. The
culture of personal autonomy is so strongly established around the
world, that as much as we may fear excessive technology, we fear exces-
sive government more. Furthermore, these secular arguments raise tanta-
lizing questions, but fail to explore them in a profound or helpful way.
What is human nature, and what is the proper human role in modifying
nature — including our own biological nature — through technology?
Finally, inasmuch as the arguments fail to stop these technologies, they
also fail to answer the most challenging question of all: How shall we live
as human beings, indeed as religious believers, in an age of technological
modification? These arguments offer no guidance. But, in the end, will
the same be said of Christianity, that it, too, raised but failed to address
the profoundly human question of human technological transformation?
Shall it be said, a hundred years from now, looking back at our time, that
theology was unprepared to guide and illuminate the human beings in
their most transformational hour?

Theology and Human Enhancement

In this section, I will briefly explore the core meaning of the Christian
claim that the human beings are created in the image of God, for com-

munion with God. We will consider these sub-points: human beings are
created in the image and likeness of God, whose goal is transformation
(theosis), together with the whole creation for eternal communion in the
life of the Holy Trinity.

Created
Together with all creation, the human being is a creature whose

nature shares with the cosmos the properties of contingency and mal-
leability. To be a creature is to be made ex nihilo, and all that is made from
nothing is essentially changeable. For creatures, it cannot be otherwise,
but the malleability of the human, indeed, of all creation serves another
purpose. In order to be redeemed or transformed, we must be malleable.
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Furthermore, in the case of the human, such malleability makes us open
also to our own self-transformation. Precisely because the nonhuman cre-
ation is also malleable before God, it is at the same time, to some extent,
open to modification by the human beings. All these themes are devel-
oped by Dumitru Stãniloae.2 The malleability of the human being makes
possible the work of gracious transformation, but it also makes possible
the work of human self-transformation. “The human person… has his
own part in creating himself; he is not created by God only. And, in part,
the human person also creates the world. He can freely bring into act
some or other of the world’s potentialities; and because God assists man
toward this end, God himself remains in relationship of freedom to the
world and in a relationship of free collaboration with the human person.”3

A question of interest to Greek philosophers and to early theolo-
gians was why human beings were created without some of the natural
protections given to the other animals, which are able to escape danger or
defend themselves with built-in weapons. Origen, drawing the idea from
the philosophers, sees it as providential that human beings are not pre-
pared to live easily in nature.4 For theologians such as St. Gregory of
Nyssa, human under-equipment is part of God’s intention as a stimulus
for human ingenuity, including specifically the domestication of animals
and the development of technology. But, unlike the animals, who must
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2. According to Dumitru Stãniloae, in The Experience of God: Orthodox Dogmatic Theology,
vol. 2: The World: Creation and Deification (trans. by Ioan Ioniþã and Robert Barringer,
Brookline, Massachusetts, Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2000), the world is “malleable
and flexible” for God, hence it is also malleable before human action (p. 43). But “the
human person as a creature is contingent in respect to God, and in respect to himself
is malleable or contingent in a limited sense inasmuch as he did not create himself,
but can make an extremely varied use of his endless potentialities”. This malleability
is necessary if it is true that “by creating human beings, God has committed himself to
lead them to deification”.

3. D. Stãniloae, op.cit., vol. 2, p. 44.
4. Origen (Contra Celsum, 4.76) writes that God “created man a being full of wants, in

order that by virtue of his very needy condition he might be compelled to be the inven-
tor of arts, some of which minister to his subsistence, and others to his protection. For
it was better that those who would not have sought out divine things, nor engaged in
the study of philosophy, should be placed in a condition of want, in order that they
might employ their understanding in the invention of the arts, than that they should
altogether neglect the cultivation of their minds, because their condition was one of
abundance. The want of the necessaries of human life led to the invention, on the one
hand, of the art of husbandry, on the other hand, to that of the cultivation of the vine;
again, to the art of gardening, and the arts of carpentry and smithwork, by means of
which were formed the tools required for the arts which minister to the support of life.
The want of covering, again, introduced the art of weaving, which followed that of
wool-carding and spinning; and again, that of house-building: and thus the intelligence
of men ascended even to the art of architecture.” 



“wear” their tools and weapons, we are free to make and use and then to
set ours aside. Implicit here is a kind of warning against some of the pro-
posed technologies of human enhancement: once an engineered enhance-
ment is made internal to the body rather than left as an external tool, we
are stuck with it.5

In the image and likeness of God
Unique among all the creatures, the human beings are created, not

“after their kind”, but in the “image and likeness of God” (Genesis, 1, 26).
Much has been said about this small phrase, and there is the familiar
debate over whether image and likeness are distinct. The advantage of dis-
tinguishing between image and likeness is that it becomes possible to say
that in the Fall (Genesis, 3), the image remains while the likeness is lost, and
that it is the restoration of the likeness that is the goal of the spiritual and
moral life of the Christians, culminating in the resurrection. Moreover,
the distinction calls attention not just to the ontological correspondence,
but also to the necessity of moral correspondence between the human
creature and its Creator.

Beyond this, however, there is one aspect of the imago that is of
critical importance to our task. According to St. Gregory of Nyssa, to be
created in the image of God is to resemble the nature or essence of God.
But, when we ask about our own core or essence — our mind or nous —,
Gregory argues that no one “has understood his own mind”. St. Gregory

91Transforming the Human: Orthodox Theology and the Emerging…

5. St. Gregory of Nyssa (On the Making of Man, 7.3): “It was the slowness and difficult
motion of our body that brought the horse to supply our need, and tamed him: it was
the nakedness of our body that made necessary our management of sheep, which sup-
plies the deficiency of our nature by its yearly produce of wool: it was the fact that we
import from others the supplies for our living which subjected beasts of burden to such
service: furthermore, it was the fact that we cannot eat grass like cattle which brought
the ox to render service to our life, who makes our living easy for us by his own labour;
and because we needed teeth and biting power to subdue some of the other animals
by grip of teeth, the dog gave, together with his swiftness, his own jaw to supply our
need, becoming like a live sword for man; and there has been discovered by men iron,
stronger and more penetrating than prominent horns or sharp claws, not, as those
things do with the beasts, always growing naturally with us, but entering into alliance
with us for the time, and for the rest abiding by itself: and to compensate for the croco -
dile’s scaly hide, one may make that very hide serve as armour, by putting it on his
skin upon occasion: or, failing that, art fashions iron for this purpose too, which, when
it has served him for a time for war, leaves the man-at-arms once more free from the
burden in time of peace: and the wing of the birds, too, ministers to our life, so that by
aid of contrivance we are not left behind even by the speed of wings: for some of them
become tame and are of service to those who catch birds, and by their means others are
by contrivance subdued to serve our needs: moreover art contrives to make our arrows
feathered, and by means of the bow gives us for our needs the speed of wings: while
the fact that our feet are easily hurt and worn in travelling makes necessary the aid
which is given by the subject animals: for hence it comes that we fit shoes to our feet.”



is clear that he means this not just in the modern psychological sense of
failing to understand the depths of our own motives, but as a fundamen-
tal inability of the human beings to “know the nature of their own mind”.
But this is really not surprising, according to Gregory, for if we are in the
image of the unknowable and inexhaustible mystery of God, we, too, are
beyond knowing. In the key sentence, St. Gregory writes: “For if, while
the archetype transcends comprehension, the nature of the image were
comprehended, the contrary character of the attributes we behold in them
would prove the defect of the image; but, since the nature of our mind,
which is the likeness of the Creator, evades our knowledge, it has an
accurate resemblance to the superior nature, figuring by its own unknow-
ableness the incomprehensible Nature.”6

This theme has been referred to as “apophatic anthropology”.7 The
divine essence is beyond all our concepts, for while we may speak of God
as “Good” or “Love” or even as infinite, in truth God is always more than
any attribute or concept. If human beings are in the image of the God
who is inexhaustible mystery, then, as St. Gregory argues, human beings
cannot be comprehensible without providing some sort of Rosetta stone
by which God’s essence is rendered comprehensible. This theme, while not
present in every discussion of the imago, was carried forward nonetheless
by Pseudo-Dionysius and passed into the West through John Scotus
Erigena (c. 800 – c. 877). It appears most notably in the highly influential
work of Giovanni Pico della Mirandola.

According to Pico, God created all things according to all the pos -
sible archetypes and, coming to the creation of humanity, God lacked
any remaining pattern or prototype. “All space was already filled”, Pico
writes. “At last, the Supreme Maker decreed that this creature, to whom
He could give nothing wholly his own, should have a share in the par -
ticular endowment of every other creature. Taking man, therefore, this
creature of indeterminate image [indiscretae opus imagines], He set him in

Ronald Cole-Turner92

6. St. Gregory of Nyssa, On the Making of Man, 11.4. In the previous sentences, Gregory
writes: “But I find the solution of these difficulties by recourse to the very utterance
of God; for He says, ‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness’. The image is
properly an image so long as it fails in none of those attributes which we perceive in
the archetype; but where it falls from its resemblance to the prototype it ceases in that
respect to be an image; therefore, since one of the attributes we contemplate in the
Divine nature is incomprehensibility of essence, it is clearly necessary that in this point
the image should be able to show its imitation of the archetype” (11.3).

7. See D. Stãniloae, op.cit., vol. 2, p. 94. In another passage, Stãniloae speaks of a “sub -
stratum” at our core, the ground of our consciousness and freedom and uniqueness:
“We cannot define this substratum in its essence, but can only describe it in its mani-
festations, knowing about this essential fact, namely, that it is the soul that makes the
human being a conscious and voluntary subject, unique and irreplaceable” (ibid., p. 65). 



the middle of the world…” Then, according to Pico, God addressed the
newly-created human: “We have given you, Oh Adam, no visage proper
to your own, in order that whatever place, whatever form, whatever gifts
you may, with premeditation, select, these same you may have and possess
through your own judgment and decision. The nature of all other crea-
tures is defined and restricted within laws which We have laid day; you,
by contrast, impeded by no such restrictions, may, by your own free will,
to whose custody We have assigned you, trace for yourself the lineaments
of your own nature.”8

Pico’s influence on the western Renaissance can scarcely be over-
stated. We should not be surprised to learn that recent western “trans -
humanists” often refer to Pico’s Oration as one of the earliest sources of
the transhumanist vision of radical human self-creation and transforma-
tion. In Pico, transhumanists see a line of thought, arguably going back to
St. Gregory, that undermines the notion of the human creaturely limita-
tions grounded in a God-given human nature. In today’s debate over the
technologies of human enhancement, opponents of enhancement some-
times argue that the human nature is threatened by these technologies,
certainly so if the transhumanists have their way. The counter-argument
is to insist that human nature is of an image indiscretae precisely because
God created our nature that way. In other words, theology opens the door
to human self-transformation.9

Is this a valid interpretation of the Christian doctrine of imago Dei?
Clearly, it is not, if it is taken in isolation from other aspects of the doc-
trine or from the larger scope of the Christian view of humanity, which
includes not just creation, but incarnation and redemption. We turn to
some of these themes, once again in a highly selective way that is limited
by our specific concern related to technology. One theme of critical sig -
nificance is the idea that, while humans are created in the image of God,
we are at the same time a microcosm, not in the sense of being in the
image of creation, but in the sense of containing all things. While different
from all other creatures in being the sole bearer of the imago, the human
being is like all creatures (with shared chemical and biological properties),
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8. Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Oration on the Dignity of Man (trans. by A. Robert Capo -
nigri), Washington, Gateway, 1956, pp. 6-7. 

9. A rich summary of this debate is found in Thomas A. Carlson, The Indiscrete Image:
Infinitude & Creation of the Human (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2008). Carlson
argues for an interpretation of the imago that points to “the creative capacity of a
humanity that proves to be creative in just the measure that it does not ground, com-
prehend, or master itself; in these depths of theological tradition, the human ignorance
or incomprehension itself comes to light as a condition of anarchic and open-ended
creativity”. This is based on “an image of humanity defined, as in themystical tradi-
tion, by its lack of definition” (ibidem, p. 23).



knows them (understands them scientifically), bears responsibility for
their care and well-being, and shares their destiny. For Stãniloae, who
draws here from St. Maximus the Confessor, the inseparable unity of the
human with the cosmos is essential not just to creation, but to “the deifi-
cation of the created world”. According to Stãniloae, “Salvation and
deification undoubtedly have humanity directly as their aim, but not a
humanity separated from nature, rather one that is ontologically united
with it.”10 This of course brings us to the theme of deification or theosis. 

For Deification or Theosis
God has created all things for transformation; at the center of the

economy of transformation we find the deification of human life. What
relationship might there be between deification and the many other forms
of transformation, brought about by education, moral self-examination,
and spiritual discipline or, for that matter, through the use of technology?
Before we can explore that question, the theme of theosis must be consid-
ered briefly.

Stãniloae defines theosis this way: “This greatest possible union with
God wherein the fullness of God is stamped upon the human being, yet
without the human being thereby being dissolved into God — this is the
human being’s deification”11. This union with God, for Stãniloae never
achieved in separation from nature, is a spiritual ascent in purification
and illumination leading to a recovery of the lost likeness, a sharing of the
properties (though not the being) of God.12

That God created humanity for deification is an idea suggested by
scripture (Psalms, 82, 6-7; 2 Peter, 1, 4). It is also found in pagan sources,
more as the suggestion that human beings will rival the gods than an
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10. D. Stãniloae, op.cit., vol. 2, p. 1. The more complete quotation is this: “The economy of
God, that is, his plan with regard to the world, consists in the deification of the creat-
ed world, something which, as a consequence of sin, implies also its salvation. The sal-
vation and the deification of the world presuppose, as a primal divine act, its creation.
Salvation and deification undoubtedly have humanity directly as their aim, but not a
humanity separated from nature, rather one that is ontologically united with it. For
nature depends on man and makes him whole, and man cannot reach perfection if he
does not reflect nature and is not at work upon it.”

11. D. Stãniloae, op.cit., vol. 2, p. 89. 
12. Emil Bartos, in Deification in Eastern Orthodox Theology: An Evaluation and Critique of the

Theology of Dumitru Stãniloae (Carlisle, England, Paternoster Press, 1999), summarizes
Stãniloae’s view of theosis as “transcending human attributes and actions to participate
in divine attributes and actions. If deification in the broad sense meant ‘man’s ascend-
ing to the highest level of his natural powers’, deification in the narrow sense compris-
es man’s progress ‘beyond the limit of his natural powers, beyond the boundaries of
his nature, into the divine plane, beyond nature’.” (p. 45, quoting from Stãniloae,
Spiritualitatea Ortodoxã [Orthodox Spirituality], p. 310.)



offer from God to share the divine life. Deification appears in Christian
theology as early as Irenaeus, who refers to “our Lord Jesus Christ, who
did, through His transcendent love, become what we are, that He might
bring us to be even what He is Himself”13. Athanasius says essentially the
same thing more concisely: “He became human that we might become
divine”14. This, of course, is the classic expression of the so-called
“exchange formula”, based in the Scripture, but elaborated here in a way
that has an explicit ontological as well as moral dimension.15 This idea
is closely related to the image/likeness distinction noted earlier, for in
deification the redeemed human is restored to the likeness of God, in
communion with God and (through a kind of communicatio idiomatum)
sharing in the goodness and in the properties of God. Sin and its con -
sequences affect this movement from creation to deification, but the
economy or plan of God (creation, incarnation, deification) is not prima-
rily a rescue from sin, but an eternal purpose for all creation.

Central to the idea of theosis, as we can see from the “exchange for-
mula”, is the notion that the deification of the creature is a consequence
of a corresponding movement that occurs first in God. Often the word
kenosis is used in this context, to refer to the self-emptying of the Son of
God, which makes possible the incarnation and thus the deification of the
human nature. Norman Russell quotes Maximus, who speaks of “the
unfathomable self-emptying of the only-begotten Son which He brought
about for the deification of our nature…” Commenting on this, Russell
suggests that, with Maximus, “an important new theme is also intro-
duced, the reciprocal relationship between the incarnation of the Word
and the deification of man. The kenosis of the divine Son took place in
order to bring about the theosis of the human person.”16 Russell notes this

95Transforming the Human: Orthodox Theology and the Emerging…

13. Irenaeus, Against Heresies, V, preface. In IV.38, Irenaeus describes the human beings as
“making progress day by day, and ascending towards the perfect, i.e., approximating
the uncreated One. For the Uncreated is perfect, that is, God. Now it was necessary
that man should in the first instance be created; and having been created, should
receive growth; and having received growth, should be strengthened; and having
been strengthened, should abound; and having abounded, should recover [from the
disease of sin]; and having recovered, should be glorified; and being glorified, should
see his Lord” (p. 522 in ANF, vol. 1). 

14. Athanasius, De Incarnatione, 54.
15. Compare Athanasius with Paul’s 2 Corinthians, 5, 21: “For our sake he made him to be

sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God”.
16. Norman Russell, The Doctrine of Deification in the Greek Patristic Tradition (Oxford

University Press, 2004), p. 267. Russell continues with the suggestion that Maximus
offers “a variation on the exchange formula, man’s kenosis with regard to the passions
responding to God’s kenosis with regard to divine power, thus drawing the human and
the divine towards each other on convergent courses: ‘by emptying themselves of the



same reciprocity in the words of Hilary of Poitiers (c. 315-367/8).17 But it
is St. Maximus the Confessor who developed the “reciprocity” most fully.
For just as the kenosis of the Son of God is the pre-condition of incarnation
and therefore of the general possibility of deification, so the individual
human kenosis or self-emptying of “passions” or selfishness is the pre-
condition of the individual’s possibility of deification. To grow in likeness
of God, something must be given up.

Consenting to such self-emptying is a human action, and it is not
the only one that is required of us. The work of human transformation is
the work of God, but it requires our active involvement in the cultivation
of the moral and spiritual life. Much has been said and must continues to
be said on this theme. Our concern, however, is whether there is a certain
legitimate parallel between human action in the disciplines of the spiritu-
al life and human action in nature through technology. Simply put, if our
spiritual discipline is a necessary ingredient in our transformation, is our
technology a necessary ingredient in the transfiguration of the cosmos?
And if so, does technology play any theologically sanctioned role in the
transformation of the human creature? 

Such questions presuppose a situation far different from the world
of St. Gregory or St. Maximus. Even though they could appreciate the
technology of their day and affirm its theological legitimacy, they could
not anticipate the sort of possibilities that lie before us. We are faced with
the possibility that technology might be used to approximate the very
things that Christians hope for, such as life beyond our normal years and
knowledge beyond our natural limits. While no one equates the extension
of human lifespan with eternal life or an increase in human cognitive
capacity with perfect knowledge, the fact that technology tends in that
direction, even if only in a small and incomplete way, raises the question
of whether its role is positive or negative, contributing or destroying
what God is doing.

Although writing these words more than thirty years ago, Stãniloae
is richly provocative in suggesting that the human effort contributes more
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passions they lay hold of the divine to the same degree as that to which, deliberately
emptying himself of his own sublime glory, the Logos of God truly became man’
(commentary on the Lord’s Prayer, 2, 877A)” (Russell, The Doctrine of Deification, p. 268).
Also: “He descended in order that we might ascend. He emptied himself in order that
we might be filled with divine glory” (ibidem, p. 294).

17. Hillary, De Trinitate, 9.4 (quoted by Russell, p. 327): “When he emptied himself of the
form of God and took the form of a servant, the weakness of the assumed humanity
did not weaken the divine nature, but that divine power was imparted to humanity
with the virtue of divinity being lost in the human form. For when God was born to
be man the purpose was not that the Godhead should be lost, but that, the Godhead
remaining, man should be born to be god.”



widely than we may dare to imagine. According to Stãniloae, “the world
was created in order that man, with the aid of the supreme spirit, might
raise the world up to a supreme spiritualization, and this to the end that
human beings might encounter God within a world that had become
fully spiritualized through their own union with God. The world is created
as a field where, through the world, man’s free work can meet God’s free
work with a view to the ultimate and total encounter that will come about
between them.”18

Indeed, for Stãniloae, human action is made possible by the work
of the Spirit within: “The Spirit is also at work through the incarnate
spirit, which is our own being. In this way the working of the human
person, made strong by the power of God, is at one and the same time
an activity of the human person and of God, a synergic operation. Indeed
synergy is the general formula for the working of God in the world.”19

Based on his doctrine of the Holy Spirit, Stãniloae is able to affirm that
God’s action in the world, for instance in the realization of deification, is
always a co-operative or synergistic form of action, working through what
is being transformed.

Concluding Observations

Christian theology offers a vision of human transformation, and in the
tradition of St. Maximus the Confessor we can say that this trans -

formation or deification includes the cosmos as a whole and the physical
or biological dimension of the human as well. Furthermore, as Stãniloae
points out, human beings are to play a role in the deification or “spiritu-
alization” of the cosmos. There seems to be no reason why science would
not be an essential part of the human role. According to Gregory, human
beings resemble God in the power of thought: “The Deity beholds and
hears all things, and searches all things out: you, too, have the power of
apprehension of things by means of sight and hearing, and the under-
standing that inquires into things and searches them out”20. That the
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18. D. Stãniloae, op.cit., vol. 2, p. 59. Stãniloae is clear that a spiritualized cosmos cannot
be based on human action alone: “For if man were the only one freely working within
the world, he could not lead the world to a complete spiritualization, i.e., to his own
full encounter with God through the world. God makes use of his free working within
the world in order to help man, so that through man’s free work both he and the world
may be raised up to God and so that, in cooperation with man, God may lead the
world toward that state wherein it serves as a means of perfect transparence between
man and himself” (p. 59).

19. D. Stãniloae, op.cit., vol. 2, pp. 60-61. 
20. St. Gregory of Nyssa, On the Making of Man, 5.2.



creation comprehends itself through human action is clearly a part of its
“spiritualization”. 

It would be wrong to draw a straight line from St. Gregory of Nyssa
to Giovanni Pico to today’s transhumanists by arguing that human nature
is undefined and therefore open to any sort of modification. For Gregory,
the imago implies a mirroring capacity in the human being, a mirror that
can be turned away from God and toward any lesser object. In that case,
the undefined human nature is quickly distorted until it becomes a mis-
defined nature. The mind that turns from God “receives into itself the
impress of the shapelessness of matter. And in this way is brought about
the genesis of evil”, St. Gregory warns.21 The undefined essence of the
human being depends not just upon belief in God, but on the actual focus
upon God. Of course, it might be argued that, if Gregory made more of
the distinction between image and likeness, he might suggest at this point
that the image is inalienable, while the likeness is lost when we reflect
anything less than God. Even so, Gregory seems to be saying that while
we cannot define ourselves, we can mis-define ourselves in the image of
all manner of idols.

But does this notion extend to technological modification? If we help
spiritualize the creation by understanding it, do we also help by trans-
forming it technologically? Here our assessment can only be more mixed,
for while technology can at times be seen as a contribution, it can also have
a negative effect, sometimes dangerously so. It is precisely at this point
that the human moral likeness to God seems so profoundly deficient.
Even some of the advocates of the technologies of cognitive enhancement
worry that it may be disastrous to produce more intelligent human
beings who are not at the same time more virtuous. In this respect, per-
haps the reciprocity found in St. Maximus the Confessor between theosis
and kenosis is most instructive. Transhumanism looks too much like theo-
sis without kenosis, self-glorification without renunciation. It is not that
we should not use technology. For if we wish to use technology in a way
that both glorifies God and truly enhances our humanity, we must first
empty ourselves, “for he who is least among you all is the one who is
great” (Luke, 9, 48).
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SCRIPTURAL LITERALISM AND
ISSUES OF SCIENCE IN ISLAM TODAY

Nidhal Guessoum
American University of Sharjah, United Arab Emirates

Introduction: Science, Religion, and Society

When addressing the areas of inter-relation between modern science
and religion, observers tend to focus on the academic discourse that

is usually developed on the subject. There is, however, another important
area where these two human fields of knowledge and activity interact,
and that is the more general public discourse produced by religious
scholars and preachers and other more or less educated participants. 

The first area tends to be more conceptual, focusing on the philo-
sophical aspects of the Science-Religion/Islam encounter, including, in
particular, the foundational principles of each field and the possible rela-
tionships that can be constructed between the two. In the Science-Islam
domain, one finds a multiplicity of such attempts, exemplified by the
works of thinkers like: Seyyed Hossein Nasr1 (the sciencia sacra philoso-
phy); Muzaffar Iqbal2; Ziauddin Sardar3 (an ethical “Islamic” science);
Mehdi Golshani4 (an Islamic version of “theistic science”); Mohammad

1. Seyyed H. Nasr, Islam and Contemporary Society, London, Longman, 1982; Science and
Civilization in Islam, Cambridge, Harvard U.P., 1987; “Islam and the Problem of Modern
Science,” in Ziauddin Sardar (ed.), An Early Crescent: The Future of Knowledge and the
Environment, London, Mansell, 1989, p. 132; Ibrahim Kalin, “The Sacred versus the
Secular: Nasr on Science”, in L.E. Hahn, R.E. Auxier, and L.W. Stone (eds.), Library of
Living Philosophers: Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Chicago, Open Court Press, 2001, pp. 445-462.

2. Muzaffar Iqbal, Islam and Science, Ashgate Publishers (Hampshire & Burlington), 2002;
Science and Islam, Westwood (CT) and London, Greenwood Press, 2007.

3. Ziauddin Sardar, Explorations in Islamic Science, London, Mansell, 1989; “Islamic Science:
The Way Ahead”, in Ehsan Masood (ed.), How Do You Know, London, Pluto Press, 2006.

4. Mehdi Golshani, Min al-`Ilm al-`Ilmani ila al-`Ilm al-Diniy (From Secular Science to Theistic
Science), Beirut, Dar al-Hady, 2003.
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Abdus Salam5 (science is universal, objective, and value-neutral); Pervez
Hoodbhoy6 and Taner Edis7 (secularism as the solution). This first type of
discourse and various critical assessments of parts or all of it have been
the focus of a number of works8 in the Science-Islam field.

The second level of encounter between modern science and religion,
one which is experienced in the public arena (media venues, schools,
bookstores), is much more widespread and perhaps more important, for
it influences and conditions whole generations of Muslims before they
reach a stage where they can appreciate the first type of discourse pre-
sented above. General-public discussions on science and religion are
usually ignited by scientific discoveries and technological developments
(the Big Bang theory, Darwinian evolution, cloning, stem cell research
etc.) and are often addressed to and by religious preachers. One source of
the problem in such a discourse is its weak reliance on scientists, coupled
with the superficial, often flawed, understanding of those issues displayed
by the participants.

Interestingly, however, there has been little discussion of this second
type of discourse and of the methodology that underlies many of the
“answers” commonly given to such issues, a methodology I identify here
as “scriptural literalism”, or, more generally, “religious literalism”. There
may be several reasons for the lack of academic treatment of this phe-
nomenon; for one thing, that type of discourse tends to take place at the
“general public” level, rather than in academic venues (journals, confer-
ences, universities etc.); another reason is the surprising dearth of literature
on Islamic literalism; finally, it is a common stereotype that literalism,
orthodoxy, and fundamentalism are general characteristics of uneducated
and unintelligent people, though there is little truth in this depiction,
whether among Muslims or Christian groups.9

In this article I aim to show that on several important topics of
scientific nature and of relevance to the Muslim society, the dominant
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theus Books, 2007.
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roès, Paris, Presses de la Renaissance, 2009.

9. Vincent Crapanzano, “Literalism in America”, Chronicle of Higher Education, 00095982,
2/11/2000, Vol. 46, Issue 23. Crapanzano writes: “Literalism in the United States is far
more widespread than most realize or are even prepared to accept”. The same could be
said about the Muslim world today.



opinions tend to be based on a literalistic reading and understanding of
the scriptures (Qur’an and Hadith10). I will thus need to briefly review the
concept of literalism, both in the general literature of Religion (extending
beyond Islam) and in the specific Muslim culture (classical and contem-
porary). I will then focus on two main science-related examples, one of a
practical socio-religious nature (the attempts to solve the holy-month
determination problem) and of more conceptual/theological nature, i.e.,
the thorny issue of biological and human evolution. 

Literalism Today

Literalism can take various forms of sophistication. In its most basic
form, it can be defined as understanding a religious text directly from

the simple lexical meaning of its words. In its most extreme form, literal-
ism would insist not only on taking the most direct meaning of a sentence
but also on denying any possible connotation that may lie under the sur-
face of the text. This view, moreover, considers allegorical, figurative, and
metaphorical interpretations as attempts to evade or twist the true mean-
ing of the scripture.11

There are, however, other more sophisticated forms of literalism,
and those are much more prevalent today, especially in the Muslim cul-
ture. In an excellent review of literalism and its influence on classical and
contemporary Islamic jurisprudence, Sherman A. Jackson distinguishes
between literalism, “juristic empiricism”, and “juristic induction”. The
first type is what I defined above. The second one is closely related to the
first type, but it differs from it in the following way: while juristic empiri-
cism insists on the primacy of any religious text and rejects any subjective
(a given scholar’s) interpretation, it is defined as the requirement that rul-
ings be directly drawn from textual religious sources, not on “principles”
that scholars may have constructed. The third form, juristic induction,
is the more sophisticated methodology, starting from the literal meaning
of a number of religious texts, then extracting from the aggregate a new,

101Scriptural Literalism and Issues of Science in Islam Today

10. The Hadith is the body of “hadiths” (or ahadith in Arabic), which refer to Prophet
Muhammad’s statements and actions as transmitted by his companions and those
who followed them; the Hadith was, during the first two centuries of Islam, the sub-
ject of intense research to collect and assess the veracity of every statement that came
down. The (large number of) hadiths that came to be considered as “genuine” (sahih)
occupy a high place in the Islamic tradition, a place second only to the Qur’an in the
Islamic corpus.

11. Sherman A. Jackson, “Literalism, Empiricism, and Induction: Apprehending and Con -
cretizing Islamic Law’s Maqasid al-Shari`ah in the Modern World”, in Michigan State
Law Review, vol. 2006.1469, pp. 1469-1486.



more general understanding, which can then be applied to various cases.
For juristic induction, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts,
whereas for basic literalism no summation of the “parts” is even consid-
ered useful, and for juristic empiricism no ruling can exist without a direct
link to a specific religious source, the text being read literally. 

To illustrate these distinctions, Jackson exemplifies by a series of
commands (that someone may give to, let us say, his/her servant): “open
the window”, “fetch a fan”, “turn off the lights”, “pour a glass of water”.
Literalism would require the understanding of each statement as per its
textual meaning and thus the implementation of each statement. Juristic
empiricism would not only require that each action be based on an exist-
ing text to that effect, but also exclude any attempt to extract a larger idea
that the person is trying to communicate or bases his/her commands on.
Finally, juristic induction would interpret the commands above as ex -
pressing the discomfort of the person in a high temperature environment,
the inference being made on the literal understanding of each statement,
but the conclusion drawn from the series of statements can then be more
general (e.g., “cool down the room”) and go beyond the commands given
(e.g., perhaps use an air conditioner).

It may be surprising to learn, from various writers12, that literalism
was actually not the standard practice of Jewish, Christian, and Muslim
scholars in pre-modern times. Jeremy Patrick first pointed out that the
literal understanding of the Bible was one of the major themes of the
Protestant Reformation, for that was supposed to enable the commoners
to know God (as a personal deity) directly and by themselves and to live
His will instead of relying on clerical authority and on papal ruling.13

Karen Armstrong takes the creation stories as an example and
points out that “some rationalists and mystics had gone out of their way
to depart from a literal meaning of the Bible and the Koran in favor of a
deliberately symbolic interpretation”. With Reformation and the advent
of new religious and philosophical views, Armstrong writes, “Protestants
and Catholics both had begun to put their faith in an entirely literal
understanding of scripture”14.

In relation to science issues, Armstrong dates the strong emergence
of modern-day literalism to the Scopes Trial15, before which “many had
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12. Karen Armstrong, “Resisting Modernity”, in Harvard International Review, Cambridge,
Vol. 25, Issue 4, Winter 2004, p. 40; Jeremy Patrick, “Sacred Texts: The Myth of Histori -
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14. Karen Armstrong, A History of God, New York, Ballantine Books, 1994.
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inclined toward biblical literalism, but only a small minority embraced
the new Creation Science”; after the trial, she writes, Christian fundamen-
talists became “militantly literalistic, and Creationism became de rigueur”.

In the Islamic culture, Rafey Habib has insisted that “literalism […]
has no grounding and no sanction in the sacred texts of Islam”16. He adds:
“the Qur’an itself, as well as the various apparatuses of Islamic interpre-
tation (Hadith etc.) explicitly acknowledge their own use of metaphor and
figurative speech”.

Advocates of literalism first state that since “there can only be one
truth”, “there can only be one true understanding” of the fundamental
religious sources. They argue that in common life, authors who wish to
communicate specific ideas do not deliberately put ambiguous meanings
into their writings, and that is why, as the 19th-century Protestant theolo-
gian T.H. Horne put it, “neither [an author’s] readers, nor those who hear
him, affix to [the statement] any other than the true and obvious sense”17.
They also insist that only such simple, uniform, and unified readings will
be able to provide moral guidance, and that any interpretative ways will
only open the door to everyone substituting their own views, which will
invariably be based on, or influenced by, personal biases. Furthermore,
fundamentalists often claim that, contrary to what critics say, literalism
was always the normal approach to scriptures and religious sources
(texts or orally transmitted traditions). They insist on one “true, original”
meaning of the religious text, a perfect and correct understanding which
they describe as timeless and transcending history. In the Islamic context,
these proponents of literalism advocate an “original” (salafi18) under-
standing and implementation of Islam during its earliest times, those of
the Prophet and of his companions. 

Furthermore, both this “original understanding” and our reading
of it are conditioned by the circumstances of those early times and of our
own, for the act of understanding itself is necessarily affected by one’s
social and cultural environment. Rafey comments: “The fundamentalists
posit a primordial — and mythical — “literal” meaning of the Qur’an
which has never in fact been articulated”. It is also well-known that the
hadiths came to constitute a primary resource for the interpretation of the
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16. Rafey Habib, “Islam and the Burden of Literalism”, a paper presented at the fourth
conference on “New Directions in the Humanities”, Tunis, 3-6 June 2006; only the
abstract can be found at: http://h06.cgpublisher.com/proposals/328/index_html.

17. Quoted by Malise Ruthven, Fundamentalism: A Very Short Introduction (Chapter 3: “The
Snares of Literalism”), New York, Oxford University Press, 2007, p. 42.

18. Salafism refers to the Islamic movement that considers the early generations of Muslims
(salaf, i.e., the Prophet’s companions and their immediate descendents) as exemplary
models in the understanding and implementation of Islam.



Qur’an, since it soon became apparent that many of its passages were not
self-explanatory.  

Critics have produced a series of strong counter-arguments. First,
they insist, there is rarely “one true understanding” of a religious text;
indeed, contradictions and anomalies in the Bible were found by literalists
themselves when trying to subject it to their first-degree approach; more-
over, literalists often disagree with each other on the “correct” meaning
of one statement or another.19

In my view, the most potent critique of literalism is the demonstra-
tion by several scholars20 that literalism itself requires a code of reading,
hence of interpretation. Flesher explains that reading is always a learned
skill and that what children learn in schools is the code of converting
words into specific sounds, images, and ideas. Most of the learning con-
sists in an exercise of either memorization, or usage of a code book called
dictionary and another one called grammar or syntax book, defining the
rules of combining words in sentences. Reading, in its most literal (textu-
al, lexical) sense, is thus clearly an exercise in the unconscious application
of rules and codes. Flesher thus argues that literalism (biblical, in what
concerns him) is also a coded exercise, one that is taught in Sunday school
lessons and church sermons. He also cites the code book produced by
Cyrus Scofield for the usage of the Bible, whereby cross-references and
such are made easy for the reader to follow. He concludes: “So literalism’s
success derives not from a single meaning inherent in Scripture, but from
its practitioners’ knowledge of its theological code. The explicit denial of
this interpretive code… gives theology power because it treats theology
as God-given revelation.”21

Patrick raises problems relating to the literal reading/code of the
Scripture: “Who has the ultimate authority to pronounce what the lan-
guage means, which tertiary texts are considered canonical, and the effects
of an inconsistency on the ultimate authority of the document”. He adds:
“The problem with biblical literalism, then, is clear: once each side has
found biblical support for its cause, the debate cannot be resolved. The
only rational way to satisfactorily conclude such a debate is to interpret
the principles contained behind the literal passages, and this deviates
from the command of literalism itself.”22
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Finally, modernists and rationalists see in literalism an assault on
reason, its usage, and its place in the construction of any argument that
relates to any extent to the religious life of society. As Jackson writes, “lit-
eralism came to represent the antithesis of both modernity and reason…
Similarly, the idea that science, history, church authority, ijmâ` (unanimous
consensus [in Islam]) or social reality might suggest or compel non-literal
renderings is regarded with suspicion if not contempt [by the traditional-
ists].”23

The distinction made by Jackson between literalism and juristic
empiricism is a very important one. For while we find a whole school of
Islamic jurisprudence, the Zahiri school, commonly considered as the
paramount literalist school, Jackson goes out of his way to show that,
first, Zahiriyya is not more literalistic in its juristic reasoning than the
standard Muslim schools, and, second, that all schools strongly adhered
to juristic empiricism, which Jackson refers to as a “hegemonic principle”
in Islamic jurisprudence.  

The name Zahiriyya actually derives from Zahir, meaning apparent
or evident, although it is universally referred to as “literalistic”. In a long
entry on “al-Zahiriyya” in the Encyclopedia of Islam, Turki24 states in the
first paragraph that “it relies exclusively on the literal (zahir) sense of the
Kur`an and of [the Prophet’s] Tradition”, though others consider a third
component, namely the consensus of the Prophet’s companions, also as a
source of jurisprudential value. In his entry on “Ibn Hazm” (the Andalu -
sian de facto founder25 of Zahirism) in the Encyclopedia of Islam, Arnaldez
likewise pins the literalism label on the leader of Zahirism: “As far as the
Kur`an is concerned, Ibn Hazm’s interpretation is always a literal one…”

In the end, despite the existence, at least in the Islamic tradition, of
an equally strong inductive approach to juristic problems (as we shall
see), the general literature and discourse are largely “empiricistic”, if not
literalistic in all areas of concern to the Muslim individual and society,
including on questions relating to science.
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Literalism and Science-Related Issues in Today’s Muslim 
Society

I will now narrow my review of literalism to cases of science topics
addressed in the public sphere. I will focus on two such issues, one of

practical nature (the determination of the Islamic holy months and the
construction of an Islamic calendar) and one of more conceptual nature
(biological and human evolution). 

Islamic Holy Months and Calendar
The Islamic calendar is based on the lunar crescent, which deter-

mines the start of each month. The Qur’an explicitly outlawed the ancient
practice of adding an intercalation month in the calendar, thus making
the lunar year shift through the seasons and the solar year. Other than
this, constraints are set on the construction of an Islamic calendar; more-
over, the Qur’an itself does not specify any rule or method for establish-
ing the start of a month, whether “holy” (Ramadan, the month of fasting,
or Zul-Hijjah, the month of Hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca) or “regular”,
it simply says: “They ask you [Muhammad] concerning the new crescents.
Say: They are but signs to mark fixed periods of time for men and for Hajj
[pilgrimage]” (2, 189). Indeed, the new thin crescent (hilal) which appears
at the very beginning of the lunar month, had been and continued to be
used as the signal for the start of a new month.

The Prophet, however, gave more explicit instructions for the deter-
mination of the start of a month. There are several hadiths (statements)
relating to this, two of which summarize the rule in letter and in spirit:

• “We are unlettered/illiterate people who can neither write, nor
count. The month is thus and thus and thus (showing his ten fin-
gers three times) or thus and thus and thus, folding his thumb
when he said it the third time (i.e., either 30 or 29 days). Fast (O,
Muslims) when you see the crescent. And end your (month of)
fast when you see the (next) crescent. But if it is overcast (cannot
see the new crescent), then complete thirty days in the count of
[the month]”;

• “Do not fast unless you see the crescent (of Ramadan), and do
not end (the month of) fasting till you see the (next) crescent, but
if the sky is overcast, then act on estimation (i.e., count 30 days).”

Clearly, the second hadith, with its “do not” injunction, easily lends
itself to a literalistic understanding of the rule.

On the other hand, it soon became clear that the usage of a calendar
is important, at least for socio-economic purposes. Thus, the Islamic
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society, adopted — for civil applications — a crescent-based calendar
from its earliest times, following the directives of the Prophet before his
death and the officialization of the system by Umar ibn al-Khattab, the
second caliph. 

That calendar was adopted for various reasons. First, it appears
that the lunar calendar, based on the crescents or phases of the moon, was
a natural and simple one, for it allowed everyone to know, by merely
looking at the shape of the moon on a given night, which day (or rather
night) of the month it was. But this apparent simplicity hides in reality
some complications, including the variation of the length of the month
(it varies between 29.27 and 29.83 days), though this no longer poses a
problem today, with our advanced knowledge of celestial mechanics and
our computational capabilities. The more serious problem today lies in
the insistence, by the overwhelming majority of Muslims, upon the liter-
alist condition of visual observation of the new crescent as the definition
for the start of the month.

Indeed, today we continue to witness unacceptable differences in
the start of the Islamic months from one country to another, sometimes
even within the same country, with newspapers carrying different Islamic
calendar dates on a given day. Moreover, recent studies26 have shown
that the rates of errors in the official determination of “religious months”
during the past half-century sometimes reached as much as 90%!

Moreover, the insistence on the visual observation of the crescent
on the “night of doubt” negates the very possibility of ever constructing
a long-term calendar, whether that condition of visual observation is
applied for the “religious months” only or for all months of the year.
In fact, even the acceptance by many (conservatives) that scientific calcu-
lations be used, but only for “negating” erroneous claims of sighting, is
— for the same reason — not a reasonable solution. Indeed, very few
countries or Islamic societies have adopted a calendar solution of one type
or another (Libya27 is one and the Islamic Society of North America28 is
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26. E.g., Guessoum & Meziane 1996, 2001; Odeh 1999, Qadi 2007…
27. Libya adopts the following rule, which allows it to determine in advance the start of

any Islamic month: the month begins on a given day if the earth-moon-sun conjunc-
tion occurs before dawn of that day.

28. In the summer of 2006, the Islamic Society of North America (ISNA) adopted the fol-
lowing rule for the construction of a long-term calendar: “The new month begins
(everywhere) if conjunction occurs before 12:00 UT (GMT)”. Following pressures from
various quarters and based on different issues (including its inadequacy for any
region of the world other than the American continent), ISNA changed it in 2007 to the
current Umm al-Qura (Saudi civil calendar) rule: “The month starts if the Moon sets
after the Sun (in Mecca) and conjunction has occurred (even if by just a minute)”.



another). The reason for this state of affairs is indeed the literalist reading
and understanding of the relevant hadiths, as I mentioned earlier. 

Let me present a few examples and references of the literalistic
positions being adopted nowadays, by religious scholars and authorities
and even by some Muslim astronomers:

• In October 2007, Shaikh Saleh bin Muhammad al-Luhaidan,
the then chair of the Higher Judicial Council in Saudi Arabia,
declared29 that the Kingdom “remained steadfast in its adoption
of visual crescent sighting exclusively, according to the Prophet’s
Tradition…” He added: “The Prophet (PBUH) said that we are a
nation which does not write or count, and by that he means that
in these divinely ordained rites, it does not abide by any calcula-
tions or writings, but rather only by what God Exalted ordained
for the determination of the times of worship… moreover, ‘cal-
culators’ are not required to be pious and sincere followers of the
religion, while sighting testimonies require of people to be trust -
worthy, honest, and capable of conducting the observations…”

• Sheikh Al-Uthaimeen, one of the most influential Saudi scholars
of recent times, issued the following a fatwa (religious decree)30:
“The Prophet said: ‘If you sight the crescent of Ramadan, then
fast… He said: ‘If you sight it’, he therefore linked the ruling to
the sighting and if a ruling is linked to an effective cause, then
that ruling is annulled in the absence of that cause. […] It is
therefore obligatory for everyone to follow the sighting of the
crescent in the place where one is.” The literalist approach here
could not be more striking.

• In an article published in September 200831, Muhammad al-Waliy
rejected the idea of determining the start of a crescent-based
month by calculations on a variety of reasons, including “facts”:
that calculations constitute a “burden” upon simple Muslims
and they often lead to “splits” among Muslims, that Islam based
the start of the holy months on actual human visual sightings,
not on any calculations, that astronomers disagree among them-
selves in their predictions, so they give us at best “probabilities”,
while the Islamic jurisprudence bases itself only on certainties,
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that “real experts in Islamic Astronomy” know that calculations
are of very limited value, and that there is a multitude of Fiqh
arguments rejecting the claims of “astrologers and astronomers”,
and that calculations contradict the Qur’an and the Sunnah. 

To sum up, the problem of determining the start of the new lunar
months (whether the holy months or the regular ones) will not be solved
if Muslims continue to insist on the visual observation of the new cres-
cent during the “night of doubt”, a practice largely based on a literalist
reading and understanding of one or two hadiths (and not the Qur’an, as
I have emphasized). These prophetic injunctions are easy to understand
in their spirit, for the Prophet himself explained that the usage of visual
methods was based on the fact that Muslims were then “unlettered/illit-
erate people who could neither write, nor count.” Once this literal barrier
is removed, the solution will be clear: constructing a calendar, which by
definition will determine the start of all months well in advance. 

Several such calendars have been proposed in recent times; I have
reviewed those propositions elsewhere32, and this remains a topic of
scholarly discussion and research.

Evolution in today’s Muslim culture
The idea of biological evolution constitutes a major cultural block-

age in the Muslim world today. A large majority of nowadays’ Muslims
do not distinguish between the facts of evolution (fossil record, anatomi-
cal and genetic evidence etc.) and the theory(ies) that describe and explain
these observed facts. Indeed, a recent survey33 of Muslims in six countries
(Egypt, Indonesia, Kazakhstan, Malaysia, Pakistan, and Turkey) showed
that, except for Kazakhstan, Muslims in these countries expressed
negative views toward evolution, roughly 60 to 70% saying that it either
“could not possibly be true” or it is “probably false”; in those countries,
only 10 to 20% of the respondents said that evolution was “true or prob-
ably true”.

Even highly educated Muslims expound a similarly negative posi-
tion toward evolution. In late 2007, I conducted a survey among about
100 professors and 100 students at my university, and I found that fewer
than 15% of the Muslim respondents considered evolution as “strongly
confirmed by evidence”, the rest said that it was either “only an unproven
theory, and I don’t believe in it” or that “it is correct, except for humans”. 
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A quick web search for “Islam and Evolution” brings up a good
number of pages with fatwa in their titles, many of which on generally
serious websites, such as IslamOnline. For example, in the section on
“Ask About Islam” of that important portal, one finds the question:
“Can I Believe in Evolution?”34, and in the Fatwa Bank section: “I believe
in Adam and Eve, from whom human life started. But what about the
theory that we are descendants of the apes, according to scientists. Didn’t
they prove this theory?…”35 In the answers to these questions, usually
given by religious authorities (such as the former president of the Islamic
Society of North America), we read: “We do not accept the theory (it is
important to keep in mind that this is only a theory and not a fact) that
says that all living organisms came from matter and man evolved from
lower living organisms”36, and “The claim that man has evolved from a
non-human species is unbelief, even if we ascribe the process to Allah or
to ‘nature’, because it negates the truth of Adam’s special creation that
Allah has revealed in the Qur’an”37.

In fact, the fundamental problem is the Muslims’ wide refusal to
consider the evolution of humans from prior species (in my survey, only
10% of the Muslim students and professors chose the answer “It is now a
fact that humans evolved from earlier species” on the question regarding
human evolution); this rejection is, as I will show, based on a literalistic
reading and understanding of the scriptures.

Muslims did not always reject evolution; in previous times, up to
the modern era (early 20th century), they by and large accepted biological
evolution and even welcomed it, as long as it did not present itself in pure-
ly materialistic, atheistic garb, even though the question of human evolu-
tion did often constitute a sore point. Nowadays, however, the rejection
of Darwinism (in any form) is nearly unanimous.

Indeed, the literalist mindset has led to a simplistic conception of
the creation of Man, and sometimes of animals, a “creationist” conception
which insists that humans and animals were created in roughly the forms
they presently have, that they have undergone little or no evolution.
(A somewhat more “intelligent” variant of this is the “micro-evolution”
standpoint, which accepts the evolution of a species qua species, but no
transformation from one into another.) Today’s Islamic general discourse
on evolution has unfortunately adopted a strongly creationist approach,
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with the exception of a few serious voices who have emerged in recent
times to present much more reasoned and knowledgeable views on evo-
lution, but these voices are rare and scattered, both in time and space.

Creationism is a literalistic religious movement; it is strong in the
United States and in the Muslim world; it is virtually inexistent anywhere
else. However, unlike the situation in America, where creationism is wide -
spread in the general (religious) public and where only a tiny fraction of
the highly educated segment of society holds such views, in the Muslim
world creationism is quite equally present among the educated élite as
among the less educated public. 

This creationist attitude and the rejection of biological and human
evolution can be directly linked to the literalist reading and understand-
ing of the Qur’an and especially that of the Prophet’s hadiths. In the story
of the creation of Adam, which comes in only a handful of verses in the
Qur’an, we read:  

• And when your Lord said to the angels: “Lo! I am going to create a
mortal out of clay from black mud fashioned in shape. So when I have
made him complete and breathed into him of My spirit, fall down, pros-
trating yourselves to him.” So the angels fell prostrate, all of them
together (15, 28-30);

• O people! Be careful of [your duty to] your Lord, Who created you from
a single being and created its mate of the same (kind) and spread from
these two, many men and women… (4, 1);

• And We said: “O, Adam! Dwell you and your wife in the garden and
eat from it aplenty wherever you wish, and do not approach this tree,
for then you will be of the unjust” (2, 35);

• Then Satan began to whisper suggestions to them that he might mani-
fest unto them that which was hidden from them of their shame, and he
said: “Your Lord forbade you from this tree only lest ye should become
angels or become of the immortals”. And he swore to them both that he
was their sincere adviser. So by deceit he brought about their fall: when
they tasted of the tree, their shame became manifest to them, and they
began to cover themselves with the leaves of the garden. And their Lord
called unto them: “Did I not forbid you that tree, and tell you that Satan
was an avowed enemy unto you?” They said: “Our Lord, we have
wronged ourselves, if Thou forgive us not and have not mercy on us,
surely we are of the lost”. He said: “Get down, some of you [will be] the
enemies of others, and there is for you in the earth an abode and a pro-
vision for a time. O, children of Adam, We have indeed sent down to
you clothing to cover your shame, and [clothing] for beauty and cloth-
ing that guards [against evil], that is the best.” This is of the commu-
nications of Allah that they may be mindful: “O, Children of Adam!
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Let not Satan seduce you as he caused your [first] parents to go down
from the Garden and tore off from them their clothing that he might
manifest their shame to them. Lo! He sees you, he and his ilk, from
whence you see him not. Lo! We have made the devils protecting friends
for those who believe not.” (7, 20-27).

One can make the case that these story parts do not necessarily
imply a creationist theory. First, they can be approached from a some-
what metaphorical perspective; second, as a number of observers have
remarked, one can easily read some human evolutionary aspects in the
episodes of the story related in the above verses; third, others have noted
that some Qur’anic verses38 can be interpreted to support the general
biological evolutionary scenario. 

However, the literalist approach, as developed by its advocates39,
relies more heavily on hadiths, which tend to add more literal descriptions
to the above Qur’anic verses. For example:

• The Prophet said: “Allah created Adam in his complete shape
and form [directly], sixty cubits [about 30 meters] in height…”
(Al-Bukhari’s Collection, Volume 8, Book 74, Number 246);

• The Prophet narrated that after Satan was expelled from Paradise,
and Adam was accommodated therein, Adam was alone and did
not have a partner from whom he could get comfort. He slept for
some time, and when he woke up, he saw a woman whom Allah
had created from his ribs. So he asked her: “Who are you?” She
replied: “A woman”. He asked: “Why have you been created?”
She said: “So that you may find tranquility in me”. The angels,
trying to find out the extent of his knowledge, asked him: “What
is her name, O, Adam?” He replied: “Eve” (Hawwa’). They asked:
“Why was she so named?” He replied: “Because she was created
from something living” (hay).40
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These hadiths present us with serious challenges if we try to fit them
within our rational, scientifically correct view of creation (of man or of life
more generally). Indeed, the only solution is to advocate a metaphorical
reading of these statements, assuming of course that they were indeed
uttered by the Prophet (the Islamic tradition universally considers the
Al-Bukhari collection as the most genuine and reliable volume of hadiths
ever assembled). One must then take the allegorical route, which is in fact
a rather common approach adopted by Muslim scholars whenever a
contradiction is (apparently) found between the foundational Texts or
between the Scriptures and Reason, as explained by Averroës (Ibn Rushd)
in his Fasl al-Maqal fi ma bayna a-shari`ati wal hikmati min al-ittisal (The
Decisive Treatise on the Harmony of Religion and Philosophy)41:

“Truth (Revelation) cannot contradict wisdom (philosophy); on the con-
trary, they must agree with each other and support (stand with) each other.
[…] If Scripture speaks about a matter, the apparent meaning of its words
inevitably either accords, or conflicts with the conclu sions of demonstra-
tion (philosophy) about it. If this [apparent meaning] accords, there is no
argument. If it conflicts, there is a call for allegorical interpretation of it.
The meaning of “allegorical interpretation” is: extension of the significance
of an expression from real to meta phorical significance, without forsaking
therein the standard metaphorical practices of Arabic…”

Averroës then notes that if the jurist regularly and normally performs
such an exercise, then the religious thinker certainly can, too. He adds
that such allegorical interpretations always receive confirmation from the
apparent meaning of other passages of Scripture, and we have found that
the Qur’an lends support to the more rational, scientifically correct inter-
pretation of the creation stories. Furthermore, Averroës reminds us that
all Muslims accept the principle of allegorical inter pretation; they only
disagree about the extent of its application:

“Muslims are unanimous in holding that it is not obligatory either to take
all the expressions of Scripture in their apparent meaning, or to extend
them all from their apparent meaning by allegorical interpretation. They
disagree [only] over which statements should and which should not be so
interpreted, the Ash’arites for instance give an allegorical interpretation to
the verse about God’s directing Himself and the Tradition about His descent,
while the Hanbalites take them in their apparent [literal] meaning.”42
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The Maqasidi (Objectives-based) Approach as a Solution

The Islamic jurisprudence was developed on the basis of the founda-
tional and normative corpus, the Qur’an and the hadiths. It was thus

empiricist (looking for direct textual references) and deductive, and the
reasoning was analogical at best. In fact, even analogy was often criticized
for its lack of rigor; indeed, a jurist could always select the text that suited
him and proceed with deduction and/or analogy from it.

Higher principles and objectives were only slowly extracted and set
forth as “normative” in the treatment of novel legal cases. First, the five
general objectives of the Islamic Law (the preservation of religion, life,
reason, lineage, and property) were established (by Al-Ghazali [d. 1111]
in particular) and agreed upon. Then, in a revolutionary step, Al-Shatibi
(d. 1388) realized that instead of the deductive approach, one needed to
proceed by induction: start from the text (and other sources, e.g. from the
practice/tradition of the people) and extract more general principles that
transcend both the text, and the past practices; from those principles, one
could then reason and address any new case. The most general principle
he extracted was that the Shari`ah (Islamic Law) simply aimed at achieving
human good, or benefit. More importantly, he and others realized that this
general principle, as well as the five preservation “laws”, are so general,
they are universal (they go beyond Islam and are accepted by all cultures).

As Jackson explains: “For al-Shâtibî, a text’s weight was to be based
neither on its substance, nor its authenticity alone, but on its relationship
to a universe of meanings and values that were inductively extrapolated
from an aggregate of texts”43. He adds: “Al-Ghazâlî, for example, makes
a point of clarifying that the maqâsid are known ‘not on the basis of any
single proof-text (dalîl) nor on the basis of any specific principle, but on
the cumulative strength of proofs too many to enumerate’”44.

Masud, an expert on Al-Shatibi and the Maqasidi (objectives-based)
legal construction goes further. He states that Al-Shatibi “assimilated into
Shari`ah” laws and practices simply “on account of public convenience”.
As an example, he mentions mudaraba, the commercial practice by which
Meccans deposited capitals with the traders who travelled to the north
and south of Arabia on the agreement that, upon their return, the traders
would share the profit with the depositors. According to Masud, “[t]he
strict rulings of shari`a would not allow such transactions due to the risk,
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uncertainty, and speculation involved” (he refers to the verse 2, 12), but
“[t]he jurist law assimilated the practice into its system so successfully
that the Islamists today present it as the Islamic mode of finance and as a
feasible alternative to the capitalist and socialist models”. In short, Masud
concludes, “al-Shatibi finds the normative basis of shari`a deeply rooted
in human reason and social practices and standards”.

The theory of Maqasid rests on the following principles:
a) the whole Shari`ah (laws prescribed by God directly, e.g. in the

Qur’an, or derived by scholars from Texts) aims at benefiting
mankind (in this world and the next);

b) behind all laws are rational principles that can be deduced;
c) the laws are not objectives in themselves, they can be transcended

in cases where their strict application leads to problems while
the objectives can be better fulfilled in other ways.

Closer to us, Tariq Ramadan has argued that the general principles
we find in the Scripture or in the traditions of Fiqh often have their equiv-
alents in European social norms or law; this common ground should,
says Ramadan, then be used as the starting point for “rethinking norma-
tivity”. In the same spirit (in the French cultural milieu), Tareq Oubrou
emphasizes the ethical dimension of norms and so reaches similar conclu -
sions as Ramadan’s. One must note, however, that this social and ethical
basis of norms, and even the looser objectives approach, is (are) rejected
by other scholars, especially those of the traditional Muslim world; indeed,
this is considered “too radical a departure from the traditions of Islamic
jurisprudence”.

Summary and Conclusion

The first issue I highlighted in this article is the reemergence of scrip-
tural literalism as a trend among today’s Muslims (the general public

as well as most of the élite) and the dominance among the majority
(though not all) of contemporary Muslim jurists of what Jackson calls an
“addiction to juristic empiricism”. It is interesting to observe that this lat-
ter approach (deductions and, at best, analogies from sacred sources)
appears to be a “hard” return to the earlier methodology of jurisprudence
that emerged in Islam.

Al-Qaradawi45 refers to the new literalist trend as “neo-Zahirism”,
and characterizes it with the following features:
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a) literal understanding and interpretation of the Texts;
b) rejection of the usage of reason in justifying any Shari`ah rules;
c) systematic push for hard rulings;
d) arrogance in considering the literalist camp’s views as correct in

exclusion to all others;
e) aggressiveness toward all who disagree with that camp’s stands;
f) insulting and declaring their opponents as heretics;
g) lack of concern about eliciting discords.
He gives a few examples of this trend, including the prohibition of

photography, the insistence that the Eid-ul-Fitr alms/charity be given as
food and not as money etc.

Classical Islamic Law scholars (especially Al-Shatibi) developed an
objectives-based approach (the Maqasidi approach), which sought to find
normativity in higher principles that were inducted from the founda -
tional texts as well as from the social practice (`urf) and understanding of
Shari`ah. As Masud notes: “Muslim jurists in the past were quite aware of
the constant need to reconcile contradictions between social and legal
norms. They continuously adjusted laws to bring them in line with the
customs and norms of the people.”46 He insists: “The weakness of the tra-
ditional construction of Shari`ah in meeting social expectations stresses
the need for a fresh quest for the normative basis”47.

Thus, one can show that such an intelligent, inductivist approach
can help resolve many of the cases that modernity brings up, some of
which are directly related to science, as I have presented briefly above.
Indeed, some contemporary jurists have attempted to similarly approach
novel and contemporary cases related to science, technology, and society,
such as in-vitro fertilization48 and performing Islamic rituals (prayers,
fasting etc.) by astronauts aboard the space station49.
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REVERENCE FOR LIFE
AND SPIRITUALITY

Predrag Cicovacki
Department of Philosophy, College of the Holy Cross,

Worcester (Massachusetts), USA

In his autobiography, Albert Schweitzer wrote: “Two observations have
cast their shadows over my life. One is the realization that the world is

inexplicably mysterious and full of suffering, the other that I have been
born in the period of spiritual decline of mankind” (Schweitzer [1998],
p. 201). My presentation will consist in a reflection on these words, which
say much not only about Schweitzer, but also about our age, about our
present spiritual crisis. 

Schweitzer was born in 1875 and lived to be 90 years old. Already
in his twenties, he was an accomplished theologian, a philosopher, and
an organ player. His book The Quest of the Historical Jesus created turmoil
in theological circles: Schweitzer considered Jesus to be an exemplary
human being, not a divine creature, and interpreted his expectation of the
Kingdom of God in terms of making this life and this world better than
it is. Schweitzer’s book on Kant’s philosophy of religion pointed out
toward a need to rethink the entire ethical tradition and find new ways
to reintegrate life and thought, theory and practice. Schweitzer’s book on
Johann Sebastian Bach insisted that music is closely related not only with
other forms of art, but also that it can give expression to our deepest reli-
gious feelings and spiritual orientation. From the beginning of his career,
Schweitzer lectured about the possibility of integration of our spiritual
with our practical concerns, of religion and science. He looked for the
possibility of integration of various intellectual disciplines and for the
renewal of human spirituality. Schweitzer was truly one of the pioneers
of transdisciplinarity. 

At the age of thirty, Schweitzer decided that he was not doing
enough for the course of humanity. In 1905, moved by the suffering of the
countless underprivileged, especially in Africa, he enrolled into medical
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school, specialized in tropical medicine, and in 1913, together with his
wife Helene Bresslau, opened a hospital in equatorial Africa (in today’s
Gabon). Although his main preoccupation was with his patients, he
found enough time and energy to write and to continue to play music.
After being awarded the Nobel Prize for Peace for his humanitarian work
in Africa (in 1952), Schweitzer became one of the leading voices in the
world protesting the nuclear arms race and demanding the unconditional
stop of all further nuclear testing. He became one of the leading voices
calling for the renewal of our reverence for truth and the rethinking of our
attitude toward ourselves, other living beings, and the universe as a whole.

Schweitzer worked in this hospital until his death, in 1965. There,
the patients were not charged, nor did the doctors and nurses earn any
salary. The patients were asked to contribute food, if they could, or to
help with the running of the hospital, by helping with other patients,
by cooking, cleaning, doing laundry, or working in a vegetable garden.
Schweitzer created an alternative to a “professionally run hospital”; he
created a community, which became a model for his ethical vision, which
he called “reverence for life”.

Before we explain this ethical vision in more detail and how it is
related to spirituality, let us say a few more words regarding Schweitzer’s
motivation for theoretical work and practical engagement. As we have
already seen in a quote from his autobiography, he was deeply troubled
by what he perceived to be a spiritual decline of our civilization (Kultur).
By Kultur, Schweitzer understood “spiritual and material progress in all
spheres of activity, accompanied by an ethical development of individuals
and of mankind”. By material progress he meant primarily that which is
related to our struggle for existence — an organization of the various
aspects of life that allows individuals and mankind to maintain their
existence and make it more functional and convenient. This is the side of
civilization which is the concern of economy and politics, as well as of
technology and science. By spiritual progress Schweitzer understood the
establishment of favorable conditions for the spiritual and moral perfecting
of individuals, which he claimed is the ultimate objective of civilization. 

The main reason why Schweitzer was so deeply concerned about
the spiritual decline of his age was that, instead of the two aspects of
civilization being in balance, the material side was overemphasized and
overdeveloped, while the spiritual side was becoming more and more
neglected. Despite the prevailing spirit of his (and our) age, Schweitzer
thought that we cannot be satisfied to belong to the universe only as prac-
tical beings. To believe that all human problems can be solved by material
progress or technical advances is a catastrophic mistake. Yet it is being
made over and over again in the contemporary world. Besides the material
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aspect of civilization, it is of vital importance to cultivate its spiritual side.
The spirit is that capacity which connects, that which allows us to tran-
scend the narrow limits of our existence and helps us relate to other
human beings and the world as a whole. Schweitzer argued that it is pre-
cisely this spiritual side that we have neglected since the mid-nineteenth
century. This is the reason why our civilization has no sense of direction,
but, like children sliding down the hill in their sleds, it similarly whizzes
down the hill, from one curve to another, from one crisis to another,
without any guiding ideal. Schweitzer concluded that: “Material achieve-
ments… are not civilization, but become civilization only so far as the
mental habit of cultivated peoples is capable of allowing them to aim at
the perfecting of the individual and of the community… We surrendered
completely to a naïve satisfaction at our magnificent material achieve-
ments, and went astray into an incredible superficial conception of civi-
lization” (Schweitzer [1987], p. 89).

For our superficial conception of civilization Schweitzer ultimately
blamed what he perceived to be the spreading contempt for thinking and
the lack of ethical ideals. Nor did he have much confidence in philosoph-
ical ethics. For Schweitzer, what provokes ethical thought is not other
(ethical) thoughts. The ethical thought is provoked by the recognition of
the mysteriousness of all life, by the strange fact that nature seems com-
pletely oblivious to good and evil, pleasure and pain. It is provoked by
our experience of life, of the individual suffering, as well as of the collec-
tive suffering in the form of the decline of civilization. The ethical thought
is provoked by the experience of thoughtlessness of the modern individual,
who partially consciously and partially subconsciously rejects his or her
own individuality to find the security and meaning in a well-organized,
but thoughtless mass. Against such herd-mentality, the contempt for
thought, and the lack of ethical ideals in modern civilization, Schweitzer
never tired of emphasizing the role of rationality and thinking; he never
tired of stressing that this process is intimately related to the individual’s
ethical orientation and the ultimate destiny of humanity. Morality is the
core of humanity and the key element of every civilization. Accordingly,
“the goal of true and profound thought is the spiritual and ethical perfec-
tion of human beings” (Schweitzer [1965], p. 78). The essence of civiliza-
tion is ethical (rather than material, technical, historical, or aesthetic), for
the aim of ethics is the improvement of the conditions of life in this world:
“If the ethical foundation is lacking, then civilization collapses, even when
in other directions creative and intellectual forces of the strongest nature
are at work” (Schweitzer [1987], p. xii). 

Thus, unlike many scientists, Schweitzer did not focus primarily
on the re-enchantment of the world, but on the re-enchantment of the self,
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of the ethical personality. Unlike many philosophers, Schweitzer did not
blame scientists, but philosophers, for the decline of our culture. It is
philosophers who have forgotten that they are the guardians of the ethi-
cal ideals and of the leading ethical vision for the entire civilization. Yet,
if philosophers are to blame, and if we need a new ethical vision, what
kind of ethics do we really need?

Schweitzer offered what he called the ethics of reverence for life. He
defined it in very simple terms: “It is good to maintain and to encourage
life; it is bad to destroy life or to obstruct it” (Schweitzer [1987], p. 309).
This, he was convinced, is the basic principle of morals, and a foundation
for the spiritual renewal of the entire civilization. 

How should we understand this principle of reverence for life? Here
is one plausible interpretation: “It [reverence for life] is not an arbitrary
and willful definition; it is a mental attitude, it is the opposite of ruth -
lessness, and of thoughtlessness. One can weed a garden reverently, or
ruthlessly. One can even kill a poisonous snake reverently or ruthlessly,
necessarily or unnecessarily. This principle does not say: Be kind to your
neighbor because this ensures the solidarity of society. It says: Be univer-
sally kind, whenever the choice occurs. It does not say it is a sin to pluck
a flower or kill a moth. It says: Do not pluck flowers or kill moths without
first greeting the divine principle in them” (Seaver [1963], p. 102). 

Schweitzer emphasized six defining characteristics of the ethics of
reverence for life:

(1) Spirituality: this ethics has spiritual significance, insofar as it seeks
to attain harmony with the mysterious spirit of the universe;

(2) Rationality: this ethics is rational, because it is developed as a
result of thinking about life;

(3) Absoluteness: this ethics is absolute, in a sense of being contrasted
to that what is practicable and achievable;

(4) Universality: this ethics of reverence for life is universal, insofar
as it applies to all living beings;

(5) Naturalness: this ethics is natural, in the sense in which sympa-
thy for the suffering of others is natural;

(6) Ennoblement: sympathy (as a natural disposition, the rudiments
of which are displayed even by higher animals) needs to be
developed and ennobled in the direction of highest spirituality.

In addition to these, we can mention six further important charac-
teristics not only of the ethics of reverence for life, but of every sound
ethical approach:

(7) Pro-active attitude: it is not enough to avoid doing evil, but we all
must try to do good as well;
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(8) Contextualism: ethical decisions must be made always anew, by
each person, every single day;

(9) Responsibility: we need a much higher level of responsibility
toward our own lives, toward the lives of others, and toward
the world as a whole, than we have displayed so far;

(10) Reverence to truth: regardless of the situations in which we find
ourselves, regardless of the values we respect and pursue,
reverence for truth must be the highest article in our faith and
in our commitment to renew our civilization and return it to
a position of balance of the material and spiritual forces;

(11) Unity of life and thought, of practice and theory: even the most
fruitful ethical ideals are worth little if they are not enacted in
practice, if they do not find their realization in concrete situa-
tions of life;

(12) Co-dependency: outcomes of our actions do not depend merely
on our intentions and deeds, but also on the results of our
interactive engagement with the sometimes unpredictable and
often uncontrollable forces in the immediate environment and
the larger universe.

Let us now see into more detail how this ethics relates to spirituality.
Together with many other authors who write about spirit and spirituality,
Schweitzer often leaves the impression that he does not distinguish
between the spiritual and the ethical; it even appears that he wants to
reduce all spirituality (including religious spirituality) to ethics. Yet he told
us in no uncertain terms that, despite some significant overlap between
them, there is an important difference as well: “Spirituality is not ethics”
(Schweitzer [1987], p. 302). We can have a spiritual relation toward any
kind of being understood as a whole, but an ethical relation we can have
only toward the real being. An ethical relation toward an abstract being
does not mean anything; it may even be a contradiction in terms. And yet
many philosophical and religious traditions deal with an abstract concept
of being — in particular with an abstract concept of the highest being.
As Schweitzer warned, “The essence of being, the absolute, the spirit of
the universe, and all similar expressions denote nothing actual, but some-
thing conceived in abstractions which for that reason is also absolutely
unimaginable. The only reality is the being which manifests itself in phe-
nomena” (Schweitzer [1987], p. 304). He thereby wanted to emphasize
the relevance of directing our ethical attitude and efforts toward the con-
crete manifestations of life: “There is no essence of being, but only infinite
being in infinite manifestations. It is only through the manifestations of
being, and only through those with which I enter into relations, that my
being has any intercourse with infinite being. The devotion of my being
to infinite being means devotion of my being to all the manifestations of
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being which need my devotion, and to which I am able to devote myself”
(Schweitzer [1987], p. 305).

The ethical relation is a spiritual relation that is directed not to being
in abstract, but to the concrete manifestation of being — those in my range
of activity, those that challenge me to engage in an active relationship
with them. When spirituality is directed to the concrete manifestation of
life, when it is directed toward an active devotion to the manifestations
of life that demand my attention and care, then, and only then, does my
spirituality become ethical. In this point, and in this point alone, the
spiritual and the ethical are one and the same.

Schweitzer insisted that, in pursuing abstract ideas, philosophers
have strayed from the original simple meaning of philosophy as love of
wisdom; they have stopped thinking about the elementary philosophical
problems. Instead, they have lost themselves in the maze of the problems
of secondary importance or, worse yet, of fabricated and merely academic
importance. This is clearer with regard to what happened in metaphysics
and epistemology, but is also the case in ethics. With Kant, for instance,
Schweitzer agreed with regard to the primacy of practical over theoretical
reason. Yet, instead of Kant’s narrow question: What ought we to do?,
Schweitzer maintained that we need to ask more basic questions with
regard to human existence and its role and place in the larger cosmos:
What does it mean to be a human being? What does it mean to live like
a human being? What may be the meaning of human life? What may be
the meaning of my life? To simplify these questions in the spirit of
Schweitzer: the central philosophical and ethical problem is to find a life
worth living, one congruent with essential human potentialities. 

In addressing this problem, Schweitzer did not line up with any
particular philosophical school of thought or orientation. Nor did he ever
speak in technical language; his writing style was plain and his thought
straightforward. Schweitzer’s direct and seemingly unsophisticated way
of dealing with philosophical problems reminds us not only of Socrates
and some of his predecessors, but perhaps even more of the founders of
the world religions. They were in pursuit of wisdom, of the most elemen-
tary, and yet the most general understanding of the human condition and
the human predicament; like them, Schweitzer was in pursuit of the living
truth. Since their questions are by no means only of interest to philoso-
phers, but deal with the fundamental concerns of every human being,
and since such questions arise out of an inner compulsion to understand
our own role and place in reality, Schweitzer saw no reason for limiting
such inquires to any narrowly defined philosophical — or scientific —
approach. To the contrary: against the growing specialization and the pre -
vailing analytic method of academic philosophers and scientists, he used
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what can be called a synthetic or integrative method and what we can
nowadays — thanks to Basarab Nicolescu — refer to as a transdisciplinary
method. He refused to separate philosophical from religious insights, just
as he did not accept any justification for keeping apart reason and faith,
thinking and emotions. Like a nonconventional physician who under-
stands the healing process in terms of both body, and soul and refuses
any idea of their strict separation, Schweitzer approached philosophical
problems as those which allow and, more importantly, require an integra-
tive approach. They require an approach that takes into consideration the
needs of the entire organism and aims at the affirmation of every life. 

Let us continue for a moment the use of this medical metaphor to
illustrate what kind of solutions Schweitzer proposed for the ills he diag-
nosed in the decaying civilization. He demanded of us not to take the
prescribed medication at the particular time of a day for so many days,
but encouraged us to heighten our sense of responsibility toward every
living being and the world as a whole. To the bewilderment of his critics,
he never answered the questions regarding what we ought to do, but
instead proposed reverence for life as a new ethical vision that should be
the central and unwavering guiding principle for all of our choices and
behavior. Nonetheless, as a practically-oriented philosopher, Schweitzer
never lost sight not only of the suffering bodies of his individual patients,
but also of the poisoned soul of the entire civilization. He was convinced
that “reverence for life offers itself as the realistic answer to the realistic
question of how man and the universe are related to each other” (Schweit -
zer [1998], p. 233).

Instead of prescribing some concrete medication that would cure
the injured organs, Schweitzer advised a change in lifestyle. Instead of
recommending something that would soothe the pain, he spoke as if he
wanted to intensify the pain, so that we are forced to rethink and readjust
our entire sense of values and aspirations. Schweitzer’s solutions and his
ethics of reverence for life thus lead to a fundamental unrest: comfort and
pleasure touch only the surface of civilization and do not lead to the
fulfillment of our human potential. Their mindless pursuit in our age is
just another symptom of the overall misdirection and confusion. Only in
a continuous struggle to become ethical and spiritual can we come to pos-
sess real value as ethical personalities and as a civilization. Only in the
deepening sense of reverence for life and respect for the sanctity of every
living being lies the path toward fulfilling our vocation. 

Schweitzer had no illusion that on that path we can achieve any-
thing “of real value… without enthusiasm and self-sacrifice” (Schweitzer
[1987], p. xiii). What is essential for Schweitzer in this proposed resolu-
tion and in his ethics of reverence for life is that he himself offers an
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example of enthusiasm and self-sacrifice, an example of what the world
may be like and what we could do to change it for the better. His ethics
is geared in such a way as to transcend words and ethical norms; a per-
sonal example is more persuasive than any words and theories. Besides
proclaiming the absolute value of reverence for life and the sacredness of
everything that is alive, Schweitzer never commanded. Nor did he ever
judge anyone. Instead, his example leads others to reflect on and contrast
who they are and how they live with the vision of what they could be and
how they could live. His example leads others to judge themselves.

Regardless of what philosophical problem he was considering,
Schweitzer never ignored what can be called “the primal passion of
philosophy” — the ancient Greek pathos of wonder at the beauty and
complexity of existence. He was moved to philosophize by the mysteri-
ousness of the world, the world full of suffering and the world of the dan-
gerous spiritual decline of culture. His resolution never lost sight of these
realizations and led him to emphasize the role of thinking and spiritu -
ality. He urged us not to forget the need to keep wondering at the world,
to practice reverence for all life, and to strive toward the spiritual unity
with an infinite being.

What estranged philosophers and intellectuals from Schweitzer
was not only his insistence on the mysteriousness of the world, but even
more his insistence on the central role of spirituality, which they tied not
to philosophy, but to religion. There is some justification for this concern:
as much as Schweitzer admired Socrates, the Stoics, and Kant, he derived
his ultimate inspiration not from philosophers, but from various religious
founders. As he pointed out in the case of Kant, “we are impressed by his
sophisticated and deep ideas, but we are not moved by them” (Cousins
[1960], p. 194). Someone like Jesus, on the other hand, inspires us not only
toward reverence for truth, as philosophers do, but also toward reverence
for the highest values and the noblest deeds. Schweitzer’s own ethics can
then be properly understood only in light of his attempt to combine the
best from the worlds of religion and philosophy: “The ethics of reverence
for life is the ethics of love widened into universality. It is the ethics of
Jesus, now recognized as a logical consequence of thought” (Schweitzer
[1998], p. 235). In the same breath, he defended the interconnectedness of
ethics and mysticism, of rationality and religion: “The concept of reverence
for life is ethical mysticism. It allows union with the infinite to be realized
by ethical action. This ethical mysticism originates in logical thinking…
The concept of reverence for life therefore has a religious character”
(Schweitzer [1998], p. 237). Our goal in following the reverence for life is
clear: “We must all, through thought, become religious” (Schweitzer [1987],
p. 81).
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Although dangerously ill and on a suicidal path, Schweitzer did
not think that the patient — our supposedly advanced and sophisticated
civilization — is beyond the possibility of recovery. The most surprising
and original aspect of his treatment of the decay of civilization is the cure
he prescribed. Schweitzer was convinced that it demands thinking: inde-
pendent thinking, reflective thinking, elementary thinking… Such think-
ing would lead us back to restoring ethical energy and ethical ideals, to a
new sense of meaning and orientation. Such thinking, he maintained,
would lead us to reverence for all life. The ethics of reverence for life is
his prescribed cure for the spiritual decay of the contemporary world.
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SPIRITUALITY IN TRANSDISCIPLINARY 
EXPERIENCE FOR SUSTAINABILITY

María Cristina Núñez
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Introduction

This paper addresses some issues that describe the place of spirituality
in our transdisciplinary re-learning experience for sustainability at

the University of Veracruz. We understand spirituality as a participating
consciousness (Berman [1987]) within the aim for sustainability futures.1
Spirituality is a dimension of life, it is an experience that connects all life
and human beings with wholeness. In this sense, spirituality means pro-
found connection with creation and life. In the same terms, sustainability
is understood through the consciousness of a general ecology, through
the recognition that we are part of a larger whole.

Our aim is sustainability, i.e., to imagine, create, and reinforce our
commitment with the subtle weave of interdependence within our planet
and our bioregional places, in our ways of living, in our societies. This
means the necessary evolution of a spiritual dimension within us and
within our communities that reinforces our commitment to life and its
preservation, to health, harmony, balance, wholeness, and diversity. A
com mitment that rests on a deep sense of the sacredness of life expressed
as love, nurture, creativity, wonder, faith, hope, and justice (Orr [1992]). 

In the beginning of the Manifesto of Transdisciplinarity, Basarab Nico -
lescu says: “Tomorrow may be too late”. If we do not create new relation-
ships with life, if we do not imagine another way of being here, on our
planet, on our Mother Earth — as our people in Mexico refers to it — we
will not be able to rest too much, the evidences of the planetary/environ-
ment crises are a lot (Laszlo [1990]; Morin [1993]).
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1. This consciousness involves the identification of human beings with the environment,
where all nature elements and things are alive (Berman [1987], p. 16).



In this context of our educational institution, our purpose is to
integrate alternative ways to create new knowledge. So our challenge is
to learn how to place new questions and how to improve our thought and
our research and educational praxis. If we want to create relevant knowl-
edge and to co-create new realities in our lives, we have to go further on
the dichotomist way of conceiving the subject-object relationship within
the knowledge process. We need new referents to think about reality and
about our relationships with reality. We have to transcend rationalism,
dualism, and fragmentation; in this way, our intention is to ecologize
knowledge (Vargas-Madrazo et al., 2004), i.e., to conceive knowledge as
part of a multidimensional and systemic world, and to situate the ethic
and political dimension of the act of knowledge and its social and plane-
tary commitment: “We need an ecologized knowledge based on an auto-
eco-organized conception, that consider the vital link of every life system
(human or social) with its surrounding environment” (Morin [1993], p. 82).

Transdisciplinarity is a way to ecologize knowledge because it provides
us with the epistemological tools to think about Reality in a non reduc-
tionist way and to challenge complexity2 and the systemic thinking.
Transdisciplinarity provides us with:

(1) the notion of Reality with its multiple levels (multiple levels of
Reality and multiple levels of Perception);

(2) the logic of the included middle;
(3) the recognition of the spiritual level of Reality in the core of the

knowledge process; and
(4) the inclusion of the sacred or the so-called hidden third, who is in

the space of non-resistance, situated in the place where object
and subject interact (Nicolescu, 2002).

Transdisciplinarity implies a permanent epistemological awareness,
which means that the subject/object relationship is in the core of the act
of knowledge. In this sense, the epistemological awareness allows us to
incorporate the sacred and spiritual dimension in the main process of
knowledge and praxis and to break the static disciplinary meanings and
the multiple dichotomies: subject/object, reason/intuitive, mind/body.
At the same time, the dialogue with the cosmology and rituality of
Ancient Mexican Philosophy, alive in many of the cultural practices today
in our country, has been a very important axis in this relationship between
spirituality and transdisciplinary re-learning experience for sustainability.

María Cristina Núñez128

2. From a transdisciplinary point of view, complexity is a modern form of the very ancient
principle of universal interdependence. The principle of universal interdependence
entails the maximum simplicity that is possible and the human mind could imagine,
the simplicity of the interaction of all the levels of Reality. This simplicity cannot be
captured by mathematical language, only by symbolic language. (Nicolescu [2008], p. 19).



In this sense we conceive and we work transdisciplinarity as a
transformative experience, as a healing and self-transformation process,
where the person opens to the permanent questions and the reflexive
dialogues within different levels of Reality to approach the paradox of
complexity and of human condition: “Transdisciplinarity is a way of
self-transformation, oriented towards the knowledge of the self, the unity
of knowledge, and the creation of a new art of living” (Nicolescu [1997]).

This process implies a permanent awareness that allows us to in -
corporate the spiritual dimension in the main process of knowledge and
praxis and to break the static disciplinary meanings and the multiple
dualisms: subject/object, reason/intuitive, mind/body. This process
allows us to transcend the rationalistic attitude that leads us to shelter in
the certainties that prevent us to go further in our questions and actions.

Embodying Knowledge and Understanding: 
Our Being-Body in the Process of Knowledge

Man does not have a different body that his soul. 
William Blake

Rationalism postulates that objective knowledge can be reached by the
cognitive process of rational and objective thought, that rationality is

separated from emotions, separated from the body. For a rationalistic
thought, we must think in an objective way if we want to do science, that
is, we have to think without the intromission of feelings and subjectivity;
this is the only way to arrive to the knowledge of truth, to the objective,
univocal, and mechanical reality. In this sense, reality is separated from
us, it is “out there” and knowledge is not alive. If reality is “out there”
and it is an object, we, the subjects of knowledge, are objects, too; nothing
is alive and we live in a fragmented world where everything is separated.
We are lost in a disjointed world and have lost our participative conscious-
ness. Participative consciousness is the sense of being part of the cosmos,
where we actively participate, because we are not separated (alienated)
observers, our destiny is linked with all the cosmos and our lives have a
sense in relationship with it (Berman [1987], p. 16). 

Our sense of being separated is one and the most important of the
tragedies of the modern world and of rationalistic thought, to conceive
our being, nature, and our world in a materialistic way, where everything
is separated and life is conceived as an object. Nature is an inert and
chaotic object that has to be controlled. In this world, we live as isolated
individuals thinking on our own, in a permanent competition within
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ourselves, looking how to survive and how to get power, money, comfort,
and consumption. We have lost our sense of community with life and
within us: “Why is there this contempt for Nature, which we assume,
without any real evidence, to be silent and impotent in regard to the pat-
tern of meaning of our life?” (Nicolescu [2002], p. 1)

In the traditional forms of knowledge — in Mesoamerica, in South
and North America, in the Oriental ancient cultures, in the so-called
perennial philosophies —, we find the presence of complex systems of
knowledge that include a holistic notion of reality and a sacred view of
life.3 The empathic relationship with nature that indigenous people have
is full of care, affectivity, and sensibility. The elements of nature (water,
fire, earth, wind) are alive, like persons; therefore, the relationship with
them has profound implications in the way they understand natural and
biological processes and how they assume the act of knowledge. In this
act, indigenous people communicate with nature in a sensitive experience.
So cognitive experience is embodied in their daily and ritual lives. They
engage in dialogue and in this act of conversation they interact and they
create their appropriation process of natural source, a process full of care
and love (Grimaldo [1998]). Mythology, rituality, and the sacred are
always present in these traditional systems of knowledge. When Gregory
Bateson ([1982], [1989]) writes about the sacred in life, about the connect-
ing pattern that is always there, he says “…we can hear the music of evo-
lution and dance with it…” That is what traditional cultures have always
done in a sacred connection with Nature and Life. 

Following these traditions and in a permanent dialogue with them,
particularly with the Mesoamerican tradition that is still alive in many
aspects of our way of living in Mexico, we find that knowledge is linked
with the somatic experience (Keleman [1987]), that is what we name as our
being-body, that is corpse-emotions/mind-spirit4 (Vargas-Madrazo et al.
[2004]). Cognitive experience needs to be in the body to be able to break
rationalism, dualism, and fragmentation of Reality, to be able to confront
a complex and multidimensional Reality and a systemic organization
(inter-relationship). If we want to reach the multiple levels of Reality, we
have to open ourselves to the possibilities of multiple levels of perception
(emotion, poetics, intuition, love), because our levels of perception create
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3. Is important to notice that the 90% of the planet’s biodiversity is concentrated in the
indigenous territories, where people have profound knowledge of natural and biolog-
ical process of life (Toledo and Boege [2007]).

4. The somatic experience means our biological process conceived like a mental/spiritual
process, that is to say that in our whole body are happening complex communication
process (Bateson, 1982, 1989). Each molecule, cell, weave have a complex and systemic
interrelation, and in this communication process resides the corporal somatic intelligence. 



our possibilities to create new knowledge. Body, emotions, mind, and
spiritual dimensions have to be joined in an ecology of knowledge, in an
integrated and always alive process, where experience is always present.
Knowledge without experience is only a set of information lacking mean-
ing and sense. Relevant knowledge is necessarily linked with experience
by a profound perception of our senses, of our multiple levels of perception.

Our body is the scene of the articulation of knowledge in our being.
The somatic experience brings our biological life into being. We are not
used to live our body life and to conceive ourselves as an alive process. But
when we are in contact with our soma through a deep sense’s perception,
with our body through our sensitive awareness or empathy, we can
understand and be connected with the organic/emotional level and with
the vital energy or impulse that sustains it (the so-called élan vital —
Bergson; Keleman [1987]). We can live our body as an alive system in rela-
tionship with the environment. The relationship that we establish with
our body-mind-spirit influences our sense of relationship with the bio -
sphere of our planet (Bateson & Bateson [1989], p. 192).

The experience of knowledge through our whole body-being — i.e.,
our biological life, our emotions, and our mind/spirit process — gives us
the possibility to improve our cognitive skills that helps open our levels
of perception. Self-knowledge is in the core, not only to know ourselves,
but essentially as a model to understand “others” in the relationship. As
a part of whole life, we cannot be out of the relationship. The Mexican
poet Octavio Paz gives us a beautiful image of this:

So that I can be, I must be Other
Get out of me and search me between Others
The Other that are not if I do not exist
The Other that give me my whole existence.

If we want to integrate knowledge as a living experience, we have
to let it grow within our being through experiencing connection, unity
with the “other”, through empathy. 

Our transdisciplinary approach revolves around the epistemological
awareness that springs from the consciousness of our being-body. This
awareness implies a healing process, something like “sensitive awareness”:
“Awareness is consciousness allied to knowledge. It includes being atten-
tive to what goes on both inside yourself, and in the external world. For
the external world, the surrounding environment of space and society
is as intrinsic a part of us, as the nervous system and its body envelope.
Awareness cannot be taught verbally. It has to be experience. And in
order that it may be experienced, a particular learning situation has to be cre-
ated (Verin [1977]).

131Spirituality in Transdisciplinary Experience for Sustainability 



Empathy is a discipline. We can train it as strategy to reach compre-
hension of ourselves and the world we live in. Can I, for example, change
my understanding of anything by dancing it? Of course there are limits,
there are always profound mistakes in trying an empathic understanding
(Bateson & Bateson [1989]). In addition, Reality and its levels are infinite,
and knowledge is forever open (Nicolescu [2008]). Nevertheless, at the same
time there can be comprehension of truth when knowledge is alive within
us — not as information, but as experience. 

When concepts are living within us, when knowledge is incorporat-
ed in our being-body, we have the possibility of the unification of what
Basarab Nicolescu calls the multiple Subject — a multiple subject resulting
from the existence within the Subject of multiple levels of perception.5
“Unification of the Subject is performed by the action of the Hidden Third,
which transforms knowledge into understanding. ‘Understanding’ means
fusion of knowledge and being” (Nicolescu [2008], p. 22). In this sense,
empathy and awareness involve the inclusion of the sacred, of the hidden
third — where the interaction of Subject and Object takes place (Nicolescu
[2002], [2008]), in other words, the emerging of a way of being that connects
(Bateson & Bateson [1989], pp. 193-194). 

“The sacred does not imply belief in God, in gods, or spirits. It is the
experience of reality and the source of consciousness of existing in the
world” (Eliade [1978], quoted in Nicolescu [2008], p. 16); “The sacred is
first of all an experience; it is transmitted by a felling — the religious feel-
ing — of that which links beings and things and, in consequence, induces
in the very depth of the human being an absolute respect for the others,
to whom he is linked by their all sharing a common life on one an the
same Earth” (Nicolescu [2008], p. 16).

Poetics of Knowledge: The Experience of the Sacred

In our dialogue with the Mesoamerican traditions in Mexico, we have
found that knowledge is intrinsically linked with the presence and the

experience of sacred. Everything is connected. The elements of nature are
alive and they have multiple connections with a person’s life. Through
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5. “Inspired by Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology (Husserl [1966]), we assert that the
different levels of Reality of the Object are accessible to our knowledge thanks to the
different levels of perception potentially present in our being. These levels of percep-
tion allow for an increasingly general, unifying, encompassing vision of Reality, with-
out ever entirely exhausting it. In a rigorous way, these levels of perception are, in fact,
levels of Reality of the Subject” (Nicolescu [2009], p. 19).



the ritual life, as a way of knowledge, the indigenous tradition incorpo-
rates somatic experience and the sacred in their daily lives. Knowledge is
linked with sacred experience, and rituality is present in many of the
moments of community. 

By the experience of the sacred, the Mesoamerican way of knowl-
edge understands natural processes and integrates this comprehension in
the daily lives of people in a consciousness of a general ecology and a
basic respect for life. It recognizes our affinity with the alive world and
deal with it ethically and with responsibility.

The essence of the sacred is relationship; is the connecting pattern
present everywhere. In the life process (conceived by Gregory Bateson as
a mental/spirit process), the elements of totality are connected as stories,
through metaphoric communication; it is the way that connectivity works,
through relevance. We all share this way of thinking, by meaning, connec-
tion, and relevance; in forests as well as in us (human beings), we think
in terms of stories (Bateson & Bateson [1989], pp. 23-24).6 In all stories, the
meaning emerges in the context of relationships, the meaning of words in
human beings and of actions in every alive being. When we recognize the
relationship, the connecting pattern, we discover what is not trivial — that
what means — and we recognize that we are part of the alive world and
we rescue the sense of the biosphere and of the humanity unity, we redis-
cover an ecology. And in this way we recognize our participative conscious-
ness (Berman [1999], p. 16) and we arise to life the poetics of life (Morin
[2003], p. 157). We recognize the beauty and we can enter the depth of
knowledge that is alive. When we enter the sacred scope, we can recog-
nize the beauty of creation; beauty as the substance of all that is alive.
Ancient philosophers recognize clearly that global wholeness is primordially
beautiful. We have lost the sense of biosphere and of the unity of human-
ity, a poetic sense that can link us with beauty and the reverence for life
(Bateson [1982], p. 28).

Rituals and symbolic practices are main actions that allow us to
connect with the sacred score. We know that every alive being — plants
and animals, in particular mammals — practise symbolic actions through
communication and organization takes place. Nature has designed rituals
as the way we organize our life and our social systems. It is not possible
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6. The alive world is a symbolic world — Creature — where everything is impossible to
understand without the evocation of difference and distinctions. In this world, com-
munication exists through metaphor and everything gets its significance through the
relationship. Organisms are not things, they are relationships and the biological world
is organized through communication processes, that is to say, through metaphor, aes-
thetics, or poetics (Bateson [1979]).



to live here on Earth without performing rituals.7 Rituals take metaphor
into life; it is a poetic language that allows us to experience the sacred.
Through metaphor we experience the sense of unity, because metaphor
unifies things that are apparently separated. Through experience ritual
and metaphor we come to an alive knowledge, that is, we incorporate
knowledge into our being-body.

In our Re-learning Transdisciplinary Process, we use the somatic expe-
rience and the permaculture metaphor: everything gardens. Through this
idea, we work the somatic experience linked with communitarian proces -
ses. Community is in the core of the participative consciousness. The idea of
co-intelligence comes from the permaculture metaphor, “everything gar-
dens and everything has an impact on its environment”. Co-intelligence
is the dance of mutual gardening, of co-influence, of co-creativity. So the
notion of co-intelligence refers to the ways people influence each other
individually and collectively through social systems. Intelligence is the
capacity of life to create and modify patterns in its search for what works
and what satisfies it. Co-intelligence adds the idea that such patterning is
mutual, multidimensional, holistic, and evolving. Co-intelligence involves
bringing the diversity of perspectives into synergistic interaction through
true dialogue, to increase the validity, comprehensiveness, and fruitfulness
of the collective insights that emerge (Atlee [2003]).

In our Re-learning Transdisciplinary Process, we are interested in those
rituals that focus into the depth of human beings, to make sense of our-
selves and of our relationship with others, other humans, and with nature,
with wholeness. Through rituals we learn the way the sacred is present
in the traditional culture in our country and how they act to create knowl-
edge and to create community. In other words, we are interested in sacred
rituals that tune ourselves within the rhythms of nature, that is, in the
natural patterns that are outside and inside ourselves. Rituals allow us to
resituate our connection within ourselves, with the environment, and to
create a community rhythm. So we learn the Mesoamerica ancient philo -
sophy that is still alive in Mexico, and its rituality, as a time/space where
community emerges and where the opportunity of dialogue, of coher-
ence and co-organization is open. We conceive dialogue and community
as ways to create sustainable futures.
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7. The cells and molecules achieve their own rituals for communication and auto-organ-
ization processes. In fact, many studies have indicated the existence of complex social
behavior in cells and molecules.
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SOCIALLY ROBUST AND PERSONALLY 
RELEVANT KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION

Antonio Carlos de Azevedo Ritto
University of the State of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

Introduction

The communities where political, economic, and social exclusion
prevail do not find in knowledge as produced in the universities

compatibility with their everyday life or solutions to their problems.
Without disregarding the scientific model, models are necessary to pro-
duce socially robust and personally relevant knowledge.

For the magic thought, Nature is a living organism, endowed with
intelligence and conscience. The fundamental postulate of magic thought
is that of universal interdependence. The view rendering Mother-Nature
machine-like, conceives nature not as an organism, but as a mechanism,
which we may disassemble piece after piece to possess it entirely (Nico -
lescu [1999]). Two approaches perceive the world and act in it in different
ways, one spiritualist and the other scientific. These are two rationalities
that, by posing different questions to the Universe, obtain different
answers that lead to different relationships with the elements of reality.

The spiritual dimension, present in all known societies, which was
banished from the scientific model of knowledge production, needs to be
developed neither in conflict, nor in a homogenizing form, but in a paral -
lel, complementary form, acknowledging the differences and living
together with the scientific dimension, without attempting synthesis, in
the formalization process that only becomes truly integrated when in the
presence of the Subject, within a given context and circumstance.

The scientific model needs to be preserved, but it is necessary that
other models of knowledge production be made available, which, while
being occasionally incompatible with the principles of the scientific
model, may complement the perception of humankind in relation to the
world and to life.
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Truth-Nature is Explained and the Subject is Understood

With the human being’s autonomous science, many of the aspects of
the human dimensions, such as the arts, ethics, spirituality, kind-

ness, beauty, and, above all, consciousness and virtue are all reduced to
chemical reactions in the brain. But the Subject looks at the world in a
complex and plural way and searches truth from several criteria and
models, among which we may highlight:

• through myth, religion, faith, dogmatism, and the personal
experience where the revelation of the Sacred is manifested in a
supernatural way; 

• through common sense, culture, ethics, prevailing moral stan-
dards, and interpersonal relationships;

• through science, experimentation, validation of hypotheses in an
objective way, impersonal relationships, once the scientist’s
objectivity in the research is a fundamental aspect of research.

The scientific model of access to truth is the most successful model
to share and formalize knowledge; it includes cooperation, comple -
mentarity, and synergy. The success of this model has been providing the
illusion of an only view of the world that strengthens and is in its turn
strengthened by the globalization process, thus weakening tradition and
cultural diversity, which provides for the impoverishment of life, mainly
in places far away from large cities, where globalization eliminates a
group of characteristics without leaving anything to sustain common life.

The Spiritual Dimension

Grounding our reflections is the convincement that the development
of the Subject’s material existence and the mysterious cycle of life

and death do transcend aspects and values that can be simply reduced to
matter. In the Subject, willpower will not be driven by pure and restricted
instincts anymore, as in the mineral and vegetable kingdoms and in the
primitive life forms of the animal kingdom. We may currently identify,
in the western world, an increasing search for new religiosities, uncon-
ventional religiosities, or a new religious conscience. 

Spirituality or the spiritual pathway does not only refer to the re -
structuring of the religious field itself; it also communicates with fields
such as psychology and medicine, in a movement in which new meanings,
authorities, and competences undergo a legitimation process, i.e., other
rationalities.
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Spirituality manifests its rationality through the symbols that it uses.
To decipher a symbol is to look for its rationality, it is to find an order by
means of a change in the levels of perception, which is chaos, disorder,
contradiction, once it is interpreted from the opposing point of view. The
scientific trajectory is grounded on the faith that mechanical rationality is
capable to decipher the existing order in the complexity of experimenting
with the world.

Socially Robust Knowledge Production

Under the current social contract between science and society, the
research agenda is established by scientists in universities and the

results are expected to be communicated to society in a comprehensive
way. In this engagement form, information preliminarily flows in one
direction, i.e., from academic science towards society. However, the
engagement of science and society occurs through specific connections.
Along with industry sectors (businesses), intrinsic bridges are made and
the results are applied almost immediately in products, services, and
processes. Those are two-way bridges and they have influence in the
universities and in their research agendas. With society, the connections
are generally, and in average, one-way — from Academia to society —,
there being little influence on the part of society towards Academia, its
organization, or its practices and future role.

Could a new social contract be devised between society and science
that could mean the opening of sciences to the contexts where they are
applied, in the objects of their research, as much as in their results, with
a large application in the real world, so socially robust knowledge could
be produced? Could contextualized knowledge production be thought?

Contextualization is the process that extends research and pro -
duction of merely safe and reliable knowledge — valid knowledge under
certain and controlled laboratory conditions — for socially robust
knowledge production — knowledge that renders itself valid beyond
laboratories, knowledge that is applied in real social contexts (Gibbons
[2006]). Through contextualization, social demands penetrate the research
method process therefore influencing the formulation of problems, the
implementation of solutions, and the assessment of results. In science, as
it is with practically all human activities, the way questions are asked
determine the processes that will seek answers and the context usually
presents interesting questions and formulates sound questions regarding
real situations.
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Personally Relevant Knowledge Production

Experimentation, knowledge, and virtue are lived in solitude. We live,
act, and react one with the other; but we exist alone. The convicts

enter the arena hand in hand, but they are sacrificed alone. Embraced,
lovers seek to fuse their isolated bliss into a single auto-transcendence;
but each spirit, in his/her bodily prison, is condemned to suffer and love
in solitude. Sensations, feelings, ideas, and fantasies are private elements
and, unless brought together by means of symbols — and even so indi-
rectly —, they cannot be shared.

However, what is the Subject´s spiritual evolution? We centralize
this possibility in virtue!

How do we prepare people for virtue? What knowledge is person-
ally relevant for people in the sense of virtuous practices in view of the
plurality of world views, of people’s diverse interpretations of life and
of political, economic, social, and, above all, cultural contexts, where the
spiritual dimension of culture plays a fundamental role? How do people
develop conscience and self-consciousness? How can the pathway be laid
for people to reach a conscious command of their own initiatives? How
can people be made to go from the impulses deriving from their instincts,
which address the needs of satisfaction of the matter, to the conscious
commitment with the needs of the spirit?

Concerning virtue, the debate between Socrates and Protagoras is
relevant in what regards the identity between truth and good. The ques-
tion being posed is: can virtue be taught? Socrates was of the opinion that
it could not be taught, because virtue does not have anything specific
and it automatically follows knowledge. Inversely, for Protagoras virtue
is specific and does not obey the same rules that govern truth; for the
Subject, both are relevant.

Every past and current civilization that has left written records
presents religious manifestations. Spirituality refers especially to ques-
tions of personal nature: it provides answers to fundamental aspects of
life, to the relationship with the Sacred or with the Transcendent, which
may or may not contribute to the development of religious rituals and to
the rise of communities.

Theological literature expressed, in several opportunities, the idea of
evolution, whose most representative illustration is the Ladder of Divine
Ascension, of Saint John the Climax (A.D. 575-650), John of the Ladder.
Resistance and non-resistance are mentioned in John’s ladder, where
humans go up the steps, which  represent their efforts towards develop-
ment, under the spiritual point of view, overcoming their own resistance
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concerning their habits and their
thoughts. The angels of God help
them cross the non-resistance
inter vals between the steps of the
ladder. This ladder is, clearly, the
opposite of the Babel Tower (Nico -
lescu [2008]).

The Ladder of Divine Ascen -
sion is an ascetic treaty committed
to the removal of faults and to the
practice of virtue as a form of pro-
viding the improvement of mate -
riality with spirituality. The icon of
the Ladder presents people climb-
ing it, and with elements that help
their ascension and others that try
to impede them. The icon reveals
that there are people who manage
to climb it and others who do not.

In the biological realm, Dar -
win’s evolution theory stimu lated

the thought towards the evolutionary ladder in the field of genetics.
In the field of behavior and of the features specific to the Person,

Clare W. Graves created a Model to represent the human development in
the theory of Spiral Dynamics, as shown in Illustration 2 (�), that presents
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a kind of evolution ladder thought of as an accumulation of learned
issues and behaviors (Wilber [2000]). Spiral Dynamics considers human
development to be a process composed of eight general stages that are
also named memes. Genes carry genetic information about life, and life’s
physical characteristics. A meme is similar to a gene, but it carries cultural
characteristics, cultural information, considering aspects that are linked
to people’s level of development.

The spiritual characterization of John’s Ladder, the characterization
of the subject-matter of genetics and the proposal of memes in the Spiral
Dynamics in culture, together provoke us to think as to how we deal with
the Subject and its relentless participation in an evolutionary process
represented by the steps.

Cooperation between Science and Spirituality
for the Evolution of the Subject

For socially robust knowledge production, cogitation is a new university
that extends itself to build new relationships with society. The aca-

demic world only recognizes academic knowledge as legitimate, relegating
to distrust localized and contextualized knowledge and those contexts
which sustain life as experienced by certain segments of society.

A new university with social participation committed to promoting
crossed fertilization between academic knowledge and traditional knowl -
edge, with benefits for science and people in real contexts; a solidary and
participative university, committed to the resolution of issues concerning
social exclusion. In this model, where the merging interests between the
segments of society and academia prevail, both obtain advantages from
information and communication technologies to extend the social borders
of those benefited by already available knowledge.

In the new university, therefore, in place of the walls that separate
it from society, there are bridges that bond academia and society, and the
university is submerged in a plural, complex atmosphere, with increasing
diversity and interdependence. Knowledge is always being generated.
Civil rights depend on local solutions.

For personally relevant knowledge production to take place, it is
mandatory that the spiritual dimension be considered. It is not an exag-
geration to cogitate that the purpose of most religions is to free people
from matter in order to bring them closer to forces that are superior to
them and belong to the spiritual order. Initiations intend to supply the
safe means for people to reach this intention. But devotion does not need
to be blind. Devotion needs to ground itself on conscious knowledge.
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The person only develops itself alone, but religions speak to multitudes,
and in this case to do as one will is worth nothing, and for each episte-
mology a group of axiomatic guiding principles are to be divised. Faith
can provide specific ways to see the world and to live life, but people
need to let light be shed on their illuminations by means of conscience.

For each religion or spiritual line, what are its principles, or axioms,
what are its presuppositions, what are its grounding logics and processes?
What are the referentials on which the religious pathway is built?

Different world views possess presuppositions, principles and
axioms on which they are grounded; science, too, despite its explicit and
rigorous method. But all religions can explicitate their foundations and
the Subject can proceed more safely in face of his/her explicitations, no
matter which his/her religion or spiritual line is (Illustration 3). A religion
needs priests who know what they are doing and followers who know
what is being done.

The differences that will unfold as irremovable will be those coming
from the Subject, which is a unit of knowledge and open experience, of
never satisfied apprehensions, because they walk towards more and more
complex levels of being and of perception; it is not methods or beliefs, or
even rationalities that establish the difference; the difference is the very
presence of the Subject.

Each Person participates in these cycles in specific ways, but devoid
of the knowledge that may work towards the most appropriate adhesion
to issues concerning the development of the levels of being. How to pre-
pare people better? Towards what do the best updates point?

In order to produce personally
relevant knowledge, the university
needs to open new areas of study to
research the levels of being and their
fundaments. Socially robust knowl-
edge production, as much as
personally relevant knowl-
edge production, will only
be born out of a close
relationship between
science and the com -
mon person.
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Conclusion

It is relevant to acknowledge the difference in nature and the specific
methodologies of each dimension, of both science, and spirituality, so

we may remove any possibility regarding the reduction of one dimension
to the other. Both are empiric, but they diverge in their nature, processes,
and purposes. In essence, science and religion should not be unified or in
conflict. Each one has its specific magisterial; Gold (1999) proposed the
elegant concept of NOMA (non-overlapping magisteria). Reality does not
let itself be noticed in its totality; the world is not a set of objects, but a set
of ongoing processes where objects are in a perma nent transformation
state. No element of reality is ready, no knowledge is definite.

Socially robust and personally relevant knowledge production con-
siders the Subject and its real circumstances: context and history, charac-
teristics, its level of being, and its level of knowledge. The methodology
will emerge out of the tension between fundamentalisms (independence,
the only truth) and diversity (plurality and the integration of differences).
Working with the religious local leaders, Christianity offers a paradigm,
a basis to cogitate development. It is in the Christian axiomatic:

• (first level of development) I am the way – follow me – faith –
people have the need to belong to a group;

• (second level of development) I am the truth – understand me –
conscience;

• (third level of development) I am the Life – live me, revigorate
me every day in your thoughts, feelings, and deeds – self-con-
science.

In our case and considering the subject, in our real experience of
permanent transformation, the objective of knowledge production is not
to discover secrets; it is to dialogue with mysteries.
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PROBLEMS OF CALENDAR REFORM
AND EASTER DATE DETERMINATION

AND A PROPOSITION TO THE SERBIAN ORTHODOX 
CHURCH, MADE BY DJORDJE STANOJEVIĆ

Milan S. Dimitrijević
Astronomical Observatory, Belgrade, Serbia

Introduction

From the latter half of the nineteenth century on, a number of Serbian
scholars and astronomers have dealt with the question of reforming

the Julian calendar. Different propositions for reforming the calendar of
the Orthodox Church were made: for example in 1865 by Tatomir Milo -
vuk; in 1866 by Mojsije Pajić; in 1898 by Ljubomir Uzun-Mirković; start-
ing in 1892, on several occasions, by the astronomer and physicist Djordje
Stanojević; in 1900 by the founder of the Belgrade Astronomical Obser -
vatory Milan Nedeljković and by a secondary school teacher, Maksim
Trpković; finally, in 1905 by Petar Tipa.1 The 1923 Congress of the
Orthodox Churches in Constantinople adopted the reform proposition of
the Serbian astronomer Milutin Milanković.2

The first Serbian astrophysicist and second director of the Belgrade
Astronomical Observatory, an astronomer who played a crucial role in
the electrification of Serbia, the author of the first color photograph in
Serbia, Djordje Stanojević, addressed the Serbian Orthodox Church in
1892 with a proposition for the reformation of the Julian calendar. In 1908,
he published in several parts, in the journal of the Serbian Church (Vesnik
Srpske Crkve) the larger study “The Incorrect Celebration of Easter in the

1. Janković [1984], p. 103.
2. Dimitrijević & Theodossiou [2002], pp. 145-147; Dimitrijević, Theodossiou & Mantara -

kis [2008], pp. 50-54; Dimitrijević [2005], pp. 347-350.
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Orthodox Church and the Calendar Reform”3, which was published also
in book form the same year. At the same time, he offered his article to the
French journal L’Illustration, together with his proposition for calendar
reform. The journal published only a short extract from the text. Not
satisfied with it, Stanojević published the article he had submitted to the
Parisian journal as a booklet entitled Le calendrier normal. 

In this article we will discuss the disputes within the Church on the
question of the date Easter should be celebrated, known as Pascal/Easter
controversies, the activities of Djordje Stanojević concerning the reforma-
tion of the calendar and the determination of the Easter date, as well as
the similar activities in Russia in the nineteenth century.

On Pascal or Easter Controversies

In his study “The Incorrect Celebration of Easter in the Orthodox Church
and the Calendar Reform”, Stanojević discussed in detail the origins of

the Pascal controversy and gave a full account of the history and develop -
ment of the various methods for determining the date of Easter. Namely,
in the early period of Church history, the date of Easter was always near
the middle of the Jewish month Nisan. After the first half of the second
century A.D., there existed two groups among Christians. 

In the east, i.e., in the Asian part of the Roman Empire, Christians
celebrated Easter on the 14th of Nisan, together with the Jews. One should
notice that, for the Jews, the 14th of Nisan was the day on which the
Passover sacrifice had been made, at the time of the Second Temple. This
day was usually called Passover, but it is, in fact, Preparation Day for the
seven-day Feast of the Unleavened Bread that begins on Nisan 15th, now
also called Passover. Such practice was known as Quartodecim-anism in
Asia. In other parts of the Roman Empire, the custom was to continue
fasting after the 14th of Nisan and to celebrate Easter on the first Sunday
thereafter. Namely, Christians wished to celebrate Easter on Sunday, the
day of the resurrection of Jesus in all the four Gospels. According to a let-
ter of Irenaeus to Victor, Bishop of Rome, the Roman Church celebrated
Easter on Sunday at least since the time of Sixtus I, Bishop of Rome (A.D.
115-125).4

These differences in the practice of Easter date determination
became an ecclesiastical Pascal or Easter controversy when Victor, Bishop

3. Stanojević [1908], vol. 19, no. 4, pp. 258-267; no. 5, pp. 325-336; nos. 6-7, pp. 428-447;
no. 8, pp. 581-614.

4. Irenaeus, quoted in Pamphilius [1890], 5.24.14, 5.24.17.
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of Rome, attempted to condemn Quartodecim-anism as a heretical practice
and excommunicate its followers.5

Stanojević underlined that the Jewish Passover celebrated the liber-
ation of the Jews from their Egyptian slavery and Easter — the Christian
Passover — “celebrated liberation from the dominion of Satan and Hell”;
he also gave the history of further divisions in the determination of the
date of Easter.

The Christians were informed by Jews when the 14th of Nisan fell,
but some of them, in the later 3rd century, argued that the contemporary
Jewish determination of the 14th of Nisan was wrong, since that day came
before the vernal equinox. They abandoned the relationing of Easter with
the Jewish determination of the lunar month Nisan and started to per-
form their own determination, connecting Easter with the first Sunday
after the full moon occurring after the vernal equinox. Others, however,
continued with the traditional reliance on the Jewish calendar (they were
called protopaschites by later historians). But divisions started to appear,
even among those who celebrated Easter on the first Sunday after the full
moon occurring after the vernal equinox. In the fourth century A.D., in
Rome, the spring equinox fell on the 18th of March; in Alexandria, where
astronomy had developed since the times of Ancient Egypt, the 21th of
March was taken correctly as marking the beginning of spring.

Eusebius wrote to a number of synods that considered such contro-
versies and supported the celebration of Easter on Sunday. The controversy
between those who sided with the independent computations and those
who wanted to continue the traditional reliance on the Jewish calendar
was formally solved by the First Council of Nicea, convened in A.D. 325
at the summoning of emperor Constantin the Great. The Council adopted
only two rules: 

(i) the independence from the Jewish calendar, so that Easter be no
longer related to the month of Nisan as defined by the Jews, but
fall in a lunar month chosen according to Christian criteria —
some kind of Christian Nisan;

(ii) that Easter be celebrated by all Christians at the same time. 
The Council declared neither that Easter should be on a Sunday,

which was a practice at that time, nor that it should not be on the 15th of
Nisan (the first Day of the Unleavened Bread, now commonly called
Passover). The “Zonaras proviso”, the claim that Easter must always fall
after the Jewish Nisan 15th, and never coincide with it, was formulated
later, in the twelfth century.6 The Council also declared that the Church of

5. Pamphilius [1890], 5.24.
6. L’Huillier [1996].



Alexandria, which celebrated the spring equinox on the 21st of March,
should determine the date of Easter and communicate it to the other
Churches.

Stanojević further explained the development of the methods of
calculating the Easter date and especially considered cycles when the full
moon is on a day with the same date (lunar cycle — 19 years), week days
are on the same date (solar cycle — 28 years), the 19 × 28 = 528 years cycle,
and the inaccuracies introduced by the use of integers and by the accu-
mulation of errors, since the Orthodox Church relates the beginning of
cycles to the Creation of the World in 5508 B.C., so that the determination
of the date of Orthodox Easter deviates today from the real vernal equinox.

All data needed for the determination of the Easter date should be
provided in the ecclesiastic book called Tipik, but Stanojević had estab-
lished that in the Russian Tipik, the Greek Tipik and the Serbian calendar
of Zaharije Orfelin the dates of full moon were different and, consequent-
ly, the dates of Easter as well. All quoted irregularities are consequences
of the round-off errors in pascal calculations and of the inaccuracy of the
Julian calendar, so that the results deviate from nature, i.e., “from the
truth”. There were two ways to solve this problem. The first was to deter-
mine the date of Easter in accordance with the real equinox and real dates
of full moon, according to the actual Julian calendar. The basic problem
with this determination was the inaccuracy of the Julian calendar, in which
the date of the vernal equinox moved towards the beginning of the year,
so that after around ten thousands years Christmas and Easter would
have to be celebrated at roughly the same time.

This is why Stanojević said: “If the Eastern Orthodox Church wants
— and it should want — to maintain the celebration of Easter in the sense
of the ecclesiastic rules, it must adopt the second way of eliminating the
erroneous celebration of Easter, it must rectify the Julian calendar”.

Djordje Stanojević and the Problem of Calendar Reform

The Julian calendar was introduced by Julius Caesar to establish order
in the calendric system used in Rome, where the duration of a year

was determined arbitrarily by the priests. So, in the 708-th calendric year
since the foundation of Rome (i.e., 46 B.C.), there was a 90-day difference
between the natural year and the calendric year. Following the advice of
the Egyptian astronomer Sosigenes, Caeser performed the calendar reform
and introduced the 365-day year, every fourth year being a leap one of
366 days. Caesar prolonged the year 708 ab urbe condita for three addition-
al months and the Julian calendar was introduced in Rome on the 1st of
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March 45 B.C., or 709 from the foundation of Rome. The vernal equinox
fell at that time on the 23rd of March at 5 hours and 32 minutes Jerusalem
time. Stanojević underlined that on the same date Jesus Christ was born,
more precisely on the 22.89th of March. After 128 years, it had moved onto
the 22nd of March, and in the year 256 it had occurred on March 21st, as
was the case at the time of the Nicene Council, i.e., the date the Church of
Alexandria took for the Easter determination. 

In the year 1536, when Pope Gregory XIII performed a calendar
reform on the advice of astronomer Aloysius Lilius, the vernal equinox
fell on the 11th of March. The papal bull of February 24th, 1582, ordered
that the 5th of October of that year become the 15th, thus deleting ten days
and returning the vernal equinox to the 21st of March, as it was at the time
of the Nicene Council. Moreover, in order to uphold this in the future, he
introduced a new intercalation rule, deleting three days every 400 years,
so that only secular years divisible by four be leap years. On an average,
in the Gregorian calendar the difference of one day related to the tropical
year accumulates after 133.33 years.

Stanojević wrote that this calendar should not be adopted, since
“the first correction, concerning the past, Gregory made erroneously, and
the second one, concerning the future, he made incorrectly”. Concerning
the first correction, he disapproved of Pope Gregory, since that took as a
starting-point for the date of the vernal equinox the Nicene Council,
because “if in Christianity there should be a starting-point, it should only
be the birth of Christ. […] Our calendar reform should be reduced to the
epoch of Christ’s birth, since according to Christ we are named Christians
(and not according to the Nicene Council).”

Moreover, with the new intercalation rule, “the duration of the year
[…] deviates considerably as much from the particular directly determined
values, as from the general average duration of the tropical year, so that
errors will accumulate…”

In 1892, Stanojević suggested to Metropolitan Mihailo, the head of
the Serbian Orthodox Church, to initiate the question of calendar reform
among other autocephalous Churches. The initial disagreement, due to
doubt “that the adoption of the reform of Gregory could be interpreted as
our transition to Catholicism”, he removed by explaining that the reform
should be completely independent from, and without any connection to,
the Gregorian calendar. Stanojević addressed the Metropolitan in writing,
explaining the way in which the reform should have been made, i.e., by
deleting one day every 128 years, considering that this was the simplest
way to solve the calendar question. He also wrote that one should correct
the Julian calendar and move the vernal equinox on the 21st of March,
since on the basis of the errors in the literature he used, he believed that



the Nicene Council had moved the beginning of spring from the 18th to
the 21st of March, so that it coincide with the time when Christ was born.
The Serbian Metropolitan furthered this proposition to the Russian Holy
Synod and to the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople, but without
success.

When he went to St. Petersburg in 1896, Stanojević met the main
procurator of the Russian Holy Synod, Pobedonoschev, who told him
that “Caesar’s Calendar does not at all disturb the Russians and it is not
recommendable to even initiate this question”. 

In Russia, the question of the Julian calendar reform was initiated
several times, as quoted by Stanojević. At the “Principal assembly” of the
Russian Astronomical Society, of February 18th, 1899, on the proposition
of professor S.P. Glazenap, the Directional board felt obliged to establish
a commission that should debate this question. The commission held eight
meetings and Stanojević obtained its report from its president, professor
Glazenap, together with whom he observed the total solar eclipse of 1887,
from Petrovsk. Emperor Nikolaj II formed a commission in the Imperial
Academy of Sciences, for the solution of the calendar question. However,
Stanojević was unaware of what that commission “solved and decided”.

The report he obtained provided the history of the question of cal-
endar reform in Russia, where it was initiated several times. The Imperial
Academy of Sciences suggested in 1830 that the Gregorian calendar be
adopted, but emperor Nikolaj I refused. Professor Medler, director of the
Dorpat (today Tartu, in Estonia) observatory suggested in 1864 to retain
the Julian calendar, but to delete one day from every 128-th year, so that
those given years, which are leap according to the Julian calendar, remain
normal. Stanojević detailed the different propositions for calendar reform
considered by the commission, which ultimately adopted Medler’s ver-
sion and decided that the “reform should be performed from the birth of
Christ, not from the Nicene Council”.

Further on, Stanojević exposed in detail the problem of determining
the duration of the tropical year and mentioned the results of calculations
made by Bessel, Ferster, Newcomb, Hansen, Olufsen, Harknes, and Le -
verier. He quotes that the propositions of those dealing with the question
of reforming the Julian calendar, for example Trpković and Nedeljković,
“have a general, principled error”. In each of those propositions, the
authors adopted a certain value of the tropical year reduced to an epoch;
according to that value, they tried to find an adequate formula that
would reduce to a minimum the difference between the adopted year and
the Julian year of 365.25 days. “They estimate the value of their proposi-
tions according to how many thousands or tens of thousands of years will
be needed so that the error related to this tropical year increase by one
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day. The tropical year, however, is variable; due to precession and other
secular variations, it oscillates between some minimal and some maximal
value.”

If the average value around which the tropical year oscillates were
determined, it would not be “a lot of combinations and solutions for the
calendar reform, but only one, based on the average duration of the tropi -
cal year, resulting from all possible multisecular variations”. Unfortunately,
Stanojević concluded that it was not possible to perform such a reform,
since we do not know the average value of duration of the tropical year,
but remarked that we do know that the oscillations around that unknown
value are within plus or minus 55 seconds.

He presented Medler and Klinkerfues’ analysis of 1879, which
arrived, for the average tropical year for the period between 3040 B.C.
and A.D. 7600, at the duration of 365 days, 5 hours, 48 minutes, and 45
seconds. Stanojević emphasized that the great importance of this result is
that the Julian year differs from it by exactly 11 minutes and 15 seconds
and that the difference grows to exactly one day every 128 years. More -
over, the number 128 is divisible by four without any rest, so that every
such year is a leap year. Adopting the condition that each 128-th year be
a normal one and not a leap one, the one-day difference could be elimi-
nated without any new formula or additional intercalation rule. That is
why, Stanojevic´ underlined, it was not possible to say after how many
tens of thousands of years the error could grow by one day, since we
could talk about an error only if science demonstrated that the average
tropical year differs from this value, but even then, if, “after many thou-
sands of years, astronomical observations demonstrate that we have lost
one day, or that we are maybe, according to the duration of the average
tropical year, in front of nature by one day, this day can be taken into ac -
count without any difficulty with the corresponding sign”. He emphasized
the practical significance of such an average tropical year for the calendar
and concluded that due to this it should be adopted even if it is not com-
pletely correct and suggested that: “For the basis of correction of our cal-
endar, and certainly that of a general Christian one, it should be declared
that the duration of the tropical year is 365 days, 5 hours, 48 minutes, and
45.00 seconds”. He also suggested to entitle the year so calculated as a cal-
endric, or Christian, or Nikolian year “in honor of the greatest deputy of the
Eastern Orthodox Church, Emperor Nikolaj II, if the reform of our calen-
dar is to be done during his reign”.

Stanojević also discussed the problem of returning the vernal equi-
nox date, according to the Julian calendar, from March 8th to 23rd, as it
was at the time of the birth of Christ. He calculated that, from Christ’s
birth onwards, the difference had grown by 14 days, 22 hours, 7 minutes,



and 30 seconds, so that 14 days had to be deleted at once and the rest
should have been deleted when the difference grew up again to one day,
which was going to happen in 1920. One way was to delete, during two
years, all the 31st dates in months which had such a number of days and
the second way was to perform the deletion at once. In such a case, this
should have been done during a period without great ecclesiastic holidays,
and according to Stanojević, if the Church agreed, the most convenient
period was during the great Easter fasting and the best was that the day
of the vernal equinox, March 8th, should be declared March 22nd. He also
considered other possibilities, noticing that the when and how of the ref-
ormation of the calendar should have been decided by representatives of
the Church. Finaly, Stanojević presented his proposition of the reform of
the Julian calendar in the following way:

a) the years not divisible by four without a rest would be normal
years of 365 days (as up to now).

b) the years divisible by four without a rest would be leap years of
366 days (as up to now);

c) the years divisible by 128 without a rest would be normal years
(new rule).

The first such year should have been 1920, then 2048, 2176 etc.
Stanojević underlined that the difference between his proposition

and the others, such as the Gregorian calendar or Trpković’s version, was
that there are no secular and non-secular years and no special numbers to
be kept in mind, which were all unnecessary complications. In his version
of calendar reform, only one number had to be kept in mind, 128, which
indicated the number of years after which the difference between nature’s
time and the calendar grew up to one day and explained why that extra
day had to be deleted.

In the final part of his book, Stanojević explained how such a
reform would relate to the particular rules for the ecclesiastic calculation
of the date of Easter, like the solar and lunar cycles, the epacta etc. He
concluded that: “These rules will be almost exactly as when the Orthodox
Church established them for the calculations and will be free of the errors
that they contain today. […] Based on the exact and true data — and not
as up to now on data which are not exact and true —, Easter will be cele -
brated in the sense determined by the First Universal Council.”

In Paris, probably in 1908, Stanojević tried to inform the French
public about his solution to the problem of the calendar, first with the
help of the journal L’Illustration, which published his contribution very
shortened, and then in a booklet of 15 pages, where he presented the full
text offered to the well-known French journal.
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In the first part, he exposed the shortened version of his proposition
for the reform of the Julian calendar. In the second part, he dealt with the
division of the year into months and presented new ideas not given in the
works in Serbian. He mentioned one of the complications in the calendar,
namely that, with today’s division into months, each year is individual
and the allocation of the days in a week and their dates differ from year
to year. The problem would be solved by a calendar having a year with
of 364 days, while the 365-th day would be a neutral one and certainly a
holiday. 364 days contain exactly 52 weeks of seven days. Such a year
could be divided into months in two ways. Delaporte suggested that they
be divided into 13 months of 4 weeks; Groselaude saw them divided into
four trimesters of 13 weeks each. In both solutions, the year began on the
same day.

Stanojević said that the first solution was more practical since there
were 13 identical months of 28 days each and everything began on a
Monday and ended on a Sunday. Each month had the same number of
working days and weekend days and dates were the same in all months.
The only flaw was that such a year could not be divided into half-years
and trimesters, since it had 13 months instead of 12.

The other solution was more sympathetic to Stanojević, since it was
closer to our daily habitudes. The year had four trimesters of 91 days and
each had 13 weeks. Dates and weeks were the same in each trimester.
Each began on the same day and comprised two months of 30 days and
one of 31. All months had the same number of working days. The former
solution contained “stabilized” months, the latter “stabilized” trimesters.

In both propositions, the 365-th day was not discussed. It was
inserted at the end of the year as a holiday, and was considered neutral,
additional, nul. Stanojević underlined that on this day persons would be
born as well or they pass away and various events would happen. Hence,
such a day should also have a name and a date. Since according to both
propositions the year began on a Monday as the 1st of January and ended
on a Sunday as the 31st of December, he suggested that the extra day be
called final Sunday or terminal Sunday (dimanche final ou dimanche terminal).
Discussing the inconsistencies of the previous propositions that this date
should be the date 0, because then it was not clear whether it was previous
to the 1st of January or followed the 31st of December, Stanojević suggest-
ed that this day should be the 32nd of December. According to the same
logic, he wrote that the 366-th day in a leap year should be entitled leap
Sunday (dimanche bissextil) and should become the 32nd of June. 

It is interesting that a similar proposition of a year of 364 days with
four trimesters of 91 days, one World Day after December 30th and one
Leap Day after June 30th every four years was formulated by Elizabeth



Achelis, who founded the World Calendar Association in 1930 and the
Journal of the World Calendar in 1931.

In the end, Stanojević considered the question of the date of Easter
in such a calendar, showing that this holiday remained mobile, but, since
according the second solution, for example, vernal equinox was always
on Saturday, the 23rd of March, then Easter could only occur on five dates,
on Sundays the 24th and 31st of March, the 7th, 14th, and 21st of April.

In his analyses on the calendar, Stanojević exposed a complete solu-
tion of the calendar question, which is simple, complete, and exact. So
this fragment of creative work of this outstanding personality deserves
full attention.
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DIMITRIJEVIĆ, M.S. — Should the New Julian Calender Adopted in Constantinople
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(in Serbian), in Milan S. Dimitrijević (ed.), Proceedings of the Conference
“Development of Astronomy among the Serbs III”, Belgrade, 25-28 April 2004,
No. 6, Belgrade, 2005.
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STANOJEVIĆ, Dj.M. — The Incorrect Celebration of Easter in the Orthodox Church
and the Calendar Reform (in Serbian), reprinted from Vesnik Srpske Crkve,
Belgrade, Printing Office of Andra Petrović, 1908, pp. 1-83.
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PETRE ÞUÞEA: SCIENCE AS DOXOLOGY
A ROMANIAN MASTER OF THE SOCRATIC 

DIALOGUE BETWEEN SCIENCE AND SPIRITUALITY

Alexandru Popescu-Prahovara
Balliol College, Oxford, United Kingdom

General Background

Petre Þuþea (1902-1991) was a Romanian economist and diplomat who
spent thirteen years in political prisons and twenty-eight years under

city arrest as a prisoner of conscience during the communist era. A Doctor
of Administrative Law, he worked as a national economic adviser during
the 1930s and 1940s, when Romania found itself caught between Nazi
Germany and Soviet Russia. Unlike such contemporaries of his as the
playwright Eugène Ionesco, the philosopher Emil Cioran, and the histo-
rian of religions Mircea Eliade, Þuþea chose to remain in Romania in the
early 1940s. For him, the national identity was essential to the humane
civil society. He first advocated, then in turn challenged both the abstract
universalized humanity of Marxism, and the idolatrous glorification of
the nation by right-wing nationalism. In 1990, having never previously
joined any political party, he pointedly joined the National Liberal Party,
of which he remained a member until his death.

During the process of Soviet re-education in the Romanian political
prisons (1948-1964), his experience of torture led him paradoxically to
re-affirm the fundamental Christian vision of humanity as created in the
image and likeness of God. In every aspect of his being, Þuþea testified to
the love and power of God — his testimony not merely a conceptual
apologetics, but an informed and joyous affirmation of the relationship
between humanity and God. This relationship can never be fully described
or experienced as a conceptualized abstraction, but is realized in the
incarnational context of individual human lives, with their personal gifts,
ethnic and national identity, history, and aspirations.
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Þuþea’s joy in living, his intellectual brilliance and exuberance, his
fearless wit and irrepressible humour, and his ability to relate on equal
terms with all whom he met, made him a legend in his lifetime, although
for political reasons his writings remained unpublished. Due to its allusive,
elliptical style, his written work (nearly all of it published posthumously)
remains largely unexplored. However, it contains insights of immediate
relevance to a world in which ethnic intolerance, global injustice, and ever
more invasive forms of exploitation and conflict threaten the sustainabil-
ity of human life on the planet. 

He had a high respect for all human disciplines. Yet he viewed
methodological intelligence and techniques of being (the psychoanalyti-
cal “free association”, the attempt at self-perfection through disciplines
such as Yoga or arcane gnosis, or science based on purely “forensic”
empirical research) as incomplete. He believed that all human activity is
informed by a higher discernment, one that is ultimately sustained and
penetrated by the divine mystery. 

Human disciplines and technology can never deliver us from our
human condition of finitude, experienced as captivity to incompleteness.
Beneficent progress is possible. Yet such progress, whether mental, tech-
nological, or social, is necessarily inspired — in-breathed with the divine
ruah/pneuma/spiritus — rather than the result of unaided human effort.
Not everyone is able to recognize and acknowledge this. Those who pro-
fess religious certainty without being grounded in the vocational living of
a Christian life, in the spirit of Christ’s Sermon on the Mount, exemplify
the “desacralized” mind, equivalent to the technological attitude of the
scientistic non-believer.

Introduction

Today, I seek to present Þuþea’s contribution to our discussion of the
interface between science and spirituality in a way that reflects the

asymptotic nature of his thinking and mode of communication. Such a
methodology stands in the Socratic tradition of interplay between master
and disciple that was so central to Þuþea’s intellectual mode of being.

First: I shall give a short biographical account of the master/
disciple relationship between Þuþea, the spiritual teacher,
and myself, as an occasionally practising Christian living
under a regime hostile to religion. 

Second: We shall see a brief video filmed in 1990 which gives a
flavour of our relationship. 
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Third: I shall attempt to tease out some of the implications of
what has been presented, through reflections on this video
clip, with reference to the Gospel story of Jesus’ Transfigu -
ration on Mount Tabor.

Personal account
I first met Petre Þuþea on the surgical ward of the Municipal Hospital

in Bucharest, where he had been admitted for an operation in the fall of
1980. At that time, I was a first-year medical student and, one morning,
due to an administrative muddle, Þuþea was assigned to me as a patient.
Because of the Securitate guard at his bedside, I was only able to speak
freely with him in the middle of the night, during on-call hours. At first,
I thought he was slightly deranged or even “spinning yarns”: he talked
about famous philosophers, thinkers, writers, artists, and politicians —
including Stalin, Hitler, and Brâncuºi — as though they had actually been
there, in his room. 

However, after going away to check certain texts to which he had
referred, I discovered that, far from being deranged, he had accurately
remembered and explained to me some very complex ideas. When he
was discharged from hospital, I gradually learnt from him facts about my
country’s recent history, which had been distorted by my teachers at
school and university. Between the two World Wars, I was to find, he had
actually met Stalin and Hitler in person, as a member of diplomatic dele-
gations from Romania, and he had interviewed the famous Romanian
sculptor Constantin Brâncuºi.   

The way Þuþea’s life developed could not have been more different
from the life into which he was born, as the son of an Orthodox village
priest. A cosmopolitan intellectual “enemy of the people”, he lived under
constant surveillance on the eighth floor of a block of flats in a room pro-
vided by the State, complete with covert listening devices. My visits to
his flat were to become stages of a spiritual pilgrimage. Here was a man,
in a society affected in every aspect by Marxist-Leninist materialism, who
never ceased to affirm that the human race will destroy itself if it con -
tinues to live “by bread alone”, rather than “by every word that proceeds
from the mouth of God” (Matthew, 4, 4). The “solutions” he pointed to lay
in the realm not of economics and politics, but of the spirit.   

I was deeply influenced by Þuþea’s doxological vision of the dia-
logue between the scientific method and the spiritual insight, unfolded to
younger friends informally in the parks and cafés of Ceauºescu’s Bucharest
(1965-1989), and later, after 1989, in his interviews and writings. By “doxo -
logical” (from the Greek doxa, “glory”), I mean a celebratory self-offering
both of, and to, the glory of God — the glory of creaturely love and cre-
ativity informed by, and directed to, that very glory that is God.
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This is the Hebrew shekhinah, the fire and cloud of Exodus, the mys-
tical vision of Ezekiel (1, 4-28; 11, 22ff; 43, 1-5), and, for the Christians, the
mystery of the Johannine Word made flesh, “the glory as of the only
begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth” (John, 1,14). 

As a spiritual guide Þuþea impacted on my life in a transformative
way that was powerful and testing, yet that also fostered the development
of my own creativity and identity. It was a privilege for me as a doctoral
and post-doctoral student in Oxford to study his life and works, culmi-
nating in a book about him: Petre Þuþea: Between Sacrifice and Suicide (Ash -
gate, 2004). And it is a great privilege to speak about him here, under the
auspices of the John Templeton Foundation and the Romanian Academy.

Video presentation
I would like to show you a short video made in June 1990, just six

months after the revolution that overthrew Ceauºescu, and just days
before a student demonstration in Bucharest’s University Square was
broken up by miners armed with pickaxes, bussed in from the Jiu Valley
region by the revolutionary Government of the National Salvation Front.
The film producer had actually asked Þuþea to speak about the distin-
guished philosopher of pessimist “nothingness”, Emil Cioran, an old
friend of Þuþea’s, who had left Romania in 1937 and gone to live in Paris.
Banned from the Romanian media for half a century, Cioran had never
taken French citizenship, and had notoriously refused some of the most
prestigious French awards. He had engaged in witty and uncompromising
criticism, not only of the communist authorities, but also with some of the
great European intellectuals such as Jean-Paul Sartre and Samuel Beckett.

The producer knew very little about Þuþea; his main focus was
Cioran, and the initial suggestion was that Þuþea should share pre-World
War II memories about his friend. But Þuþea had other ideas and was to
take the lead in a now classic documentary about his relationship with
Cioran. Two days before the interview, Þuþea asked me to help him write
down a Declaraþie1 (Declaration) to Cioran, that he dictated to me because
of the disabling tremor of his hands. He actually changed the very rules
of a television interview, insisting that he could not be “intelligent to
order”, and demanding that his written statement be read in front of the
cameras before any interview with him could commence. 

Having left my medical job in the late evening and climbed to
Þuþea’s eighth floor room, it took me a while to “tune in” to his complex
and idiosyncratic Declaraþie — especially as he would revise phrases in
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his head almost every minute, asking me to insert corrections within the
handwritten text. This was, of course, before the days of computers. Even
typewriters had had to be registered annually with Ceauºescu’s police.
We worked through the night, and around 4 o’clock in the morning I was
nodding off. As usual, I was asked, as his scribe, to write down or delete
sometimes verb-less phrases and exclamatory lists of nouns, or references
inserted in the main text, endless appositions, and bracketed quotations.
I remember, on that particular summer morning, before the arrival of the
TV crew, feeling very tired and confused, thinking I should tidy up the text,
only to be told: “I asked you to write that phrase, with no verb, why are you
adding verbs? I’m an old man dictating to you. Stay awake, lazy bones!”

The cameraman was very observant, as you will see in a minute.
While I read the Declaraþie, the camera moves from me to a close-up of
Þuþea’s face. Having memorized the content of his statement, he repeats
it in unison with me, as if in prayer. This culminates in his way of wish-
ing well to his friend, confidently affirming, gently willing, hoping that
Cioran — the rebel of Précis de décomposition and Le mauvais démiurge —
will see how his own philosophy of rejection of God contains within it the
possibility, if not the necessity, of reconciliation with God. 

The video is obviously in Romanian: for those who wish it, an
English translation of the Declaraþie is available on the handout. The clip
can also be watched on YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
bI8-er2bTqo.

Video Clip Transcript

MOTTO: “I have the same great admiration for Petre as you have. What
an extraordinary man! With his incomparable verve, if he were living in Paris, he
would enjoy a worldwide reputation today. I often speak of him as a genius for
our times, or more often as the only genius whom it has been granted to me to
meet in my lifetime.”

Emil CIORAN (Paris, April 1970)
in a letter to his  brother Aurel in Sibiu, Transylvania

STATEMENT by Petre Þuþea
to be communicated to Emil Cioran through Mr. Gabriel Liiceanu

An interview to discuss myself and Cioran? Not possible. In an interview
one cannot reflect. So, I make the following statement. Preparing for this meeting
with you, I felt uneasy, at a metaphysical level:
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1. Modern research employs three methodological terms: observation,
experimentation, and reasoning. These cause me some intellectual disquiet, since,
having never worked in a laboratory, I am unfamiliar with experimentation. Like
the ancients, I have only observation and reasoning. I do also have the advantage
of books. However, the absence of inspiration, in my case, and, in the case of
Socrates, the search for god in order to understand wisdom, makes both of us
seekers who seek but do not find, who know but do not know truth. This is
“man’s way” as opposed to “God’s way” (Bossuet). Man’s way must cede to
God’s way, which takes two forms: inspiration (divine favour) and revelation
(direct action of the Divine), according to Traian Criºan2, head of the Vatican
Congregation for the Causes of Saints, who cites an Orthodox theologian whose
name I do not remember. In this theologian’s view, endorsed by Criºan, the whole
of the Bible is inspired, from Genesis to Revelation, but not all of it is canonical,
i.e., revealed: it is for the Orthodox Church to decide which canons are obligatory
for believers. 

I recall that Newton, when asked how he had discovered the universal law
of gravity, declared: “I was inspired!” So inspiration rather than the fall of an
apple led him to this law. Man, solitary, lives amid the phenomena of outer and
inner worlds whose laws are silent. Thus, our supposedly autonomous human
readings of the phenomena are illusory. Newton again, when asked what gravity
is, replied: “God”. I think this is recorded in his Principia.3

2. Another source of my disquiet has to do with the legend around me, that
I have been unable to justify. 

3. Then, Emil Cioran’s friendly but inflated picture of me also causes me
unease. Let me refer here to a point that he himself makes, in his portrait of Joseph
de Maistre, who disturbed the Pope by over-fulsome praise. One can assassinate,
observes Cioran, by enthusiasm. 

The Christian dogma enables me to live on what Blaga calls the “horizon
of mystery”. Elsewhere I have written that the dogma is a “revealed mystery”
(Lalande). Mystery is all that can free us from the anxieties arising from personal
boundedness, cosmic and social captivity, and the prospect of infinity and death.
Christianity, the religion of freedom, teaches that freedom needs to be conceived
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dogmatically. This is no paradox, since freedom is experienced here through ritual
in church, and beyond, for the redeemed, it is eternal. In church and in the world
to come, the dogma reigns: “Enslave me, Lord, that I may feel free” (Imitatio
Christi).4

As for Cioran, I have this to say: he sees himself as “the on-call sceptic of
a world in decline”, living in conflict with St. Paul and the Divine Absolute. He
says in his book, On the Heights of Despair, recently re-published: “However
much I might have struggled in this world, and however much I might have sepa -
rated myself from it, the distance between it and myself has simply made it more
open to me. Although I can find no meaning in this world — no objective mean-
ing, no transcendent end-point revealing the direction in which the world is
evolving and the goal of the universe —, the multi-form variety of existence has
nevertheless been for me a source of eternal delight and sadness”.

This calls to mind the two worlds — the transitory visible world, and the
eternal invisible world — of St. Paul, with whom Cioran takes issue. Transcen -
dence, as referred to in this text, defines the meaning of Cioran’s existence in the
universe, whether he wishes it or not. This passage leads me to see Emil Cioran,
in the twilight of his existence, as reconciled with himself. The interplay of the
two Pauline worlds leads him to salvation, since the meaning of his existence is
determined by the Divine Absolute, once free of the pessimism and anxieties of
this world. 

I believe that my great friend Emil Cioran will find redemption in setting
aside both his disagreement with St. Paul, and his unfinished quarrel with
Divinity, subordinating himself to the Divine Absolute. 

Another thing in relation to Cioran: there is no intellectual worthy of that
name, who does not experience Cioran’s metaphysical disquiet, but not every
true intellectual has his total sincerity. The whole of human existence is in fact a
continual play of dialectics (to employ a much abused word).

I have a request for Cioran: I ask him not to present me in such inflated
terms, because this exaggeration, coming from someone of his stature, prompts
within my soul a painful sense of un-fulfilment. This is the fruit of the concrete
and the ideal ego.

For the rest, please ask me any questions and I will try to give an appro-
priate answer.

(Recorded by Alexandru Popescu-Prahovara on June 4th, 1990)

Reflections on the video clip with reference to the light of Tabor
Having just watched this with you, I am moved again to see on

screen the moment which, retrospectively, I recognize as a rite of initiation
when Þuþea, as if from his deathbed, asked me to become a porte-parole,
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his mouthpiece, to read publicly, in front of a television crew and virtual-
ly in front of the whole country, his philosophical assessment of his great
friend and the eschatological message he wanted to send him. It was nei-
ther the revolutionary turmoil of the present, nor the fascinating glamour
and turmoil of the past that interested him: what concerned him was the
timeless nature of truth, the status of mere human achievement (in relation
also to his own “legend”), and the vital importance of a personal relation-
ship for the salvation of a soul.  It is as if he were saying to Cioran, whom
he knew he would never meet again in the flesh: “You believe in God, as
I do. We don’t know how long any of us has left to be in this world. Don’t
be stupid, you can lose your life, so stop hating God. You know He is the
God of love, even though you call him the mauvais démiurge. You, like all
of us, are on a road. We can come to salvation even in our final hour.”

Þuþea was no theologian, nor was he a scientist, although he had
an intelligent and informed layman’s knowledge and respect for science.
In his view, there are two generic and, to some extent, complementary
levels at which human reason may function: that of the “inquiring” rea-
son, in which the search for knowledge is initiated by the human mind
(when not aware of its limitations, this form of reason may be susceptible
to a phenomenology of the diabolic); and that of the “acquiring” reason,
in which knowledge is communicated by grace, through inspiration.

It would be reductive to see “acquiring” and “inquiring” knowledge
as merely binary. More accurately, the way of “inquiring” knowledge
might be compared with the ascetic path, in which creaturely needs can
overcome us by sheer biological force, and the “acquiring” way with the
contemplative path, in which creaturely weakness is “transfigured” by a
new spiritual vision. Let us turn to the story of Christ’s Transfiguration to
explore this further. 

Remember that Jesus took Peter, John, and James with Him up the
mountain. “As He prayed, the appearance of His face was altered, and
His robe became white and glistening. And behold, two men talked with
Him, who were Moses and Elijah, who appeared in glory and spoke of
His death, that He was about to accomplish in Jerusalem” (Luke, 9, 29-31).

According to St. Luke, who gives the most developed account of
this incident, Peter and the other apostles “were heavy with sleep” —
almost as if they had found refuge in the creaturely weakness, being over-
whelmed by their own incapacity to absorb and make sense of this mys-
terious talk of suffering and death; then suddenly, without explanation,
“they were fully awake” and “saw His glory and the two men who stood
with Him” (Luke, 9, 32).

At that moment, Peter, not comprehending what he was seeing,
cried out: “Let us make three tabernacles” — three shrines to preserve,
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record, revisit, analyze, immortalize the experience; privileged to see
something beyond his understanding, he leapt to a proposal, “not know-
ing what he says”, working within the assumptions of the epistemology
he had brought with him up the mountain, unable to recognize that the
vision would radically alter that epistemology: the response of what we
might call spiritual blundering is typical of the ascetic — inquiring —
mode of knowledge  (Luke, 9, 33).  

And it is only now that the full significance of the story unfolds.
Even while Peter was speaking, “a cloud came and overshadowed them;
and they were fearful as they entered the cloud” (Luke, 9, 34). The very
moment of “revelation”, of insight, of human apprehension of meaning,
is followed immediately by a loss of vision, a clouding of understanding,
a fea rfulness of experience. As a rather crude human comparison: the
depressive passage that can follow a “manic” creative episode? Yet it is
precisely in this “cloud”, the other aspect of the glory of God, that
“acquiring” knowledge comes in. For in that overshadowing “bright
cloud” (Matthew, 17, 5) is the mystery of direct communication, affirma-
tion of love, and, above all, the injunction to be receptive, to listen: “a voice
came out of the cloud, saying: This is My beloved Son. Hear Him!” (Luke,
9, 35).

The route to true knowledge is not simply that of a long climb and
watchful, exhausting observation rewarded by a vision that can be record-
ed in terms of the “old covenant”, of already existing models. Jesus’ face,
while He was praying, became “different” (heteron in Greek). Rather than
impose our stamp of recognition upon this otherness, in an excited scien-
tistic, technological manner, we are to receive its imprint — to accept, to
“hear”, to share, even without comprehending, the unearthly “otherness”
(heteron-ness) that is the source of all genuine new understanding. 

According to Þuþea, even scientific advance — he cites Newton’s
discovery of the law of gravity — is dependent not only on human
endeavour or intellectual genius, but on the inspiration of Divine grace.
Within this framework, the whole history of scientific discovery is direct-
ly linked to the shekhinah — the presence and journeying and settling of
the glory of God —, which is both beyond our grasp, but also the source
of what we can grasp. 

Those who are granted what Þuþea calls canonically defined “reve-
lation” or “acquired knowledge” have an experience of the personal,
transformative understanding of meaning. The narrative of Christ’s
Transfiguration (Metamorphosis in Greek) suggests that, at the very
moment of proposing a rational hypothesis for what has been glimpsed,
revelation is lost — to be recovered only when we are overtaken by the
cloud and our lost-ness is annihilated by the synergy of human ecstatic
passivity and divine action.
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“When the voice had ceased, Jesus was found alone. But they kept
quiet, and told no one in those days any of the things they had seen”
(Luke, 9, 36). This is part of God’s injunction to humility. The apostles
(those “sent out”) are invited, so to speak, to keep the rule of silence with-
in the cloud of unknowing, thus actively participating in the energy of
the unknowing, and to refuse the temptation to communicate this mys-
tery to those who are not prepared to receive it, i.e., not reducing the
“acquired” knowledge to a reconfiguration of conventional wisdom,
pseudo-knowledge. 

Yet there is a difference between revelatory silence, awe in the face
of incomprehensible mystery, and mere aloof muteness. Silence exists in
creative tension with sound. Similar tension exists between meaning in
its wholeness and human articulation of meaning: meaning in its whole-
ness is beyond expression in human terms, since our human capacity for
expression of meaning is itself part of what we feel makes life “meaning-
ful”, and this we constantly strive to express. Hence our metaphysical
disquiet.

The disciples’ experience on Tabor was subsequently spoken about,
appearing as a succinct narrative in the Gospels. The divine injunction to
“hear” is not a simple commandment to refrain from speaking, but relates
to the Word made flesh, realization of truth through human articulation.
In theological terms, the apophatic (negative) way exists in symbiosis
with the cataphatic (positive) way. And all articulation of truth involving
language, whether scientific, philosophical, theological, or artistic, neces-
sarily has this symbiotic aspect, in which there is both contradiction, and
harmony.

The fullness of “inspired” experience (to use Þuþea’s word) cannot
be spoken about, for it is the very condition of a new capacity for speech,
meaning, and knowledge. Yet, through canonically received text and (to
use another key-word of Þuþea’s) dogma, authoritative expression can be
given to this power of mystery to generate knowledge.

The Transfiguration sheds light on Þuþea’s understanding of dogma
as “mystery revealed” — which in turn can illuminate the notions of
“canon” and “heresy” in both religion, and science. Three aspects of crea-
turely apprehension of truth emerge from that mountain-top experience
of “uncreated light”: vital (Biblical “fear-full”) silence, observant listen-
ing, and enlightened hearing. The disciples cease from speech, and know
“fear”; they listen to the divine injunction; and they “hear” the living
Word — not merely as a consumer’s religious privilege, but through dis-
cipleship of the One who teaches that truly to hear is to follow.

It is the creative tension and symbiotic dynamic between these dif-
ferent dimensions of spiritual enlightenment that Þuþea alludes to in his
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distinction between “inspiration” and “revelation” and his reference to
living “on the horizon of mystery”. Dogma, “mystery revealed”, is that
which by God’s grace can be spoken: not the exclusive sum of “inspired”
experience, but that which, through the observant, careful, Spirit-led aske-
sis of loving discipleship, in the light of “inspired” experience and human
companionship in the Church, can meaningfully be termed “revealed”.

As we know only too well, however, and as Þuþea was well aware,
“revealed” texts and ideas, historically formalized as “canonical”, can, in
science as well as religion, become fossilized. They become stone taber-
nacles, “dogma” in the common derogatory sense. But precisely in using
these terms, Þuþea challenges us, whatever our fundamental values and
beliefs, to look again at our canonical assumptions, to question and revisit
our a priori dogmas, to review our motives for dismissing certain con-
cepts as “heresy”, and to re-sensitize ourselves to the possibility that life
may be radically other than what we suppose it to be.

Conclusion

Essential to Þuþea’s understanding of truth is the belief that God and
divine action within creation are “objectic”, i.e., they exist independ-

ently of human powers of observation and/or verification, in a category
beyond “objectivity” (which Þuþea viewed as merely a different — per-
spectival — degree of “subjectivity”). The light of Tabor is certainly real,
but is it merely “objectively” real? Þuþea maintains that its “objectic” real-
ity can only be mediated mystically, through the super-natural presence
and gift of God. Empirically discernible laws are themselves governed by
laws discernible only through attentive listening to the Word through
whom “all things were made” (the Nicene Creed). 

The Transfiguration, as a historical event in Jesus’ life, is, for me, the
paradigm of the spiritual experience of Christian discipleship — disciple-
ship being the way of truly living “in” the world of empirical causation,
without being “of” it, to use the language of the New Testament. The dis-
ciple of Christ is called to engage lovingly, intimately, with the world of
creaturely phenomena, but not to be immured in constructed tabernacles
within it.

My own relationship with Þuþea models something of the dynamic
of the Transfiguration story. In this sense, it is itself part of what Þuþea
offers as a spiritual teacher — rather as the teachings of the Desert Fathers
are often conveyed anecdotally by disciples rather than by pedagogic
elaboration, embodying the relational and actual epistemology of religious
awareness, as opposed to the abstracted and conceptual epistemology of
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empirical science. In this master/disciple relationship, the teacher
becomes, by the grace of God, the Teacher who calls his chosen disciples
upward, on to the mountain, as it were, to concentrate on the spiritual
world, while he himself maintains an introspective focus on the spiritual
reality — his vigilant, neptic, eye full of light and “life more abundant”
(cf. John, 10, 10). But, while trying to follow their master’s call, the disci-
ples’ resources are exhausted. They reach their very human limitations,
after the climb into the rarefied atmosphere: they become inattentive,
careless, they fall short in their task, only to be redeemed by the Divine
grace, in the confusion, the seeming failure, the confinement of the “cloud”.

Having interrupted for a few years my work on Þuþea, I have now
started to write about him again and find that I feel less prepared to
embark on this new journey. Yet perhaps it is in the “cloud” of my preoc-
cupations as a practising psychiatrist, professionally committed to the
requirements of my medical vocation, that I may “hear” more precisely
the word of truth entrusted to me in that hospital encounter, nearly thir-
ty years ago. The work requires ongoing askesis, vigilance similar, I think,
to that described by the Desert Fathers: the absolute attentiveness of care-
ful observation; but, more importantly, the recognition, too, that “joy
comes in the morning” (Psalm 30, 5). The glory is not in human accuracy,
mastery of nature, or elaboration of contrived explanations, but in the
loving, relational reality that makes it possible even to conceive of such
things. Thanks be to God.
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CLOSING ADDRESS

Ionel Haiduc
President of the Romanian Academy

Mr. President, ladies and gentlemen, I really regret the fact that I was
not able to be here yesterday at the beginning, and maybe to attend

the whole symposium. Sometimes, as very often, my obligations overlap,
so I can only aquit myself of half of them. Yesterday I was in Cluj-Napoca,
giving lectures to my students in the morning, giving another lecture
in the University Forum in the afternoon, and I spent my night since last
evening at 10 o’clock until this morning at 9 o’clock in the train, coming
from Cluj to Bucharest, because the late flight from Cluj was cancelled
yesterday. So, you can imagine how my life is going on. And today, in the
Aula of the Academy, the Great Hall of the Academy, an event of interna-
tional importance took place: the Vice-President of China had meetings
with the King of Belgium, with the President of Germany, so rather high
officials came to Romania — they were present in the Academy, in the
Romanian Academy. So these were the obligations which prevented me
to be here.

I understand you had a very interesting and important conference,
and this is, I guess, the merit of Professor Basarab Nicolescu first, and his
colleagues as well, and I am glad that this has happened under the roof
of the Romanian Academy. This is the Library of the Academy, and it is
part of our institution, a library of which we are very proud; there are
very interesting important old books, and some new books, and it is also
a place where scientists from Romania and from other countries as well,
when such an opportunity arises, meet, discuss and, decide about future
cooperation. The subject of this conference is important because science
and religion are two ways of thinking, two ways of approaching reality,
sometimes they are parallel, sometimes they cross each other. I have read
recently a book I have received from the Pontifical Academy of the
Vatican, a book of lectures given in October last year about the evolution



of the Universe, of society, of society less and more about of the evolution
of life and man, and I think that conference was a point where scientists
and theologians met without fighting each other, but trying to find a way
for understanding each other. Well, I claim to be a scientist, and therefore
I serve science, but I understand that religion cannot be excluded from
the life of people, there are religious, very religious scientists, and I hope
that there will be scientific theologians, so a bridge between the two ways
of thinking can be built and a mutual acceptance and an understanding
can be envisaged for the present and the future. Well, I hope that this is
not the last meeting and last conference on the subject in Romania, it is a
beginning, I hope it will continue, and I wish you all to remember this
conference in which you have participated and to come back again.

Thank you very much.
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LA PLACE ET LA FONCTION
DU TRANSCULTUREL

DANS LE MONDE CONTEMPORAIN

Michel Cazenave
Président de Cercle Francophone de Recherche et d'Information « C.G. Jung » 

Paris, France

On connaît la phrase fameuse que tout le monde a prêtée à André
Malraux : « Le XXIème siècle sera religieux ou ne sera pas ». Cette

phrase n’a sans doute jamais été prononcée, puisque toutes les recherches
les plus minutieuses n’ont pu en retrouver la trace — et je puis dire, quant
à moi, que, ayant eu le rare privilège de travailler aux côtés d’André
Malraux durant les dernières années de sa vie, c’est-à-dire au moment où
son interrogation spirituelle était certainement la plus forte, sa pensée
ne m’a jamais semblé avoir cette façon péremptoire de s’affirmer, mais se
présentait d’une manière beaucoup plus problématique, beaucoup plus
interrogative et ouverte.

De fait, sur le siècle à venir, le fond de la pensée de Malraux avait
été exprimée dès 1955, dans un entretien accordé à un journal danois, et
consistait en ceci : « Notre siècle, avec la psychanalyse, a redécouvert les
démons dans l’homme — la tâche qui nous attend est maintenant d’en
redécouvrir les dieux ». Cette pensée, elle s’accentuait encore de notre
expérience du Mal absolu dans l’histoire sous la figure de Hitler et sous
la forme des camps de concentration où le diable était réapparu — et d’un
espoir qui était celui de renouer avec une transcendance qui, pour échap-
per à toutes les idolâtries et à toutes les trahisons qu’a figurées, chez
Dostoïevski, la « fable du grand Inquisiteur » dans Les Frères Karamazov
ne pouvait se donner que sur un mode négatif — une altérité radicale qui
se dévoilait dans notre âme par des manifestations symboliques, de sorte
qu’elle soit participable dans son apparition et imparticipable dans sa
nature : ce que Malraux désignait par sa dialectique de l’impensable et de
l’épiphanie qui lui paraissait la seule voie possible et sérieuse pour l’avenir.
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C’est de ce point de vue, il me semble, que l’on peut tenter de
réfléchir les années qui nous attendent, selon la double voie de la création
artistique et de l’interrogation religieuse. Et en assurant à ces voies leur
spécificité propre, tout en essayant de les réfléchir sous le chef de l’unité.
D’où la possibilité d’un comparatisme dont l’urgence se fait de plus en
plus sentir — mais qui ne soit la source d’aucune confusion quelle qu’elle
soit, comme la dérive en est toujours présente ; et la capacité d’une trans-
disciplinarité affirmée qui n’en vienne pas à se trahir elle-même en con-
fondant les différentes disciplines de la pensée, au lieu de faire ressortir
les figures communes qui les traversent et parfois les structurent, et ne
peuvent se comprendre que dans une perspective philosophique qui sys-
tématise ces figures dans leur singularité reconnue.

Question de méthode, sans doute, mais d’une importance capitale.
À moins de vouloir plonger dans un syncrétisme facile où étoufferait
l’humanité, ou bien dans un affadissement de la pensée où tout équi -
vaudrait à tout, la science à la religion, la religion à l’art et l’art à la science
même, il ne peut y avoir de comparatisme que disjonctif et d’unification de la
pensée que si elle est profondément différentielle.

C’est d’ailleurs ce que comporte, rigoureusement pensé, le concept
de transdisciplinarité : ce qui traverse les disciplines pour atteindre à leur
au-delà — de même que, lorsque les Romains parlaient de l’Italie trans-
padane, ils désignaient la partie de l’Italie qui se trouvait de l’autre côté
du Pô, qu’on ne pouvait atteindre qu’en traversant le cours du fleuve.

Le transdisciplinaire ainsi conçu comporte alors deux dimensions
essentielles. C’est d’abord un site, un topos à partir duquel se révélerait
l’unité de toutes choses, c’est ensuite le mouvement par lequel on essaie
d’atteindre à l’unité. Mais en ajoutant tout de suite ceci : ce topos n’existe
sur aucune de nos cartes, c’est un topos u-topique dans la mesure où cet
endroit est transcendantal à toutes nos connaissances — ce qui en revient
à dire que toute recherche qui croirait ou affirmerait avoir pris possession
de ce lieu signerait par là-même son mensonge, et que le transdiscipli -
naire, de ce fait, par rapport à cet endroit par nature inaccessible, consiste
avant tout, dans son déploiement, en cette itinérance sans cesse recom-
mencée.

À la lumière de ces quelques considérations, peut-il y avoir, pour
ce qui est de la culture au sens traditionnel de ce terme, un vrai dialogue
transdisciplinaire ?

Dans une aire de civilisation donnée, certainement.
Entre l’activité poétique, musicale, picturale ou toute autre que l’on

voudra, il est évident que, au plus bas, on pourra toujours trouver quelles
sont les conditions économiques ou sociales qui ont permis leur émergence
et leur expression à un moment donné — de même que, au plus haut,
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la Weltanschauung qu’elles expriment ou, parfois, contre laquelle elles se
rebellent. Il n’est pas besoin d’être grand clerc pour comprendre com-
ment se correspondent, en Europe, la musique de Schumann, les écrits de
Nerval ou les tableaux de Turner — ou se répondent en Orient, en Inde
précisément, au début du XVIème siècle, les chants mystiques de Mirabai
et, à l’intérieur du vishnouisme, le développement de la voie de la Bakhti
érotisante, telle que, contre la tradition du monisme védantique de Shan -
kara, la porte à son incandescence le bengali Chaitanya.

Qu’en est-il cependant dès qu’on veut s’attaquer à des cultures dif-
férentes ?

Notre siècle qui a été celui de l’ouverture du dialogue multiculturel,
n’a pu ouvrir ce dialogue que sur cette première constatation simple :
toutes les cultures sont par essence différentes, et ce sont précisément ces
différences qui ont imposé la nécessité du dialogue.

Pour parler brièvement, l’unité culturelle qui est le rêve des décen-
nies à venir, ne doit-elle pas être une unité sans cesse en voie de conquête —
c’est-à-dire, beaucoup plus un principe d’unité qu’une unité concrète qui
nous conduirait à l’existence d’une seule culture répandue à l’échelle
mondiale — et qui risquerait, fort, de ce fait, de n’être tout simplement
que la culture des plus forts, c’est-à-dire celle des peuples ou des nations
dominantes ?

Je m’explique.
Que ce soit dans les tentatives de Spengler, de Toynbee ou dans

celle de Lévi-Strauss, par exemple — et je fais tout exprès ici de choisir
des théories essentiellement étrangères les unes aux autres —, le XXème

siècle, dans la découverte de la multiculturalité des humains, a aussi
découvert leur incommunicabilité. Les ethnologues ont largement déve -
loppé ce paradoxe : on ne peut comprendre une culture étrangère qu’en
la vivant de l’intérieur — mais la vivre de l’intérieur supprime la distance
critique qui permet à une science de se constituer. Autrement dit, je peux
toujours décrire une autre culture, mais sans jamais être sûr de ne pas me
tromper et d’en pénétrer vraiment le sens : les phénomènes de structures
que Lévi-Strauss met à jour chez les peuples indiens d’Amérique, ne nous
indiquent en rien la signification qu’ils ont pour ces Indiens et la façon
qu’ont ceux-ci de les ressentir, de les vivre, de les intégrer dans leur per-
ception du monde et du destin.

Il y a là, sans aucun doute, vérité — mais vérité partielle dont
l’autre face, si l’on peut dire, nous échappera à jamais.

Je peux aller contempler demain une statue d’Isis ou d’Ishtar au
musée du Louvre, mais je ne peux pas savoir comment les voyaient réelle-
ment leurs fervents à l’époque — et si j’admire le Portrait de Shigemori par
Takanabu, ou le fameux rouleau du XIVème siècle de la Cascade de Nachi

175La place et la fonction du transculturel dans le monde contemporain 



qui structure toute une part de l’imaginaire spirituel du Japon, si j’écoute
un raga que joue soudain devant moi, sans prévenir, après une heure de
méditation, un musicien indien, puis-je vraiment dire que je les com-
prends, ou ne dois-je pas plutôt reconnaître que je les interprète à partir de
mes propres référents ? Car comment saurais-je, dans son cœur, quelle est
cette notion tellement forte au Japon de la Réalité intérieure à quoi renvoie
le Shigemori, qui n’a pas d’équivalent dans la culture occidentale ; com-
ment comprendrais-je le signe de Nachi quand le sacré de la Nature ne
m’est en aucun cas perceptible selon les mêmes canaux ; comment entre -
rais-je réellement dans l’improvisation à la vina, alors que mon rapport au
Temps, et au croisement de l’instant et de l’éternité, est totalement diffé -
rent de celui qu’accomplit et que manifeste le musicien indien au moment
même qu’il joue ?

Certes, cette Réalité intérieure, ce sacré de la Nature, cette notion
particulière du temps, je peux bien la concevoir dans un mouvement de
saisie intellectuelle, mais ils sont par nature hors de mon champ d’expé -
rience et ce n’est pas la même chose, quand il s’agit, par exemple, du
Shintô japonais, de tenter de penser la double absence d’une immanence
et d’une transcendance dans une sorte d’évidence de l’être-là de la rivière
ou de la montagne, que de regarder cette rivière sur ce mode singulier :
de cela, je suis parfaitement incapable.

Cela ne veut pourtant pas dire, au contraire, que je n’ai pas d’ou-
verture à une œuvre étrangère. Sauf celles, bien entendu qui relèvent de
la langue, et qui doivent passer de ce fait par le filtre — et donc par
l’inéluctable déformation, en même temps que par l’interprétation, d’un
texte traduit —, toutes les œuvres présentent, en effet, dans leur construc-
tion même, un arrangement de rythmes et de rapports numériques que
chacun peut saisir s’il en a le désir. Cela va presque sans dire pour ce qui
est de la musique : il y a longtemps que Pythagore en a formalisé la struc-
ture mathématique — et qu’il s’agisse de la musique occidentale clas-
sique, de la musique sérielle exclusivement fondée sur les douze tons de
la gamme chromatique, des modes si différents de la musique indienne
ou de la samâ mystique islamique, on trouve toujours, sous ses applica-
tions diverses, une théorie des ondes et des intervalles qui se trouve mise en
jeu —, de même que toute sculpture, tout monument, toute création plas-
tique s’établissent selon un système de rapports des surfaces, des masses
ou des volumes qui trouve dans l’antique conception de la proportion du
Timée son expression achevée.

La découverte d’une autre culture, sur ce plan, c’est souvent la
possibilité de faire venir ces rapports à la lumière alors que la simple
apparence les en empêchait avant et il n’y a rien de plus parlant sur ce
point que la réévaluation, par exemple, au début de notre siècle, de l’art
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d’origine africaine, passant en quelques années, dans la conscience occi-
dentale, du néant ou du domaine de la sauvagerie primitive à une véri table
exaltation — et fécondant notre propre art dans l’apparition du cubisme.

Toute découverte, alors, et l’exemple en est typique, n’amène pas
néanmoins à une impossible intégration et à une inflexion de l’art ancien :
elle entraîne une rupture, la création d’un novum, dans la mesure même
où le cubisme de Picasso n’est bien évidemment ni de l’art africain, ni une
évolution de ses périodes bleue ou rose, mais autre chose, qui les dépasse
tous les deux d’une manière irréductible.

Phénomène, d’ailleurs, intéressant à plus d’un titre : car en adop-
tant à la base une attitude transculturelle, le cubisme impose du même
coup un phénomène culturel nouveau qui devra être pris, à son tour, en
considération, par un nouvel effort transculturaliste — comme si le nou-
veau devait ainsi s’enchaîner sans arrêt au nouveau, dans un interminable
mouvement dont le point de comparaison obligé, réel quoiqu’absent à la
fois, échappe sans cesse à nos mains.

Il n’en reste pas moins que, dans ce cas, Picasso a bien dû se saisir,
au-delà de l’incommunicabilité que je pointais tout à l’heure, de quelque
chose d’essentiel dans le masque dogon ou dans l’art bambara — de la
même façon que je ne peux nier que, la statue d’Isis ou d’Ishtar, le
Shigemori ou le rouleau de la Cascade de Nachi me parlent fortement — ils
créent du sens pour moi, même si c’est aussi moi, en retour, qui leur
donne un sens qu’ils n’avaient sans doute pas à l’origine.

Autrement dit, au-delà d’une inaccessible réalité, toute œuvre d’art,
quelle qu’elle soit par ailleurs, de quelque culture, endroit, époque qu’elle
nous vienne, touche à un élément fondamental de l’homme qui trans -
cende cette culture, cet endroit, cette époque. Or c’est là précisément que,
au-delà du multiculturel, se présente la notion de transculturel : la façon
qu’ont eue les hommes, à travers toutes les épiphanies de l’invisible
qu’ils ont mises en œuvre, de répondre à cette question qui nous poursuit
apparemment depuis le premier humain conscient : pourquoi, et pour
quoi, sommes-nous sur cette terre ? — fût-ce pour répondre avec le boud-
dhisme que la question, finalement, n’a pas de sens par elle-même. Mais
pour dire qu’elle n’a pas de sens, il a bien fallu, d’abord, se la poser —
il a fallu que Gautama sorte de sa citadelle, qu’il prenne conscience de
la maladie et de la mort, et qu’il conclue après une longue réflexion que
la question n’était pas tant de savoir d’où venait la souffrance, que de
trouver le chemin pour pouvoir y échapper.

Le transculturel en revient ici à déboucher sur la question des ori -
gines et des fins, c’est-à-dire, au fond même, sur la question religieuse.
Parlant de ce dialogue entre les cultures qu’il fallait à l’évidence de plus
en plus développer, André Malraux parlait en 1974, en visite au Japon,
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d’un dialogue « racine contre racine ». On comprend sans doute main-
tenant ce qu’il entendait par ces mots : toute culture, tout art, toute
poésie, toute musique, ne peuvent se confronter à une autre culture, un
autre art, une autre poésie, une autre musique, par-delà leurs apparences
passagères et leur noyau jamais dérobé, que dans cette zone mystérieuse
en l’homme où elles affirment son pouvoir de création ou de témoignage
contre ce que l’Occident appelle la chute originelle et la mort, l’Inde le
voile de la maya, et le bouddhisme l’illusion fondamentale.

La chute, le voile, l’illusion.
On s’aperçoit facilement en quoi chacun de ces termes renvoie à la

même réalité existentielle — ils répondent à la même angoisse méta-
physique de l’homme devant sa condition, mais on constate aussi très
vite comment ils symbolisent des réponses différentes qu’on ne pourrait
en aucun cas vouloir se faire correspondre.

Il faut, bien sûr, s’entendre sur ces mots.
Il ne s’agit en aucun cas de vouloir en rester à ce constat de dif-

férence. Le comparatisme, ici, s’impose, et il deviendra à l’évidence l’une
des tâches majeures, à mener jusqu’à son bout, du prochain siècle qui
s’annonce.

Simplement, une fois de plus, comparatisme ne veut pas dire indis-
tinction, et il n’est sans doute rien de plus pernicieux que cette tendance
que l’on voit régulièrement réapparaître à affirmer une philosophia peren-
nis, supposée identique pour toutes les traditions et toutes les religions,
et selon laquelle il n’est qu’une seule vérité primordiale du phénomène
religieux, que les religions constituées auraient plus ou moins affublée de
leurs oripeaux particuliers. Alors, bouddhisme, christianisme, Islam, hin-
douisme, judaïsme, — on peut continuer la liste… — deviennent en fait
la même chose sous des dehors purement accidentels.

Cette position n’est pas, ne saurait être acceptable.
Car chaque religion a sa spécificité, et les ressemblances, les inva -

riants éventuels qu’on peut même y repérer, ne prennent de sens que
dans leur manifestation — ce qui fait que ces invariants ou ces structures
ne peuvent être homologués sans autre précaution.

Je prendrai pour exemple l’œuvre de ce mystique rhénan que fut
maître Eckhart au XIVème siècle chrétien. On sait que maître Eckhart,
dans un véritable effort de théologie négative, a été amené à parler d’une
déité au-delà de la figure de Dieu, déité dont on ne peut rien dire, ni
penser positivement, mais à laquelle une percée, une Durchbruch qui nous
dépouille de tous nos conditionnements et de toutes nos limitations, nous
permet d’avoir accès dans une « inconnaissance connaissante » qui nous
révèle à nous-mêmes, par delà notre ego, dans notre identité foncière à
cette ultime réalité.
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Beaucoup de chercheurs, au XXème siècle, ont été frappés par les
simi litudes de cette position d’Eckhart, soit avec certaines conceptions du
bouddhisme — et c’est, par exemple, la voie qu’a suivie le premier un
Suzuki ; soit avec le système indien de Shankara — et c’est la voie qu’a
suivie le philosophe néo-kantien des phénomènes religieux qu’était
Rudolf Otto. Sans compter les comparaisons qui ont été tentées, à la suite
des travaux de Henry Corbin et de son disciple japonais Izutsu, entre la
méta-ontologie d’Eckhart, et la conception de la Wahdat-al-Wujud, de
l’Unicité de l’existence, qui caractérise, après le soufisme mystique
d’Ibn’Arabi, tout le courant de pensée du néo-platonisme perse.

Certes, toutes les tentatives qui ont été menées dans ce sens sont
absolument passionnantes — et plus encore, sans aucun doute néces-
saires. Il ne peut être indifférent de construire un vaste système d’homo -
logies entre la déité d’Eckhart, entre la Réalité ultime du bouddhisme,
l’Inconditionné en soi innommable du védantisme shankarien ou le
Néant-suressentiel des tenants de la « philosophie orientale » de l’Islam.

Il est particulièrement éclairant de voir comment la notion même
de l’être s’y relativise et ne tient que d’un non-être au-delà de toutes nos
catégories logiques et linguistiques.

Il est parfaitement enseignant de faire ressortir la profonde parenté
de la Durchbruch à la description bouddhique de l’éveil, ou celle de la
situation du dieu créateur chrétien tel que l’envisage Eckhart au Brahman
qualifié du védanta moniste, par rapport à la Déité eckhartienne ou au
Brahman non-qualifié de Shankara.

Ces similitudes, néanmoins, posent tout de suite leurs limites : car
le théisme du dieu créateur ou du Brahman qualifié n’ont à l’évidence
aucun équivalent dans le bouddhisme de stricte obédience cependant
qu’on ne peut soutenir jusqu’au bout la comparaison entre la notion de
déité et celle de Réalité ultime — qui n’est jamais posée en tant que telle
dans la tradition du Mahayana. Si l’on voulait vraiment établir une cor-
respondance terme à terme, il faudrait équivaloir en effet l’être d’Eckhart
à l’ainséité du bouddhisme, et le non-être à la vacuité — ce que font bien,
à leur manière, plusieurs courants philosophiques japonais, en particulier
celui qui est issu de Dogen, mais que refusent absolument les Madhya -
mika, par exemple, qui voient dans cette conception de l’ainséité une
tendance à ontologiser la Réalité ultime, en même temps qu’ils préfèrent
définir la vacuité par un ensemble de négations renforcées qui la font
échapper à une définition du néant : ni l’être, ni le non-être, ni l’être et le
non-être, ni l’absence de l’être et du non-être.

Comparatisme, donc, mais comparatisme disjonctif comme nous le
disions dès l’abord. D’ailleurs, aussitôt que l’on effectue le trajet « descen-
dant » de la Déité à l’homme (si Eckhart ou Sohrawardi accepteraient
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sans problème ce mot de descendant, ce n’est pas très sûr pour Shankara,
et il est quasiment certain qu’un philosophe bouddhiste le récuserait au
principe), on voit apparaître tout de suite les différences essentielles qui
font que chacun de ces systèmes est irrémédiablement singulier : là où
Eckhart ne peut faire autrement que de parler de chute et d’incarnation,
Shankara parlera des phénomènes de surimposition et de l’installation de
la « nescience », un bouddhiste de l’anatta, de la non-substantialité des
choses et donc de l’illusion que quoi que ce soit « existe », un tenant de la
gnose islamique, des théophanies de l’être à travers les mondes inter -
médiaires.

On s’aperçoit comme ici la véritable unité porte d’abord sur l’unité
de la question, non point sur la multiplicité des réponses — qui peuvent
bien faire entre elles comme des jeux de miroirs, mais ne sauraient, à
peine qu’on les trahisse, être naïvement rabattues les unes sur les autres
au nom d’une conception chimérique des formes de la pensée.

Au XVIème siècle, en Inde, après la conquête musulmane achevée
par Babar en 1526, on sait que fleurit durant les dernières décennies, à la
cour de l’empereur Akbar, cette espèce de miracle qu’on a appelé depuis
l’École des traducteurs : tout un effort systématique et réglé de traduction
et de comparaison des grands textes de la gnose et de la mystique musul-
mane d’une part, et de ceux de la tradition védique de l’autre, qu’elle
insiste sur la voie de l’ascèse intellectuelle, chez les héritiers de Shankara,
ou sur celle de la dévotion comme chez les continuateurs de Ramajuna. 

Aujourd’hui, me semble-t-il, c’est d’une telle initiative que nous
aurions besoin — élargie à l’échelle mondiale. Elle seule permettrait de
mener un véritable programme d’études dont les deux maîtres mots
seraient, sans aucun doute, ceux de phénoménologie et d’herméneutique :
c’est-à-dire l’accès à une méta-philosophie qui pourrait s’intéresser aussi
bien à Leibniz qu’à Lao-Tseu, à la technique de l’hésychasme qu’à celle de
l’éveil et de l’obtention du satori dans le zen.

Alors, en effet, on pourrait s’attendre à ce qu’apparaisse toute une
combinatoire d’homologies où chaque système de pensée conserverait
néanmoins sa singularité, son authenticité, sa spécificité d’origine au-delà
de tous les syncrétismes faciles. Et s’il n’est pas question non plus de nier
les syncrétismes réels ou ces procédures d’importation d’une philosophie
à une autre, d’une religion à une autre, d’une philosophie à une religion
— ou réciproquement — qui ont tant marqué l’histoire humaine (il suffit
de penser à l’infusion platonicienne dans le christianisme des IV-Vèmes

siècles ou dans la théologie de Scot Erigène, aux échanges entre la kab-
bale et certains courants gnostiques islamiques, aux cultes brésiliens de
délivrance qu’a si bien étudiés Roger Bastide dans leur « mélange » de
tradition chrétienne et de religions africaines), nous devons y relever à
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nouveau que ce n’est pas tant une synthèse d’éléments disparates qui s’y
est trouvée mise en jeu que, encore une fois, la création de nova, de
domaines religieux à leur tour singuliers, et qui, comme c’était le cas du
cubisme en art, sont passibles de ce fait de la même attitude de recherche
transculturelle.

Ce que j’ai ici exposé, j’aurais pu l’étendre aussi bien au domaine de
la science ou à celui de la politique — en montrant par exemple que, loin
de l’illusion partagée de la disparition des nations, l’avenir appartient
plutôt à la découverte de ce que signifierait le terme de trans-national,
c’est-à-dire à la double reconnaissance de la nation comme universel
singulier et de ce qui traverse toutes les nations en les respectant comme
telles. Autrement dit, à l’articulation qu’il nous reste encore aujourd’hui
sérieusement à penser entre l’humanité — c’est-à-dire, le fait d’être
humain — comme une unité et une multiplicité d’humains qui demandent
à être reconnus dans leur irréductible diversité et leurs façons différentes
de vouloir mener leur vie de groupe.

Il serait intéressant à cet égard de bien vouloir réfléchir aux positions
de quelqu’un que l’on a souvent pris pour un nationaliste, c’est-à-dire au
général De Gaulle, dès le moment qu’il tente de dresser une philosophie,
d’une part de l’art en lui-même, d’autre part des rapports de la culture à
la politique. Son premier mouvement, en effet, est certes bien de défendre
l’irréductible spécificité de chaque langue et de chaque nation — mais
au nom de la richesse et de la profondeur d’une vie de l’esprit dont il est
persuadé qu’elle doit se constituer comme une symphonie d’ensemble de
ses constituants séparés. On se rappelle peut-être sa déclaration lors de la
fameuse conférence de presse de 1962 : « Dante, Goethe, Chateaubriand,
appartiennent à toute l’Europe dans la mesure même où ils étaient res -
pectivement et éminemment Italien, Allemand et Français. Ils n’auraient
pas beaucoup servi l’Europe s’ils avaient été des apatrides et s’ils avaient
pensé, écrit, en quelque ‹ espéranto › ou ‹ volapük › intégrés… » Ce qui
en revient à affirmer le principe de la discordia concors de Nietzsche,
une philosophie de la conjonction des opposés — c’est-à-dire aussi d’une
logique du tiers-inclus — où une unité transnationale, ici européenne, se
construit du point de vue culturel à partir de la multiplicité même, recon-
nue en tant que telle, des traditions nationales. Les deux sens du trans- se
retrouvent à nouveau : ce qui traverse et ce qui dépasse, et ce qui dépasse
en traversant.

Peut-on, pourtant, s’en arrêter là ? Et la dialectique interne du trans-,
le jeu de l’un et du multiple se subsumant sous ce qu’on pourrait appeler
un Un-multiple, a-t-elle atteint son terme ? Une autre déclaration de De
Gaulle nous apporte la réponse où, envisageant le mouvement de l’esprit,
non plus dans une dimension verticale, mais horizontale, c’est-à-dire sous
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le chef de l’échange entre ces cultures et ces nations spécifiées, il déclare
par exemple en 1943, à Alger, alors même que la France qu’il représente
est encore totalement engagée dans l’effort de guerre — et lors du soixan-
tième anniversaire de l’Alliance Française et de l’effort de contact et de
compréhension mutuelle qu’elle développe entre les peuples : « Quand la
France parut succomber et qu’on put craindre que s’éteignît le flambeau
qu’elle fait briller sur l’univers, il sembla, suivant le mot de Charles
Morgan, que l’Humanité ‹ s’exilait d’elle-même dans la terreur brûlante
et glacée ›. Mais, la flamme claire de la pensée française, comment eût-elle
pris et gardé son éclat si, inversement, tant d’éléments ne lui avaient été appor -
tés par l’esprit des autres peuples ? La France a pu, de siècle en siècle et jus -
qu’au drame présent, maintenir le rayonnement extérieur de son génie.
Cela lui eût été impossible si elle n’avait eu le goût et fait l’effort de se laisser
pénétrer par les courants du dehors. En pareille matière, l’autarcie mènerait vite
à l’abaissement. Sans doute, dans l’ordre artistique, scientifique, philo -
sophique, l’émulation internationale est-elle un ressort dont il ne faut pas
que l’Humanité soit privée, mais les hautes valeurs ne subsisteraient pas dans
une psychologie outrée de nationalisme culturel. Nous avons, une fois pour
toutes, tiré cette conclusion, que c’est par de libres rapports spirituels et
moraux, établis entre nous-mêmes et les autres, que notre influence cultu -
relle peut s’étendre à l’avantage de tous et qu’inversement peut s’accroître
ce que nous valons. » [C’est bien entendu moi qui souligne de la sorte les
passages essentiels.]

La position qui est ici affirmée, paraît parfaitement claire : il n’y a
pas de culture retranchée ou solitaire et, selon le beau mot de Du Bellay
autrefois, toute culture particulière est faite d’un provignement, on pour-
rait même dire d’un enfantement perpétuel par les formes, les idées, la
valeur éminente de toutes les autres cultures. D’où l’idée qui s’impose
que le transculturel, dans sa réalité transnationale, est le double concert
des cultures différentes dans l’unité différenciée qu’elles bâtissent de
l’humain, et l’incessante circulation, fût-ce dans un phénomène de méta-
morphose, entre nations et cultures, circulation sans laquelle chacune
de ces entités serait vite condamnée à « l’abaissement », c’est-à-dire à la
stérilité et à la froideur d’une perpétuelle répétition qui ne serait rien
d’autre, en fin de compte, que le froid même de la mort.

Le trans-, dans cette optique, se définit alors comme visée en même
temps que comme affirmation d’un universel qui est celui de l’Humanité
en tant que telle — d’un universel qui est aussi celui de l’autonomie de
l’esprit, et, par conséquent, de chacune de ses activités, qu’il s’agisse de
l’art, de la philosophie ou de la science. Ainsi, s’adressant en 1966 aux
représentants de l’UNESCO qui fêtaient le vingtième anniversaire de leur
Organisation, le général De Gaulle est-il amené à y professer, entre autres,

Michel Cazenave182



que « si tous les peuples s’accordent aussi volontiers dans les domaines
conjugués de l’Éducation, de la Science et de la Culture, et s’ils sont aussi
disposés à travailler ensemble afin de les promouvoir avant tout chez ceux
d’entre eux que les rigueurs de la nature et les vicissitudes de l’Histoire
ont retardés à cet égard, n’est-ce pas d’abord pour le motif, qu’en dehors
des exclusions et par-dessus les frontières, le développement intellectuel com-
mande le progrès général ? N’est-ce pas aussi parce que ce sont la pensée, le
sentiment et la raison, marques insignes de notre espèce, qui lui confèrent
sa solidarité, autrement dit, que l’unité humaine ne procède que de l’esprit ? »
En ajoutant d’ailleurs aussitôt : « Je dis l’unité humaine. Oui ! Cette perpé -
tuelle ressemblance de l’art à l’art, en vertu de laquelle celui-ci, comme Malraux
nous l’a montré, n’est jamais changé qu’en lui-même, […] cette profonde com-
préhension que la culture établit entre ceux qui l’aiment et la répandent,
sortent d’une seule et même source, commune à toute l’Humanité. »

La démonstration, dans ce cas — quoi qu’on pense de De Gaulle
par ailleurs et de la politique concrète qu’il a menée — est tout à fait
lumineuse : aussi profondément patriote que l’on soit (et qui douterait un
instant que le Général ne le fût ?), une réflexion rigoureuse, dès qu’elle
s’applique aux différentes cultures nationales, pointe obligatoirement,
à la fois, le transculturel et le transnational comme leur horizon obligé,
en même temps que l’une de leurs conditions à être.

Le particulier ne se soutient ici que de l’universel, tandis que, dans
un mouvement réciproque, l’universel n’existe et ne s’affirme que dans
son incarnation en autant de cultures singulières qui le manifestent en le
différenciant dans chacune de ses facettes.

D’où l’idée fondamentale à l’époque où nous vivons, que le trans -
culturel ne saurait être, en aucun cas, de l’« uni-culturel » (ce qui serait,
à l’évidence, une contradiction in adjecto), et que le transdisciplinaire,
à peine de se trahir, ou mieux : de se nier lui-même, ne saurait déboucher
sur l’imposition d’une seule culture, d’une seule philosophie, d’une seule
religion, d’une seule appartenance nationale, qui aliéneraient tous les
hommes dans leur liberté. Son idéal est celui d’une orchestration où
joueraient et se marieraient toutes les différences sous le chef d’une unité
d’autant plus forte et rigoureuse qu’elle serait, dans l’ordre du concret,
toujours absente — et donc toujours « à venir ».

De la même manière que, dans l’exécution d’une symphonie, ce sont
les timbres propres des violons, du piano ou des cuivres qui constituent
dans leur réunion l’œuvre d’ensemble pourtant une en elle-même, et qui
ne s’impose à mesure que dans la recherche de l’instant suivant, de l’har-
monie à créer,avant de s’éteindre au silence qui est peut-être, après tout,
la dernière instance qui lui confère son sens et l’explique de ne rien dire ?
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Introduction

The debate raging between the Biblical fundamentalist “creationists”,
one the one hand, and the materialistic secularists, on the other hand,

has been a feature of the intellectual marketplace for a number of decades.
One highly unfortunate, counterproductive feature of this debate is the
either/or position taken by each side. Each asserts that the other is the
only alternative, each thus authenticating the other. Placing the debate
within either/or boundaries frames it wrongly; it is thereby constrained
from asking the right questions, hence, is not getting the right answers.1
Voices pointing out that creation and evolution are not mutually exclusive
are for the most part hardly ever heard.

In any engagement with evolution, we have to be clear as to what
we mean by evolution. 

Do we mean the “what” and “how” — descent with modification
over many, many generations as well as theories as to how it happens —
or do we mean a package to which a materialistic metaphysics has been
added? In this connection, the atheistic manifestoes emanating from
Dawkins, Dennet and others, presented under the authority of science,
consist of two mutually detachable parts: the science of evolution and a
hefty load of metaphysical baggage.

We should also recall that there is no official teaching in the Ortho -
dox Church on evolution: the Church does not endorse or reject scientific
theories. However, among the Orthodox, there is a spectrum of views
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on this topic. There are those, such as Father Seraphim Rose, who reject
evolution entirely on the grounds that it is absolutely not compatible with
the Biblical narratives on creation or with the Patristic understanding of
these narratives. He was aware that some of the fourth-century Fathers
interpreted the Creation narratives in Genesis as narratives of the instan-
taneous creation of everything in potential in the beginning, followed by
actualization by the Creative Word of God on the successive days of cre-
ation. But he did not explore the implications of this insight. Then there
are those Orthodox who see evolution, one way or another, as the work-
ing of God in and through his creation. These, who might be described as
theistic evolutionists, are divided as to the relevance of evolution to the
Origin of Man. One view is that evolution is relevant only to the origin of
the physical nature of Man; the other accepts evolution, except that Man
is not the product of any evolutionary process. 

I am aware that I am here addressing two more or less overlapping
constituencies: scientists and theologians, each perhaps less well-ground-
ed in the intellectual background of the other. I also consider it important
that my own presuppositions be made clear to the reader — that is, where
I am coming from. Hence, I present in an Appendix that might be con -
sidered a brief survey of the relevant scientific background for the bene-
fit of theologians who may otherwise feel excluded from my discourse.
I recognize that some scientists and philosophers of science may disagree
with me, but they would at least have some clarification of my viewpoint.
I have also cited in footnotes and in another Appendix some accessible
and admirably clear accounts of evolution and other topics.

Evolution: Four Umbrellas

Evolution is currently placed under four umbrellas. What their sponsors
at least agree on is that not all are equally valid. Nevertheless, that

evolution can be placed, to the satisfaction of a number of constituencies,
under one or another umbrella, concordant with metaphysical preference,
does not support Dawkins’ assertion that metaphysics cannot be separated
from the science.

1. Evolution is a false doctrine. “Creation scientists”, some with
credentials in science or engineering, albeit few with relevant credentials,
by and large reject the idea of evolution, although some are willing to
allow a measure of evolution within “kinds” and not all are committed to
a “young earth”. Their position derives from a fundamentalist literalistic
reading of the two creation narratives in the Bible (Genesis, 1, 1 – 2, 3 and
Genesis 2, 4-25), a reading that egregiously reduces the Genesis narratives
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to history and science, leaving no room for the profound understanding
of the Genesis narratives gained by the Church in the first few centuries of
the Christian Era. 

This Protestant hermeneutic is relatively recent in origin, dating from
the 17th century Anabaptists. Importantly, it is not that of the Orthodox
Church.2 As for the scientific side, most of the work of creation scientists
has aimed at finding contradictions and inconsistencies in the evolution
model. In their view, falsifying the “evolution model” would establish
the competing “creation model”. Here, however, they commit a serious
philosophical error in that the falsification of one model does not in itself
validate the other. It is possible that other models, unknown at present,
may be formulated in the future. Nevertheless, it is not my intent to dis-
miss “creation science” out of hand. Its practitioners are absolutely cor-
rect in that theology and science address the same reality and that the two
should not be placed in two separate unrelated boxes. Having established
this, they unfortunately seem to have lost their way.3

2. Evolution is a strictly deterministic, materialistic process.
Humanity is therefore the product of irrational, purposeless forces, a cos-
mic accident. Although the neo-Darwinian mutation/natural selection
understanding is logically self-consistent, the above ideas rest on the
metaphysical presupposition that the only way to truth is the scientific
method. This is scientism, a metaphysical system that has taken up evo-
lution. Its validity stands or falls on the validity of the metaphysical
assumption that matter is the only reality.

Although these two, creation science and materialistic evolution,
appear to belong to two extremes, they both look to science. The biblical
fundamentalist seeks to establish the truth of the Bible historically or sci-
entifically. Scientism relies exclusively on science and seeks to reject the
truth of the Bible. Neither seems aware that the core spiritual truth of the
Bible does not depend on its historical or scientific veracity. It is ironic
that each, in asserting that the other is the only alternative, validates the
other.

3. Evolution is God’s chosen method of creation. Here, the meta-
physical presupposition (our faith position) is that the Biblical God, who
created the visible and the invisible, works in and through his creation
continuously, in a non-interventionist manner. This, usually called theistic
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evolution, is not acceptable to creation scientists precisely because it ac -
cepts evolution. It is not acceptable to the evolutionary materialists either,
because the placement of evolution in the context of our faith position
affirms the transcendental. Contrary to Father Seraphim Rose’s allegation,
theistic evolutionists do not doubt that God could have created the cosmos
in six days if that were his will, nor are they motivated by fear that they
would be found to be out of step with the modern world. What is of real
importance is that theistic evolution begins to move evolution toward a
comprehensive, holistic understanding of creation.

4. Intelligent Design (ID) and Irreducible Complexity (IC). Some
consider that the current manifestation of creation science is Intelligent
Design (ID) and its more specific version, Irreducible Complexity (IC).
Although many people who were active in biblical fundamentalist “cre-
ation science” are now active in the Intelligent Design movement, the two
differ in that the older, “creation science”, is Biblically based. Intelligent
Design is not.

The foundational document of this movement seems to be William
Paley’s narrative of the hypothetical discovery of a watch while the finder
is walking across a heath. Paley’s argument is not sufficiently rigorous
and has attracted a number of criticisms on this count.

The ID Theory seems to accept microevolution, but reject macro -
evolution (see Appendix A). Thus, whatever Darwinian processes there
may be, all are strictly of the microevolutionary kind.

Michael J. Behe, one of the founders of ID and a scientist with
genuine, relevant scientific credentials, explains what he means by design:
“For discrete physical systems — if there is not a gradual route to their
production —, design is evident when a number of separate, interacting
components are ordered in such a way as to accomplish a function beyond
the individual components” (Darwin’s Black Box, p. 194), but recognizes
that “…we cannot know that something has not been designed” (ibidem,
p. 193). 

What Behe seems to be saying is that, if it is highly improbable that
a complex structure, whether at the molecular, or organismal level, can be
produced by a gradual, Darwinian route, then the only known cause that
could produce such a structure is intelligence. This argument is problem-
atic. First, it leaves no room for any cause currently unknown and in this
respect shares an important philosophical vulnerability with “creation
science” as noted above. Second, granted that it is impossible to prove
a negative, it is still logically possible that continuing work would show
that “irreducibly complex” structures can be produced step-by-step. In
fact, the eye, the molecular motor driving the flagellum and other exam-
ples that have been cited as examples of irreducible complexity, they have
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already been explained as resulting from step-by-step evolution.4 Here,
there is more than a whiff of a “science-cannot-explain” element in Behe’s
argument. In this respect, it shares the vulnerability of all propositions
that reduce themselves to God-of-the-gaps exercises. In response, the pro-
ponents of ID and IC assert that the theories do not depend on any fail-
ure of science, but on the advances of science. These advances can only be
the “discovery” of design with, as stated, the implication of a designer.
The designer part clearly goes outside the boundaries of science as usu-
ally understood (see Appendix A) and is properly metaphysical. In fact,
one criticism that has been articulated is that ID and IC are not science.5
Behe seems to understand and acknowledge this point, because he
argues for enlarging the scope of science. If this means the annexation of
some metaphysical territory to science, then it is somewhat ironic that
Dawkins and others do the same sort of thing: they annex all of the meta-
physical territory to science, thereby emptying metaphysics of its content
and effectually converting science into scientism.

The matter of “probability” and ‘improbability”, essential compo-
nents in ID, needs to be addressed. William Dembski, in his The Design
Inference, sets out a way, a sort of filter really, that can be used to deter-
mine the degree of probability of a given event. In the context of ID, it is
considered that this is a way to identify highly improbable events that
call for an intelligent designer and so differentiate them from probable
events. But, in order to do this, there has to be a database derived from
past experience. 

Dembski’s filter cannot be used to assess the degree of probability
of, for instance, the origin of life. Nobody has observed life originating
and nobody knows under what conditions this might have occurred.
There is no way to construct a relevant database. Even if we knew under
what conditions life originated, we have absolutely no idea how probable
that event would have been.

At this point, one should ask in what respects ID and IC differ, if at
all, from Theistic Evolution (TE). One of the most important differences is
in the way the designer acts. ID and IC see the action of the designer as
interventionist, episodic, thus implying that some things are not at all
designed. Perhaps equally important is where the designer is “placed”.
ID and IC place the designer in the realm of the empirical, thus redefining
the scope of science. The position ID and IC take on the common descent
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4. See, for example, Sean B. Carroll, The Making of the Fittest: DNA and the Ultimate Forensic
Record of Evolution, New York, W.W. Norton, 2006, pp. 193-203; also Kenneth R. Miller,
Finding Darwin’s God, New York, Cliff Street Books, 1999, pp. 129-163. 

5. This question has its own importance, but I do not pursue it here because it is rather
peripheral to my present discourse.



seems to be that microevolution is accepted and is understood as varia-
tion within “kinds”. But the large changes which are considered by some
to be brought about by macroevolution are stated to show design, hence,
to be the work of a designer. ID and IC do not identify the designer.

In my understanding, TE rests on the Biblical position that God
works in and through his creation continuously, thus implying that every-
thing is in some sense designed. In my view, the relationship of the theory
of evolution to the “designer” is to be found in the holistic understanding
of creation that we seek: evolution encounters the “designer” as it moves
toward and into this understanding. TE also allows for gradualism and
catastrophism, microevolution and macroevolution. TE accepts descent
from a common ancestor, as expressed in the Theory of Evolution, but is
not thereby necessarily committed to any given Evolutionary Theory.
Whether one takes the position that there is only one evolutionary process
(approximating to microevolution) or two (approximating to microevolu-
tion and macroevolution) does not affect the integrity of TE. TE identifies
the “designer” of the entire process as the biblical God and quite openly
acknowledges its own metaphysical components. TE does not require the
redefinition of the scope of science.

The Creation Narratives: The Patristic Understanding

In this paper, I focus on the way that St. Basil the Great6, St. Ephrem the
Syrian7, St. Gregory of Nyssa8, St. Gregory Nazianzen9, St. Ambrose of

Milan10, St. Augustine of Hippo11, St. John Chrysostom12 and the
Venerable Bede of Jarrow13 understood the Creation narratives in Genesis.
In essence, these Church Fathers understood that everything was created
in potential in the beginning, to be actualized by the Creative Word of God
by separation, on the successive days of Creation, from the unordered
mass of potentialities. Thus, light is separated from darkness; the waters
above the firmament from those below; dry land from the seas; grass and
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trees from the earth; whales, fish, and birds from the waters; cattle and
creeping things from the earth; Adam, in his physical dimension, from
the dust of the earth; and Eve from Adam.14

Is this, Potential/Separation, the only way to read these narratives?
In this connection, you will recall that both St. Basil, and St. Ephrem state
quite explicitly that they read the Genesis narratives literally. Theirs, how-
ever, is not the literalistic reading of the fundamentalists. St. Basil explains
what he means by literal: when the text says grass, it means grass, and
when it says water, it means water, not something else. St. Basil makes
clear that he understands that these narratives are addressing origins and
are not an allegory about something else. There are, indeed, some allegor-
ical readings of the narratives, as St. Basil relates15, but as they do not
address origins, they are not entirely relevant to the present inquiry.

The modern, twenty-first-century mind does not find this, a narrative
of the separation of things already in the roots of time, entirely congenial.
Conditioned to see history as the seriatim accretion of novelty, perhaps as
a manifestation of continuing progress, the modern mind reads these as
narratives of the addition of new things.16 I do not find this at all satisfac-
tory. In this connection, St. Ephrem17 is absolutely clear: Heaven and the
four classical elements (the stuff of the Cosmos) were created ex nihilo, but
everything else was made out of what had already been created ex nihilo. 

Nevertheless, a question remains: granted that there is separation
from the first to the sixth day, as well as in the second narrative, is there
anything at all in these two narratives that is added? The question can be
usefully restated: “Is there anything here that is radically different?” The
question answers itself: “Yes, the Spirit of God hovering over the waters
and the breathing into Adam’s nostrils of the breath of life”. Each is radi -
cally different because each comes from outside creation. But the Spirit of
God remains transcendent, while the breath of God is added to Creation
in the person of Adam.

I take the understanding of St. Basil and his contemporaries as nor-
mative.

Additional, but not mutually exclusive, understandings of the first
narrative may be found. The narrative for the first day states that the
Spirit of God hovers over the face of the waters. This points forward to
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baptism, to salvation (John, 2, 5; Ephrem the Syrian, Comm. on Gen., I;
St. Jerome, Homilies, 10; John of Damascus, Exposition, Ch. 9). But the
connection is primarily in Creation, rather than in the narrative itself. 

One might also see the narratives for the second to sixth days as
explanations of the kinds of potentialities created on the first day. The
narratives for the third and fourth days show the apparent anomaly of
the grass, herbs, and trees antedating the Sun. It is hardly plausible that
the writers did not know that plants need the Sun to grow and prosper.
But the point here is not horticulture, but that the Sun is not the cause of
plants; the Sun is here dismissed as some sort of Deity, so held by some
of the neighbouring peoples (St. Basil, Hexaemeron, 5, 1; St. John Chryso -
stom, Homilies on Genesis, 6, 12; St. Ambrose, Hexaemeron, 3, 6). The theme
here is monotheism.

The narrative for the seventh day recapitulates and emphasizes this
theme, that it is the ONE GOD who created EVERYTHING. But this is not
the only meaning of the seventh day. Another is that God blessed the
seventh day as the Sabbath, a day of rest. Furthermore, it points to Christ
who rested in the flesh on the seventh day, to rise on the eighth, as well as
to the General Resurrection, the saints resting in the tomb in the seventh
age of the World to rise in the flesh in the eighth age of the World.18

The Scientific Story: Cascades of Potentialities

Although this paper focuses on the evolution of living organisms, it is
important to bear in mind that the first Genesis narrative speaks of

creation of potentialities in the beginning to be separated seriatim from the
unordered mass of potentialities. In order to obtain a more comprehen-
sive picture, we should go back to the Beginning. At the present time, the
Big Bang seems to be the strongest contender for Beginning. Even though
scientific theories are to a greater or lesser degree provisional, we might,
at least for the present purpose, accept the Big Bang as the Beginning, but
it is possible that, as more and more data are accumulated, some phe-
nomenon other than the Big Bang may turn out to have a stronger claim.
Even so, this might not radically change the overall shape of our under-
standing of the ensuing general evolution of matter from energy.

The general outlines of the evolution of matter out of the enormous
pulse of energy released in the Big Bang have been treated by the media
and are to an extent a matter of common knowledge. It is the story of a
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hot cosmos, expanding with concomitant cooling and initially dominated
by energy. The cosmos eventually became dominated by matter; as fur-
ther expansion and cooling occurred, conditions developed that allowed
the formation of the fundamental particles that make up matter. Later
still, atoms formed and then molecules. Here we have the potentialities in
the fireball of the Big Bang being actualized seriatim in a cascade of poten-
tialities. Rather than dwell on this matter, I refer the reader to Polking -
horne’s excellent and accessible summary.19

Life probably originated soon after the conditions reached permit-
ted the formation of the very large molecules (amino-acids and proteins)
that are the fundamental building blocks of living organisms. The poten-
tialities in these large molecules then became actualized in a cascade of
potentialities, whose expression can be represented metaphorically by
a bush. At this point, it is instructive to look at the bush of the History of
Life, as seen by evolutionists, on the one hand, and by special creationists
and advocates of intelligent design, on the other hand. The bush, as con-
structed by an evolutionist, would consist of a main trunk, side branches,
secondary branches and so on. The other bush would look superficially
similar, except that all the branches (side, secondary etc.) would be severed
at their proximal ends. Here, it would be argued, an event occurs: special
creation in the first case and some kind of addition of an irreducibly com-
plex organ or structure in the other. In each of these two latter cases, there
is no organic continuity across the break. Comparison of these two
bushes shows that in the evolutionary bush everything has antecedents in
the beginning. In the special creationist and “intelligent design” bush, not
everything has such antecedents. Of these two, it is the evolutionary bush
that is concordant with the reading of the named Church Fathers. 

Further congruence is exhibited in the Common Genetic Code.
This is something like the binary code used in computers, except that it is
genes that carry the genetic information rather than various orderings of
1 and 0. The chemical basis of genes is DNA, which has additional im -
portant functions. One such is the synthesis and replication of material
similar to itself, such as a range of proteins. But what determines which
specific synthesis occurs depends on the order in which four substances
(nucleotide bases) are arranged: adenine (A), cytosine (C), guanine (G),
and thymine (T), referred to in a kind of shorthand by their initial letters.
These nucleotide bases are arranged in long strings.
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Furthermore, one aspect of relatively recent work on genetics is of
particular interest in the context of the present paper — the discovery of
regulatory genes. At the proper time in the development of an organism,
these genes act as switches, activating structural genes to perform certain
functions such as producing specific tissues, organs, and structures.
They also shut down the structural genes when the tasks are completed.
A given regulatory gene may control a number of structural genes. It is
worth noting that there is evidence that rather than natural selection or,
indeed, what genes are present, it is changes in the regulatory genes that
are the dominant drivers of changes in morphology. These changes in
regulatory genes occur within their DNA sequences and in their position
along the body axis of developing embryos. 

But what is of special interest here is the Pax-6 gene. It is the regu-
latory gene controlling a number of functions, including the development
of camera eyes in vertebrates. It is almost the same as the regulatory gene
that controls the development of the very different compound eyes in
arthropods. In fact, close variants of the Pax-6 gene have been found in
humans, mice, birds, fish, arthropods, sea urchins, ribbon worms, nema-
todes (round worms), planaria (flat worms) and in “invertebrate Chor -
data” such as amphioxus (Branchiostoma) and urochordates (sea-squirts).
The Pax-6 gene has been found in primitive animals that do not have
eyes, but in which it has other functions.

If the evolutionary history of animals is seen as a bush, the trunk of
this bush would include sponges, jelly-fish, corals, and comb jellies. Two
other groups separated from the trunk and are distinguished from each
other in details of embryological development. One of these groups
includes vertebrates (animals with backbones), echinoderms (e.g. the star-
fish and sea urchins) and a few others. The other group includes arthro-
pods (e.g. crabs, insects, flies), segmented worms, molluscs (e.g. snails,
oysters, and squids), and many others. The Pax-6 gene is found in both
these latter groups, even though some members such as nematodes do
not have eyes. The last common ancestor of these two groups must have
had this gene. Representatives of both these groups are found in the
Cambrian fossil record dating back some half billion years. It is likely,
then, that the last common ancestor dates back to the Precambrian. What
we have here is a gene that has been preserved for over half a billion
years, and present before eyes evolved into any animal group. This sug-
gests that there is potentiality for eyes in the common genetic code. This
is just one example; there are other genes that have been preserved and
co-opted for additional functions. Potentiality in the common genetic
code is not confined to that for eyes.

A kind of discipline is imposed on this cascade of potentialities
realized by evolutionary convergence. A commonly cited example of
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convergence is the spindle-shaped body of actively swimming marine
vertebrates: most fish, porpoises, whales, and the Mesozoic ichthyosaurs.
Another example is seen in the sabre-teeth of placental cats (like those
found in the La Brea tar-pits in Los Angeles) and the South American thy-
lacosmilids20. Simon Conway Morris21 has described dozens of cases of
convergence and he speaks of the ubiquity of convergence. This ubiquity
suggests that there is a limited, albeit still large, number of efficient evo-
lutionary pathways available across the evolutionary landscape. Unrelated
organisms follow these pathways, attaining similar results.

Summary and Conclusion

To sum up, my thesis is that there is congruence, on the one hand,
between the named Fathers’ understanding of the Genesis narratives

and, on the other, the scientific narrative we have reviewed. With regard
to the two Genesis narratives and their Patristic reading, it should not be
assumed that the separation and realization of an initial set of potentiali-
ties necessarily excludes a cascade of new potentialities, as each set of
potentialities is realized seriatim. In other words, the realization of any
given set of potentialities reveals a new set of potentialities — a cascade
of new potentialities follows, as expressed in the scientific narrative.

It might be objected at this point that it is not legitimate to graft the
cascades of potentialities derived from the scientific narrative onto the
Genesis narratives, since neither the narratives themselves, nor the Patristic
understanding of them give much hint of cascades of potentialities. But
the Fathers certainly were aware that there is a succession of generations
(e.g. St. Basil, Hexaemeron, 5, 2; 9, 2; St. Ambrose, Hexaemeron, 3, 16.68; 6, 3.9),
each metaphorical acorn bearing the potentialities of the metaphorical
oak tree. It is also true that the Fathers unambiguously stated that reeds,
horses, and eagles gave rise to reeds, horses, and eagles respectively. Such
an account is indubitably true if restricted to a relatively short time-frame.
But a longer time-frame does not seem to have been available to the
thought-world of the Fathers. For instance, there was then nothing like
our understanding of the fossil record; in fact, apart from a few such as
Xenophanes (6th century B.C.), Xanthus of Sardis, Herodotus (484-425 B.C.)
and Strabo the Geographer (54 B.C. – A.D. 24), it was several centuries
later that fossils were recognized even so much as the remains of once
living organisms, let alone documenting a succession of living organisms. 
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Had the Fathers had this perspective, it is possible that they might even
have said that reeds give rise to a whole spectrum of plants that we call
reeds, but not to horses or eagles. But the point is that the Genesis narra-
tives, on the one hand, and the scientific narrative, on the other hand,
address the same reality, the visible creation. It is the visible creation that
is the reality; the narratives, important enough though they be in them-
selves and in the present discourse, are not that reality itself. Thus, if we
really believe that God works in and through his creation continuously,
we can indeed gain a more profound understanding of the creation nar-
ratives by discerning, in what we know of the nature and history of the
visible creation, what God actually did and continues to do (see St. Paul’s
Romans, 1, 20). This topic deserves separate, more extensive treatment.

Returning to the congruence advanced in this paper, we have noted
that it is expressed at the molecular level in the Common Genetic Code,
replete with cascades of potentialities based on just four letters, A, C, G,
and T. This is manifest in the step-by-step mode so widespread in the
course of evolution as well as in the emergence of complexity by rearrange -
ment and co-option of already existing building blocks and structures.
There is congruence at the cellular level expressed in stem cells, undiffer-
entiated cells that have the potential to develop into any of the myriad
kinds of specialized cells, tissues, and structures appropriate to the
organism concerned. Congruence is expressed at the organismal level rep-
resented by the evolutionary bush of the History of Life, in which every-
thing has antecedents in the beginning, as we have discussed earlier. The
bottom line is that what we have in the enormous diversity of life is the
expression of cascades of potentialities based on a tiny number of funda-
mental building blocks: A, C, G, and T.

What we have at this point is two parallel narratives, the Patristic
one and the scientific one. In each there is an initial origin of potentiali-
ties in the beginning, ex nihilo in the Patristic narrative, and in the fireball
of the Big Bang in the scientific narrative. In each there follow cascades of
potentialities actualized seriatim. One can put it another way: the story
the sciences are now telling us is the same story that the Fathers had told
us, albeit in a different language. If one accepts this, it is apparent that the
DNA, so essential for life and its evolution, is already latent, potentialized
in the fireball of the Big Bang. If so, the origin of life is an epiphenomenon
of the origin of the Cosmos.

If this is a reasonable assessment, it suggests the possibility of extra-
terrestrial life. How far such life in a given locality has evolved depends
on a number of factors, but should extraterrestrial life be discovered, it is
likely to be represented by unicellular organisms of rather similar evolu-
tionary grade as the fossil bacteria and fungal filaments representative of
the oldest remains of organisms on Earth. Obviously, the presence of life
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on planets outside the Solar System would not be verified by the discov-
ery of fossil bacteria and funguses or, indeed, any other kinds of fossils.
Instead, we would take advantage of the fact that earthly life has left
specific chemical signals such as the presence of oxygen and ozone in the
Earth’s atmosphere. Such proxies could be identified, if present, in spectra
of light passing through the planetary atmospheres. The ubiquity of evo-
lutionary convergence shown by life on Earth, noted above, suggests that
life on other planets would probably follow rather similar evolutionary
pathways; extraterrestrial biota would not differ much in their generalities
from those on Earth, but this does not mean that there would necessarily
be intelligent life on any given extraterrestrial planet at this time. 

I am not suggesting that the Church Fathers supported evolution,
because quite obviously they had not heard of such a thing. Indeed, they
thought and wrote in the context of their contemporary thought-world.
Thus, it should be no surprise that they saw creation, as in the Genesis
narratives, producing seriatim a world inhabited by organisms differing
little, if at all, from those familiar to us to-day. Furthermore, I do not sug-
gest that the congruencies between the Patristic readings and the findings
of science “prove” anything. Still less am I presenting these congruencies
as any kind of scientific validation of this patristic understanding. Instead,
I am quite unequivocally taking the Fathers’ understanding as a given.
Nevertheless, these congruencies suggest that the position adopted by
Father Seraphim Rose and others, that evolution is absolutely inconsis-
tent with the Genesis narratives, needs to be revisited. In this connection,
I recommend that everybody, especially Father Seraphim’s constituency,
read Peter C. Bouteneff’s Beginnings: Ancient Christian Readings of the Biblical
Creation Narratives. Dr. Bouteneff’s careful research shows there is a great
deal more flexibility displayed by the Fathers than Father Seraphim allows.

The congruence noted above may well pose fresh questions and
also shed light on a number of old questions. I list some of the questions
that we might usefully address:

1. Bearing in mind that Maximus’ logoi are in the mind of God and
the potentialities are in Creation, how do the two relate to each other?

2. If God creates out of Love, which is the antithesis of coercion,
then did God, in some sense, give freedom to his creation as a whole? If
so, what is the nature and what are the limits of this freedom? I suggest
that there should be some answers to these questions before we start
addressing various Evolutionary Theories, particularly those aspects of
evolutionary theory that concern what are perceived as “chance” or ran-
dom events.

3. If we accept that the origin of life is an epiphenomenon of the
origin of the universe, we might consider what our theological response
would be to the discovery of extra-terrestrial life.
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4. With regard to the origin of Man, I do not pretend that I can give
a coherent account. But there are a couple of points to which I would like
to allude. First, I would like to remind you of Gregory of Nyssa’s state-
ment: “…while two natures — the Divine and incorporeal nature, and the
irrational life of brutes — are separated from each other as extremes,
human nature is the mean between them: for in the compound nature of
man we may behold a part of each…” (On the Making of Man, XVI, 9)

Metropolitan John of Pergamon points out that Darwinism22 can
help us regain a more profound understanding of the essential element
that makes us human, It does so because it points the way to recognition
that reason and intellect, traditionally considered to be the “mark” of
humanity, are also found in animals, the difference being one of degree
rather than of kind. “Thus, Man was thrown back to his organic place in
nature, and the question remained open as to what constituted his differ-
ence from the animals, given now the fact that reason is no longer the
special difference.”23 In a conversation I had in 1985, my interlocutor (not
Metropolitan John) suggested that an essential “mark” of the human
being might be an awareness of God.

Some have proposed that an awareness of God is simply an artifact
of the brain, brought by evolutionary processes up to the point where it
is able to imagine or conceptualize God, albeit a subjective God. In other
words, awareness of God comes from the evolutionary process itself and
has no relationship to any objective reality. If, as Dawkins and others
assert, religion is harmful, one may well wonder what the adaptive value
(evolutionary advantage) may be of what they treat as a “delusion”. 

In opposition to this claim, others have taken the view that aware-
ness of God does not come from the evolutionary process itself. Instead,
awareness of God is a gift from God given when the human brain had
evolved to the point where it is capable of becoming aware of God as an
objective reality. Thus, in us, stardust and light have become aware of God
and of self.

The second point I would like to allude to refers to the often made
statement that something like 98.8% of our human genes are identical to
the equivalent chimpanzee genes. If this is meant to say that we are
chimpanzees under the skin, there is more that must be said. First, 99% of
human genes have mouse counterparts and 96% of human genes are in
the same relative order in human chromosomes as in mouse chromo-
somes. Second, about 5% of the human DNA is involved in regulatory

George Theokritoff198

22. Here he means the Theory of Evolution.
23. Preserving God’s Creation (Part 1), King’s Theological Review, 1989, v. 12, pp. 1-5; also

Sourozh, #39 (March 1990, p. 8).



functions. In this connection, we might also recall the role of regulatory
genes, acting as switches that govern the activity of structural genes. Dif -
ferences in the timing of these switches affect the activity of the structural
genes they control, thus effecting significant differences in morphology.
Third, what a given gene does depends significantly on its genetic con-
text: its adjacent genes and its “position” on the chromosome. What we
label the genes should depend on the genome in which they are situated.
In the human genome, they are human genes; in the chimpanzee genome,
they are chimpanzee genes. I suggest that 98.8% may remind us of the
commonalties we share with chimpanzees, but that same 98.8% does not
make us a mere whisker away from mice or chimpanzees.

I should add that humans have 24 chromosomes and all the apes
have 25. Each ape chromosome and all but one human chromosome has
a telomere24 at each end and a centromere in the middle. However, there
is one human chromosome that is anomalous in this respect. It has telo -
meres at each end and two in the middle, as well as centro meres between
each terminal telomere and the central pair. What has happened here is
that two chromosomes have fused and are now counted as one. Although
the difference in the number of chromosomes cannot be taken as evidence
of human physical origins independent of the apes, it does represent a
significant difference between the human genome and any ape genome.

I hope to encourage a serious debate on the implications of these
congruencies. The position I have articulated here is not a compromise
between the two either/or positions. It is a stand-alone position, biblical,
patristic, and it moves an understanding of evolution toward entry into
a holistic understanding of creation.

I see the mutual relationships of religion and science not as a threat,
but as a challenge, an opportunity. Let us move forward with boldness. 
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APPENDIX A

Metaphysics is the science of things transcending what is physical
or natural (OED).

Science is humanity’s intellectual response to the visible creation.
Its metaphysical presuppositions are that the visible creation is real (not
illusory) and that it is ordered. Each is shared with traditional Christianity.
One might also think of science as a language about a certain kind of
human experience, just as one might think of theology as a language
about a different kind of human experience. But when put together, these
two statements should not be confused with Gould’s Non-Overlapping
Magisteria25 the essence of which can be summed up in Gould’s own
words: “No such conflict [between religion and science] should exist
because each subject has a legitimate magisterium, or domain of teaching
authority — and these magisteria do not overlap… The net of science
covers the empirical realm: what is the universe made of (fact) and why
does it work this way (theory). The net of religion extends over questions
of moral meaning and value.” This somewhat facile distinction breaks
down in the context of the present discourse because the visible Creation
can be approached and made sense of from the theological and scientific
perspectives and is the subject of legitimate study from theological as well
as scientific perspectives. Furthermore, Gould’s “Religious” Magisterium
is reduced to matters of moral meaning and value, leaving no room for
the transcendental.

Science, as currently usually understood, seeks naturalistic expla-
nations for phenomena. Its methodology (as distinct from its philosophy)
is materialistic and it is precisely the nature of its methodology that im -
poses boundaries on science. In this sense, science is reductionist. Science,

George Theokritoff200

25. Stephen J. Gould, Non-Overlapping Magisteria, in S.J. Gould, Leonardo’s Mountain of Clams
and the Diet of Worms, Harmony Books, New York, 1998, pp. 269-283.



qua science, has no competence in the metaphysical, hence it cannot be
described in any substantive sense as atheistic. If such a label is desired,
it is agnostic, in the original literal meaning of the word — not knowing.
Science, so understood, is not a Worldview. 

Nevertheless, some are very much concerned that as science
explains more and more phenomena, there is less and less room left for
God. But the only “God” being squeezed out is God-of-the-gaps. The two
“marks” of God-of-the-gaps theology are that first, the entry of God into
creation is restricted to phenomena that cannot be scientifically explained
and second, perhaps even the best reason for the existence of God is that
there are phenomena that science cannot explain. In this connection,
Dietrich Bonhöffer wrote: “…how wrong it is to use God as a stop-gap
for the incompleteness of our knowledge. If in fact the frontiers of knowl-
edge are being pushed further and further back (and that is bound to be
the case), then God is being pushed back with them, and is therefore con-
tinually in retreat. We are to find God in what we know, not what we do
not know; God wants us to realize his presence, not in unsolved problems,
but in those that are solved.”26

God-of-the-gaps is a human construct, hence originating within
creation. It is an idol, a cause among other competing causes, a product
of our fear. God-of-the-gaps might work in our minds, but not in Creation.

In stark contrast to science, scientism is the idea that the application
of the scientific method will find answers to all questions. Its metaphysi-
cal presupposition is that the only reality is material.

A Fact is something that can be reported by any competent observer.
In itself, a fact has no explanatory power.

A Theory is something seen in the mind, a human construct. It is not
a wild guess, it is based on data. A scientific theory is open to falsification.27

Another view regards scientific theories as competing paradigms.28

Evolution is a term that was first applied to the development of an
egg. Now it signifies change through time, spanning many generations. 
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26. Bonhoeffer, Letter to Eberhard Bethge, 29 May 1944, in Letters and Papers from Prison, New
York, Macmillan, 1978, p. 311.

27. In order for any theory to be falsifiable, it must be possible to conceive of circum-
stances under which the theory would be negated. Consider a simple real-world illus-
tration. Genuine remains of humans and genuine remains of dinosaurs have never
been found together. On this basis, one can postulate that humans and dinosaurs did
not live together, whether in time, or in space. Despite the fact that this postulate is
well grounded empirically, I can imagine a scenario in which human and dinosaur
remains are discovered together in an undisturbed matrix. Such a discovery, if ever
made, would negate the postulate. 

28. In this context, a paradigm may be understood as a conceptual framework or explana-
tory model.



The Theory of Evolution states that the present diversity of life is the
result of the accumulation of changes through time. It is not concerned
with the way that evolution works or with the origin of life. I accept the
Theory of Evolution as a valid scientific theory, because it is based on a
vast mass of data and has explanatory power. If and when a better theory
is proposed, I will accept that theory.

Evolutionary Theory is not the same as the Theory of Evolution.
It is concerned with the manner in which evolution occurs — the “how”.

Microevolution is held to account for the origin of new species
from existing, ancestral species. In microevolution, selection works on the
individual. New species can arise by anagenesis, the gradual transforma-
tion of the entire population of a species or by speciation, the division of
a population into discrete isolated populations.

Macroevolution is held to account for changes above the species
level, those that result in the appearance of higher taxa.29 In macroevolu-
tion, selection works on the species. It is analogous to microeveolution
except that species are treated as individuals.
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pp. 54-55; Matt RIDLEY, “Modern Darwins”, ibidem, pp. 56-73.

Andrew LOUTH (ed.), Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture:
Old Testament I, Downers Grove (Illinois), Intervarsity Press, 2001.

Conrad HYERS, Comparing Biblical and Scientific Maps of Origins, in
Keith B. MILLER (ed.), Perspectives on an Evolving Creation, 2003, Grand
Rapids/Cambridge, Eerdmans Publishing, pp. 19-33 (Although this book
edited by Miller is written largely by Evangelicals, none of the authors
have placed themselves in the dead-end of biblical fundamentalism.
Useful insights can be gained by reading at least some of the articles.)

Simon Conway MORRIS, Life’s Solution: Inevitable Humans in a Lonely
Universe, Cambridge University Press, 2003.

George THEOKRITOFF with Elizabeth THEOKRITOFF, “Genesis
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Creation narratives with the Creation Myths of the surrounding peoples,
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Introduction

In the last century, some quantum mechanics experiences challenged
our world vision: the two-split experience (with an “apparent” antago-

nism between wave and corpuscle), the delayed-choice experience (with
an “apparent” separation between Subject and Object), the Alain Aspect
experiment of non-locality (with an “apparent” contradiction with the
principle of independence of separate objects). These experiments have
also had some implications in the different biological evolution theories,
which seem to challenge some religious convictions, particulary the
question about the beginning of the Universe. So, what really are the
philosophical and epistemological implications of such experiences for
the contemporary society and for the History of Science? This paper about
the study of consciousness seeks to be a contribution to the interface areas
between science and religion, so that we may have a better understanding
and enrichment, with the help of Oriental philosophies, of some research
areas in the history of science, like the scientific theory of consciousness.
We agree with Prigogine who suggested “a new alliance” between the
exact sciences and the human/social sciences, so that religion become
more open to the modern world, while science becomes more responsible
for the destiny of the human beings. In this sense, we believe that
Transdisciplinarity has much to contribute to the History of Science about
science and religion in the contemporary society. 
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An Epistemological Interpretation of Some Quantum 
Experiences

The two-split experience (the complementarity wave-corpuscle)

There are many books of quantum mechanics, like Quantum Mechanics
by Alastair (1992), which describe very well the several experiences

in quantum mechanics performed during the last century. In the two-split
experience, we could say that it is impossible to see both wave, and cor-
puscle at the same time. But this “apparent antagonism” between wave
and corpuscle only appears if we consider just one level of Reality — the
physical Reality. If we allow for several levels of Reality, we could express
the Complementary Principle, considering that both wave, and corpuscle
are together (the quantum of energy) on one level of Reality — the trans -
cendental level —, but separate as wave or corpuscle on another level of
Reality — the physical level.

With regard to this quantum mechanics experience, we would like
to refer to the fact that in the Western thought the idea of levels of Reality
was introduced for the first time by Werner Heisenberg (1998), in his book
Philosophy – The manuscript of 1942, where he wrote that “reality is the
continuous fluctuation of the experience as captured by consciousness”
and “one can never reach an exact and complete portrait of reality”, thus
insisting on the crucial role of intuition. This idea is in perfect agreement
with the key-concept of Transdisciplinarity about the levels of Reality
proposed by Basarab Nicolescu [1996], which states that “there are, in
Nature and in our knowledge of Nature, different levels of Reality and,
correspondingly, different levels of perception. The passage from one
level of Reality to another is insured by the logic of the included middle
and every level is what it is because all the levels exist simultaneously.”

At the same time, the Oriental philosophies (e.g., Dasgupta [1973]),
say that everything that manifests itself is energy in different physical
forms. This energy emanates from a Source of Life (Conscious One) or
Soul which reabsorbs it, after it has expressed itself through its forms and
cycles. So, there is no absolute death, but only a change of physical form
and state. We could establish some comparison between this Oriental
thought and the Complementary Principle in Western thought, consider-
ing energy as quantum and the different physical forms as the wave or
corpuscle. For example, what may appear to be an “empty space” in our
lives — left there, perhaps, by a lost lover, the abandonment of an intel-
lectual frame of reference that has outworn its usefulness, the change in
our professional creative focus, or any other facet of our human lives —
is in fact not an empty space at all. The previous physical form of the
manifestation of life energy may have dissolved, but the true nature of
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such apparent emptiness consists of the energy of the processes and
transformations occurring in order to bring about another physical form
of creativity of self-expression. The solidity and tangibility of the physical
world around us is an illusion. The cycle of birth and rebirth is endless
until the Law of the Cause and Effect of consciousness or Karma (e.g., see
Vivekananda [1998] for a deeper insight of the Karma Law) is satisfied,
just as we alternate our breathing through a lifelong cycle of inhalations.
It is then that unity with the Soul is reached and reincarnation ceases (e.g.,
see Stevenson [1977, 1987] for a deeper study of Reincarnation).

Besides, the Oriental philosophies also state that the human beings
have seven vortices of consciousness/perception or chakras (from the
Sanskrit word for “wheel”) which lead to seven planes of manifestation.
Thus, nothing happens in the Universe or in the physical world that does
not have its correspondent on all planes of manifestation. This descrip-
tion can be viewed in the Figure 1 drawn by Castro [1992].
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Figure 1
The 7 chakras and the 7 consciousness planes (levels) in the human being



In the previous figure, we could see the Annamaya Kosha (or physi-
cal plane of consciousness), the Pranamaya Kosha (or vital plane of con-
sciousness), the Kamamaya Kosha (or emotional plane of consciousness),
the Manomaya Kosha (or concrete mental plane of consciousness), the
Vijnanamaya Kosha (or arquetypical mental plane of consciousness), the
Anandamaya Kosha (or intuitive plane of consciousness), and the Puru -
shamaya Kosha (or nirvanic plane of consciousness). 

Each consciousness plane is characterized by its incompleteness:
the perception of one level is just a part of the Totality or Conscious One.
This is in agreement with the open structure of the unity of Reality levels
defended by the scientific theorem of Kurt Gödel (1958), which states that
“a sufficiently rich system of axioms inevitably leads to results which are
either undecidable, or contradictory” — i.e., knowledge is forever open.

But, as we know, the materialistic view of the world states that
everything is made of matter and everything could be reduced to elemen-
tary particles of matter, the basic constituents — building blocks — of
matter. So, cause arises from the interactions of these basic building
blocks or elementary particles (elementary particles make atoms, atoms
make molecules, molecules make cells, cells make the brain). This is the
belief — all cause moves from elementary particles. This is what we call
“upward causation”. In this view, what conscious beings, like human
beings, think as being free will does not exist. It is an epiphenomenon
(secondary phenomenon) of the causal power of matter. Any causal
power that we seem to be able to exert on matter is just an “illusion”. This
is the materialistic paradigm.

However, the Indian philosopher Sri Aurobindo [1955] states that
the physical Universe is a manifestation of the Conscious One (named by
traditional religions God, Ein sof, Allah, Brahman) who is independent
from matter. In fact, Sri Aurobindo´s view of the world argues that
“everything starts with the Conscious One”, that is, the Conscious One is
the ground of all being and is transcendent. The Conscious One imposes
a “downward causation”, which means that our free will is real. When
the conscious beings, like human beings, act in the physical world, they
act with causal power. This view does not deny that matter has also
causal potency, but, in addition, it insists that there is also a downward
causation. In this sense, Sri Aurobindo has written that a conscious force,
known as kundalini, in the root column of human beings (called
Muladhara) when awakened to the head (called Ajna) gives rise to a total
change of self-perception of the physical world. This Indian philosopher
has also stated that the true perception of this inner process could con-
tribute to a better understanding of the scientific theory of consciousness
which is in the interface of science and religion areas. I will say a little
more about it when I describe Figure 2. 
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I am going to describe another quantum mechanical experience,
named delayed choice experience, which has much relevance to the epis-
temological and philosophical interpretation of the scientific theory of
consciousness.

The delayed choice experience
The delayed choice experience is due to a very famous physicist

named John Wheeler. In this quantum mechanics experience, we see the
wave or corpuscle aspect through a suitable apparatus, in accordance
with the personal choice of the observer. However, there are a “quantum
measurement paradox”: the macroscopic quantum superposition states,
on the one hand, and the results of a measurement are suitable correlat-
ed with the properties the measured system had before the measurement
took place, on the other hand.

Recently, the physicist Amit Goswamy [1998, 2003] have dealt with
this quantum mechanics experience in a deeper way, introducing the idea
of “self-reference”: in this experience, we have a paradox because in the
materialist paradigm, we do not have any causal efficacy. So, how can a
brain convert a possibility wave that it itself is? It itself is made up of the
possibility waves of atoms and elementary particles, so it cannot convert
its own possibility wave into actuality. This is due to the fact that every-
thing is made of matter, i.e., we are nothing but the brain which is made
up of atoms and elementary particles. But we have just seen that Sri
Aurobindo has stated that consciousness is transcendent, it is not made
of matter. 

In this sense, Amit Goswami states that consciousness does not obey
quantum mechanics rules, so it is consciousness, through the conversion
of possibility into actuality, that creates what we see as being manifest.
This thought of Amit Goswami´s has many epistemological and philo-
sophical implications, particularly concerned with the biological theory
of evolution and the question of finality. We know from the Theory of
Punctuated Equilibrium by Eldredge and Gould [1972, 1977] that biolog-
ical evolution is not only slow, as Darwin perceived, but there are also
rapid periods of evolution, called “punctuation marks”, although tradi-
tional biology has no explanation for this. But Darwin´s theory of bio -
logical evolution is also a challenge for the traditional religious outlook
about the creation of the Universe (Genesis). How could we reconcile both
the scientific and the religious point of view ? As we know, the Universe
is supposed to have existed for many millions of years after the Big Bang,
where there were no self-conscious beings who might have been able to
create the Universe. Amit Goswami´s thought states that the Universe
remained in possibility until the appearance of the first self-conscious
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being: the biological cell. An observer´s look is essential in order to turn
possibility into actuality, so only when the observer looks the potential
Universe becomes manifest, including an arrow of time (later, we will
deal in a deeper way with these questions of self-reference and the ap -
pearance of an arrow of time).

This is in accordance with the “Anthropic Principle” (the Universe
has a purpose) by Barrow and Tipler [1986], which says that the Universe
is doing something purposive, as if the Universe were growing in such
a way that a self-conscious being may arise at some point. The Universe
is self-aware, but through self-conscious beings, like human beings,
because, as I have said before, when we manifest creativity in the physi-
cal world, we act with causal power. We are the meaning of the Universe
(not the geographical center of the Universe, because the animals, for
example, are also self-conscious, but not with the same creativity in the
sense we are), i.e., as we choose, so we are. Creativity is conscious cre -
ativity, i.e., the Conscious One is the creator of the Universe, operating
creatively in the evolution of species through self-conscious beings. So, as
human beings, we need to achieve our potential/responsability or realize
our selves. Self-realization involves both the physical, and transcendental
aspects of Reality. There is evolution in consciousness through physical
reality. This means that the amoeba, for example, is a manifestation of
consciousness, and so is the human being, although they are not in the
same stage of conscious evolution.

Now, I am going to deal with the questions of self-reference/self-
realization and the arrow of time, which are so important to the scientific
theory of consciousness.

In relation to self-realization, I will refer to
Assagiolli´s diagram [1976], which can be viewed
in Figure 2. 

In this diagram, the Self or Soul (6) is the
natural basis of all beings (independent of race,
culture etc.) through which we could see Unity
through diversity (the Conscious One in every-
thing). The Lower Inconsciousness (1) contains
the painful memories and unresolved conflicts,
while the Intermediate Inconciousness (2) has the
potential thoughts, feelings which might appear
in the consciousness field (4). It is through the
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Figure 2 — The several areas of consciousness in the human mind
1: Lower Unconsciousness; 2: Intermediate Unconsciousness; 3: Upper Un -
consciousness; 4: Consciousness field; 5: Self-Perception field; 6: Self or Soul;
7: Colective Unconsciousness.



Upper Inconsciousness (3) that we have access to our inner creativity and
intuition, while it is from the Colective Inconsciousness (7) that we share
the arquetypal figures of one society, race, culture. It is in the conscious-
ness field (4) that all the contents of (1), (2), (3), (7) appear, related with
the thoughts and feelings for which we have no perception, while in the
Self-Perception Field (5) we have perception of it. 

Assagioli´s diagram is in agreement with Jung’s research work (see
Jung [1968]) which synthesized the psychological theories of Freud and
Adler with the spiritual side of the human being. For Jung true creativity
(whether in a scientific or an artistic work) is rooted in the several sym-
bols of the myths and the unconscious side of all societies: the emotional
and mental patterns of these symbols — Jung named them Archetypes —
are “projected” as personal experiences, both spiritual, and mundane, in
the physical world.

Perhaps, the couple of contradictories (quality and sin) could be
unified by the included middle of Transdisciplinarity, acting at some level
of the human spiritual evolution, in agreement with the open structure of
the unity of levels of Reality, referred to before.

This question of self-perception was also studied by Hameroff and
Penrose [1996 (a), 1996 (b)] who tried to elaborate a suitable mind-brain
consciousness theory. It seems that the mind-brain transcends computa-
tional behavior. For example, Penrose states that the mind shows a quan-
tum behavior, like conscious awareness or non-locality behavior (e.g., see
the Grinberg-Zylberbaum experiment [1994] about the shamans’ brain
correlation), which cannot be simulated by classic computers. So, Penrose
and Hameroff state that there is a kind of quantum mind-brain compo-
nent, located in the microtubules and tubulines (which contain a quan-
tum superposition states) responsible for self-perception and creativity.
There is also a classic mind-brain component, located in the dendritic
membrane, which is responsable for the processing of everyday experi-
ence in the physical world, similar to any classic computer.

This Hameroff-and-Penrose theory is also supported by the holo-
graphic-mind theory (which will be dealt with later, when we talk about
the Aspect´s experience of non-locality) which states that the mind is itself
a hologram, where every part contains all the information possessed by
the whole. Time and the three-dimensional space are “projections” made
by the brain of this holographic matrix (a kind of Jungian Archetypes).
The brain uses the holographic principle to mathematically convert the
frequences it receives through the senses into the inner world of our per-
ception. 

This holographic-mind theory supports what the several religious
traditions, both Eastern and Western, have long upheld about the physical
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world, namely that it is an illusion or “Maya”, which could be a useful
contribution to the interface of science and religion, particularly con-
cerned with the elaboration of a scientific theory of consciousness.

Now, we are going to deal with the question of the role of time, par-
ticularly with the concept of time reversal. 

As we know, the concept of time reversal in quantum mechanics
was introduced simultaneously, in 1931, by E.P. Wigner and E. Schrö -
dinger, from two different viewpoints. But, when do we reverse time? As
we know, there is no time observable in the quantum theory, as referred
to by W. Pauli [1999]. Time, in quantum mechanics, is only a parameter,
not an operator. This role of time, in quantum mechanics, has been dealt
with by many scientists, like Prigogine (in his book Time and Eternity) and
Feynman [1965] who formulated the whole path. The point of what we
call Euclidean quantum mechanics is to construct the closest possible
probabilistic analogy with the regular quantum theory, applying an
imaginary time in Scrödinger´s equation in order to get the heat equation.
This strategy is grounded in Schrödinger´s conviction (he never support-
ed the research program known as the “hidden variables” program) that
any direct probabilistic interpretation of the theory would be frustating
and sterile.

This question about the role of time in Schrödinger´s equation
might be a reflection of the lack of a scientific theory of consciousness in
the history of science. In fact, we need to define a time to measure self-
perception. This self-perception time would be neither a physical, nor a
psychological time (like imaginary time). Perhaps, the most suitable
word to define it would be a transdisciplinary time, as a measure of self-
awareness or self-perception of the world. As we have seen before, a self-
conscious being is essential in order to turn possibility into actuality,
including the manifestation of an arrow of physical time (it is through the
observation of self-consciousness that we reverse time). So, a transdisci-
plinary time would be a reflection of a kind of time-entanglement between
the observer´s self-perception and the structure of the manifest physical
world. For example, self-conscious beings with different transdisciplinary
times would have different kinds of self-perception of the physical world.

This role of time was a very important one in the contact between
Pauli and Jung, which led to a huge correspondence and a heap of un -
published manuscripts related with natural philosophy: the relationship
between mind and matter, biological evolution, the creative insight. It has
also given rise to the synchronicity concept (the interdependence of phe-
nomena), so important to Alain Aspect´s experience of non-locality.

I am now going to describe another quantum mechanics experiment,
named Alain Aspect´s experience of non-locality, which also has much
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relevance to the epistemological and philosophical interpretation of the
scientific theory of consciousness.

Alain Aspect´s experience of non-locality
We know from the experience of Alain Aspect and his team related

to non-locality that under certain circumstances subatomic particles such
as electrons (e.g., two entanglement photons correlated by polarization)
are able to instantaneously communicate with each other regardless of
the distance separating them. Somehow, each particle seems to know
what the other is doing. The problem with this feat is that it violates
Einstein´s long-held tenet that no communication in space can travel
faster than the speed of light. So any influence must travel, if it travels
through space, during a finite time. This is called the idea of “locality”.
Every signal is supposed to be local in the sense that it must take a finite
time to travel through space. And yet, Aspect´s photons — the photons
emitted by the atom in Aspect´s experiment — influence one another, at
great distances, without exchanging space signals because they are doing
it instantaneously — they are doing it faster than the speed of light. There -
fore, it follows that the influence could not have traveled through space,
i.e., quantum objects really do have connections outside space and time.
Instead, the influence must belong to a domain of reality that we must
recognize as transcendent, which was described before by Sri Aurobindo.

The crux of the matter, the suprising thing is, that we always deal
with quantum objects because it turns out that quantum physics is the
physics of every object. Whether it is microscopic or macroscopic, quan-
tum physics is the only physics we have got. So, although it is more
apparent for photons, for electrons, for the submicroscopic objects, it is
our belief that all reality, all manifest reality, all matter is governed by the
same laws. If that is so, then this experiment tells us that we should
change our worldview because we, too, are quantum objects. It seems
that a cosmic bootstrap rules the evolution of the Universe, which means
that the epistemological and philosophical implications of this experiment
could also be applied to both the biological, and the neurophysiological
world. For example, in systemic biology, the genome is seen as a self-
organization web, where each biological component acts in an inter -
dependent way, with a particular role in the “construction” of the web
complexity. In fact, Maturana’s and Varela’s research works, described by
Capra [1996], reveal to us that biological systems are self-aware, which
means that the self-consciousness of biological systems determines the
structure of web complexity. 

Besides, this interdependence and self-consistency was also verified
in the neurophysiological world by Karl Pribram.
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In fact , the physicist David Bohm and the neurophysiologist Karl
Pribram [1985, 1993] believe that Aspect´s findings imply that objective
reality does not exist. Despite its apparent solidity, the Universe is at
heart a gigantic hologram, where every part contains all the information
possessed by the whole (the “whole in every part”). This is the holo-
graphic-mind theory which argues that at some deeper level of reality
subatomic particles are not individual entities, but actually extensions of
an underlying unity that is ultimately holographic and indivisible or
interconnected. 

So, in a Holographic Universe, even time and space could no longer
be viewed as fundamentals, but, instead, time and the three-dimensional
space are projections of this deeper order: the holographic projection of
consciousness is the matrix that gives birth to everything in the physical
Universe. For example, two entanglement brains correlated by personal
intention are able to instantaneously communicate with each other
regardless of the distance separating them (see the Grinberg-Zylberbaum
experience about telephatic communication [1994]), which means that
synchronicity or meaningful coincidences would have to be seen as a
metaphor of this interconnection at a deeper level of reality, where all
things share the same Holographic Universe. Perhaps, as human beings,
we need to reflect about the philosophical and epistemological implica-
tions of this interdependence and self-consistency coming from the results
of Aspect´s experience.

A contemporary philosopher named Krishnamurti [1980] states
that the world is a “big family”, a kind of web of life. The true perception
is to see everyone as part or related to oneself. So, as much self-aware
a person becomes, as easy it is to see his/her role in the “web of Life”. So,
the transformation of society depends on personal self-transformation or
self-awareness. Through inner creativity or meditation we can choose our
future in a better way, so that the “birth” of new possibilities of thought,
sentiment, and action inside us could really contribute to the betterment
of the world outside us. 

Perhaps we could say that the “problem” today is education, i.e.,
the epistemological aspects of transdisciplinarity are not studied in the
academic world (the “sacred” has disappeared from academic research).
So we believe that what society needs is a kind of “epistemology of com-
plex” or transdisciplinary knowledge. The key for society and human -
kind problems (war, ambiental problems, poverty etc.) is inside humanity
itself, i.e., in the spiritual evolution of human beings. Progress is male —
an unlimited desire by the power of penetration in the mystery of the
Universe and the human being —, while evolution is female — a deep
inner need of an endless crossing of the different levels of perception,
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which means that Transdisciplinarity could be the right tool for linking
Science and Religion (the outer and inner aspects of the human being) in
order to find a suitable scientific theory of consciousness, so important to
the history of contemporary science.

Conclusions

It is true that scientific progress and science have given us more and
more a comfortable life, but, perhaps, with a progressive “anihilation”

of our self-values. So, this paper has tried to be a reflection of some
questions of the interface of science and religion which were raised in the
introduction: What is the purpose and finality of Life? What is the role of
the human being in the Universe? What is the role of education (tradi-
tionally associated with science and religion) in the betterment of the
world?

However, these and other questions have considered many times
as non-scientific by the mechanicist and materialist thought, so they have
become an exclusive studying area to philosophy and religion. But the
theory of biological evolution has also challenged some religious convic-
tions about the genesis of the Universe. All these issues lead us to a dual-
ist conception of the Universe: matter has become an exclusive studying
area of science, while the conscious has become an exclusive studying
area of philosophy and religion. So human beings become “slaves” of
their own choice: the study of the Universe becomes fragmented (com-
plete separation of subject and object) — the mechanicist thought —
where free will is just an illusion, with an exclusive causal power of mat-
ter or money — the materialistic thought.

In spite of this, in the XXth century, the appearance of quantum
mechanics, on the one hand, and of transpersonal psychology, on the
other hand, have led the scientific community to reevaluate this complete
separation between the science and the religion areas, particularly
because both science and religion share the same motives: true creativity
(whether scientific, artistic, or religious/philosophical) is rooted in the
unconscious and the myths of several cultures. In fact, the paradoxes of
quantum mechanics or the “gaps” in biological evolution that conven-
tional or classic science cannot explain have led some scientist to support
a “New Alliance” between science and social sciences so that some
questions related to the increasing complexity of the Universe, like the
role of time, the quantum measurement problem, ethic problems in
genetic manipulation, anomalous phenomena (such as telepathy) could
benefit from a deeper and proper studying. 
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This paper has meant to be a contribution to the interface areas
between science and religion.

In the XXIst century, I believe that a transdisciplinary approach
could be the key to this “reconciliation” of the science and religion areas
through the studying of the different levels of Reality and perception,
where the passage from one level of Reality to another is insured by the
logic of the included middle. The interdependence between subject and
object depends of the Conscious One (The Sacred), who is beyond the
other two Realities. This new vision of Reality might be a first step
towards building a suitable scientific theory of consciousness, so impor-
tant to the study of consciousness in the contemporary history of science.
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THE TRANSDISCIPLINARY
IMPERATIVE

Eric Weislogel
Former President of the Metanexus Institute, USA

The problems we face today — economic collapse, environmental
degradation, energy needs — are so broad and complex that they

seem intractable. Plenty of brain-power is being applied to our situation,
and there is no shortage of individuals trained at our blue-chip academic
institutions on Wall Street, in the halls of government, and in corporate
enterprises. And yet, here we are. But one might just wonder whether
knowledge itself shares some of the blame for these troubles — I mean
knowledge divorced from the larger view, divorced from the whole.
Could it be that knowledge without wisdom causes as many problems
as it solves?

The economic, moral, political, environmental, technical, intellec -
tual, scientific, and even spiritual challenges we face demand approaches
that are suitably rich in resources for tackling them. We need to learn how
to take the full measure of our knowledge, to find out what it is we really
know, now that we know so many disciplinarily distinct things. We need
to find a way of recapturing a vision of the “forest”, not just the “trees”.
The negative consequences for failing to do so are obvious. Our discipli-
nary practices inevitably give rise to the fragmentation of knowledge.
This fragmentation of knowledge leads to the fragmentation of the uni-
versity, which has a significant impact on its mission to educate the next
generation. The fragmented university leads — consciously or uncon-
sciously — to training students (and faculty, too) to compartmentalize
their thinking, their reality, and hence their lives. 

Our situation demands that we respond to the “transdisciplinary
imperative”, an approach to research and teaching that would serve to
mitigate the consequences of this fragmentation.
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What Is a Transdisciplinary Approach?

The term transdisciplinarity can be found occasionally in the intellectual
landscape. There have been conferences held, manifestos published,

organizations formed, and some good work has been undertaken. How -
ever, the term still lacks specificity and is often applied without sufficient
theoretical reflection. As yet, transdisciplinarity has been unable to bear
the weight of the profoundly important idea in names. 

Physicist Basarab Nicolescu explains that the trans- in transdisci -
plinary signifies working simultaneously through disciplinary practices,
between the disciplines (as in multi- and inter-disciplinary endeavors),
and beyond the disciplines and the institutions they form and in which
they reside, in the hope of approaching something like the unity of
knowledge. 

Transdisciplinarity depends upon rigorous disciplinary work. The
various academic disciplines — “sciences”, broadly construed to include
the social and the human sciences along with the natural sciences — form
around the practice of making our questions precise, focusing our inves-
tigations, and employing analytic techniques in order to come to knowl-
edge. Transdisciplinarity rejects attempts to address broader questions
in ways that ignore the undeniable advances produced by the various
disciplines.

Transdisciplinarity also relies on innovative interdisciplinary work.
Many areas of inquiry — and many real-world problems we need to
address — can only be pursued in a collaborative manner that uses mul-
tiple areas of specialized expertise. Transdisciplinarity rejects attempts at
“reductionism”—the idea that one area of knowledge or expertise can
adequately account for the richness of nature and of human experience.
It recognizes that successful interdisciplinary efforts often result in the
formation of new disciplines, new spheres of specific expertise, with their
own canons and methodologies.

Transdisciplinarity demands something more. Disciplinary and inter -
disciplinary work, with their overarching emphasis on analysis (breaking
‘reality’ into its constituent ‘parts’, around which develop methodologies,
standards of practice, certifications of expertise, and quite often ‘ortho-
doxies’) make significant contributions to our knowledge. But they also
exact a price: the fragmentation of knowledge. This fragmentation is
widely lamented. Unless universities restore the idea of synthesis as a
complement to (not a replacement for) analysis, unless they regain the
taste for something like the unity or the “symphony” of knowledge,
unless they embark once again on a quest for wholeness, unless they
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learn to seek wisdom in addition to knowledge — they will not live up to
their name and their mission. 

Some may argue that transdisciplinarity is impossible. It will result
either in a homogenous, vague, superficial “theory of everything” or it will
develop into yet another discipline, another parochial body of knowledge
without achieving the goal of a synoptic view. The transdisciplinary
desire for something like a harmony or symphony of knowledge is sim-
ply a pipe dream. 

One way to think of transdisciplinarity is to see it as a quest for the
“whole story”. Whole stories are impossible, however, if for no other
reason than the temporality of stories. Our story is ongoing, so we cannot
write the ending yet. And while our stories are being written — includ-
ing the stories from all of the disciplines in the natural, social, and human
sciences — there will be the rough and tumble we have come to expect in
the highly competitive marketplace of ideas. 

Nevertheless, we give up seeking the whole story at our peril, even
if it is impossible. We need to think of the “whole story” as a regulative
idea, one at which we aim despite knowing that we cannot attain it. 

During our recent election season, Stanley Fish issued a harsh
rebuke to independent voters in his always-provocative New York Times
blog, Think Again.2 Fish thinks independent voters are a bad idea since
they deny the importance of political parties, their platforms, and the
vigorous arguments they produce. Independent voters, Fish argues, want
us all to just get along. An analogy can be made between Fish’s view of
politics and the way many academics, administrators and faculty alike,
tend to look at research and learning. Academia functions in a sort of
party system. It is not a two party system — in fact, there are hundreds
of parties, namely the disciplines and sub-disciplines that make up the
university. Those of us advocating for transdisciplinarity might appear to
deny the value and importance of the academic disciplines (the “parties”)
in favor of “homogenization”.

Let me paraphrase an excerpt from Fish’s piece, substituting trans-
disciplinary ideas for the independent political ones he criticizes, to give
an idea of the criticism: those who yearn for academia without the stran-
glehold of disciplines always invoke abstract truths and moral visions
(wisdom, the whole, wholeness, integral knowledge, the unity or “sym-
phony” of knowledge, synthesis, metaphysical vision etc.) with which no
one is likely to disagree because they have no content. But sooner rather
than later someone gives these abstractions content, and when that hap-
pens, definitional disputes break out immediately, and after definitional
disputes come real disputes, the taking of sides, the applying of labels
(both the self-identifying kind and the accusing kind) and, pretty soon,
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the demonization of the other. In short, discipline, which is what trans-
disciplinary proponents hate.

An honest transdisciplinarian ought to feel the force of these charges.
Certainly, it sets a challenge: what do wisdom, wholeness, synthesis, and
the unity of knowledge really mean? Would pursuit of these aims blur
disciplinary distinctions, homogenize our knowledge into a “least-com-
mon-denominator” gruel, leaving us without sharp distinctions and clear
ideas?

True, I have encountered ten-page “theories of everything” that are
supposed to synthesize all knowledge and answer all of humanity’s
questions once and for all. These efforts are nothing but nonsense. But
genuine transdisciplinarians move much more slowly and carefully. They
love to engage in definitional disputes. They do “take sides” — just not
always along established disciplinary lines. Transdisciplinarians are the
least likely to “demonize” their colleagues with whom they have dis-
agreements and are unlikely to be summarily dismissive of groundbreak-
ing or “nonstandard” endeavors. They are most likely to be open to col-
laboration and fruitful dialogue. They are least likely to get caught up in
academic “turf wars” and most likely to reap the benefits and pleasures
of intellectual community, even as they vigorously debate their way
towards understanding. They are also, alas, least likely to be awarded
tenure and promotion. We simply lack the measures for evaluating their
work.

Nevertheless just as independent voters consistently decide the
outcome of presidential elections, which are admittedly of some impor-
tance, transdisciplinarians will likely determine the “outcome” of our
common quest for wisdom — which is of paramount importance. Trans -
disciplinarians tend to be independent-minded scholars and researchers,
no doubt, but it is more accurate to say they are interdependent-minded,
rigorously trained participants in their own fields, but cognizant of the
fact that the pursuit of the whole requires the work of all of us — from
every discipline, every sphere of expertise, and every sort of academic,
religious, civic, and cultural institution. Transdisciplinarians know they
have to undertake the hard intellectual work to discover (or re-discover)
for themselves and future generations “how things hang together”, how
to rightly pursue the unity of knowledge, and how to seek wisdom. They
do not see this as a new job or another job; they see it as a regular part of
their “day” job — a part for which they are not commonly rewarded.

We need to realize that if transdisciplinarity means training “gener-
alists”, that does not imply an education in superficiality. As Alasdair
MacIntyre reminds us, “superficiality should be as unacceptable to the
educated generalist as it is to the specialist. And a sense of complexity is
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perhaps even more important for generalists than for specialists” who
frequently gain their specialized knowledge by means of cordoning off
small sectors of reality, i.e., by simplifying matters.

There are who see no distinction between transdisciplinarity and
interdisciplinary work. But the latter inexorably leads to the creation of
new disciplines and new fields of knowledge. Transdisciplinarity, on the
other hand, is not seeking to create another new academic discipline.
Instead, it promotes approaches to profound questions that do not fit
neatly into any particular disciplinary boundary or perhaps even easily
within the borders of the institutions that have traditionally legislated
those boundaries. One key feature of transdisciplinarity is that it contains
an explicit moral component. This moral aspect raises issues that must be
addressed regarding defining and pursuing — as well as containing —
transdisciplinarity. Systematic reflection about how to do this is part of
the endeavor, and it is to be hoped that much more of our collective time
will be devoted to it. It is likely that we will develop new or expanded
fields of “transdisciplinary studies”. It is likely that we will articulate new
methodologies, practices, and standards appropriate to transdisciplinari-
ty that are analogous to — but not identical with — those in established
disciplines. But to paraphrase Aristotle, the ultimate goal is not to know
about transdisciplinarity, i.e., to turn it into one more discipline among
others, to have only an intellectual understanding of it. It is important to
learn to adopt, wherever appropriate, transdisciplinary approaches to
research and teaching that can help to meet the challenges that lie before
us — educational and otherwise.

In a recent article, Alasdair MacIntyre complained that the trouble
with Catholic universities is that they all want to be like Duke, and that
the trouble with that is not that Duke is not a Catholic university. It is that
Duke is no longer a university at all. The same could be said for most of
our institutions of higher education. Some celebrate the “multiversity”
as a true expression of the diversity of our ways of being and knowing,
but it would be a rare institutional mission statement that trumpeted this
view. Instead, they almost always talk about education for the whole
person — the antithesis of the fragmentation generated by the “multi -
versity.” We need, in the words of Vartan Gregorian, to “reform higher
education to reconstruct the unity and value of knowledge”. Or, to put
this more pointedly, we must restore the quest for wisdom to the core of
the meaning of the university. And wisdom is transdisciplinary. It is not
contained or containable within any single academic specialization or any
combination of them, nor is it acquired solely in the pursuit of academic
work as we have come to know it. But we have divorced the university
from the quest for wisdom by our specific set of academic practices. 
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The 7% Solution

The call for transdisciplinarity is not as a replacement for or alternative
to rigorous disciplinary and interdisciplinary work. Rather, it is for a

necessary but generally missing complement to standard academic prac-
tices. It is an argument for the necessity to devote some portion of our
time, effort, and resources to transdisciplinary work. Let us say, seven
percent. It could be slightly less, but probably not much more. Here is the
challenge: could you take three and a half minutes out of each class period
of 50 minutes (or, say, the final week of the semester) to consider how
your subject hangs together with other fields of endeavor? Could you
consider devoting a 20-page epilogue to your next 300-page book to
discuss how your work might be informative or even transformative
for those working in other fields? Could you set aside some small portion
of the time you spend providing service to your institution to engage in
interdisciplinary discussion on transdisciplinary questions (and include
persons working outside your institution when you do)? Or, should
these modest proposals seem impossible for some reason I am unable to
imagine, might you find just seven one-hundredths more of yourself to
explore the potential of transdisciplinary approaches, for the sake of your
students, your colleagues, your institution, and your community — not
to mention for your own sake? 

And what if we were to begin to evaluate our work based on its
contribution to transdisciplinarity, to intellectual community, and the
uni versity’s mission? What if research were two-pronged — looking
“down” and “in”, it proceeded like almost all research today, in an atom-
istic, analytic manner; but also looking “up” and “out”, trying always to
connect its work with the research of others, with the university mission,
with the education of the whole person, and with the well-being of society
at large? What if research had to justify itself (appropriately understood and
in the proper measure) on both prongs? What if teaching were evaluated
in the same way? And service? What if we were to take this two-pronged
approach, to promote both analysis and synthesis, to find integral ap -
proaches to off-set the deleterious effects of hyperspecialization?

Transdisciplinarity recognizes that deep in the heart of each person
is a desire for something like the whole story of the whole cosmos in
order that they might be whole persons living in whole communities with
a profound regard for the whole of nature and reality. In other words, we
all seek wisdom (however unpracticed we may be at it). It is the pursuit
of this vision that constitutes the transdisciplinary imperative. Transdisci -
plinarity is not some optional sidelight to research, education, and policy
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making. It is not some frivolous ivory-tower pastime. It is imperative that
we learn how to think and research and teach in this way if we are to have
the opportunity for a better future, one more just, more safe, more con-
vivial, more wise. 
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À LA CONFLUENCE DE DEUX CULTURES :
LUPASCO AUJOURD’HUI

Mercredi 24 mars 2010, 9h-18h
Paris, UNESCO, Salle 9

co-organisé par la Délégation Permanente de la Roumanie auprès
de l’UNESCO et le Centre International de Recherches et Études
Transdisciplinaires (CIRET), avec le soutien de l’Institut Culturel

Roumain (ICR), de l’association «Les Roumains de France » (RDF)
et de l’Association pour le Dialogue entre Science et Théologie

en Roumanie (ADSTR),  à l’occasion du Jour de la Francophonie

STÉPHANE LUPASCO (1900-1988) fut un philosophe français d’ori -
gine roumaine, fondateur de la « logique dynamique du contradictoire »,
axée notamment sur la notion de « tiers inclus ». Cette logique générale,
englobant la logique classique comme un cas particulier, vise à rendre
compte du devenir tri-polaire de la matière-énergie : la matière-énergie
macrophysique, la matière-énergie biologique et la matière-énergie psy-
chique, les «trois matières» pour reprendre le titre de son livre le plus
célèbre. 

Né le 11 août 1900 à Bucarest, il a vécu et travaillé à Paris où il est
mort le 7 octobre 1988. En 1935, il soutint une thèse de doctorat de
philosophie, sous la direction d’Abel Rey. Léon Brunschvicg saluait en lui
le « Hegel du XXesiècle ». Sa thèse Du devenir logique et de l’affectivité fut
publiée chez Vrin  en deux tomes : I. Le dualisme antagoniste et les exigences
historiques de l’esprit ; II. Essai d’une nouvelle théorie de la connaissance. 

En 1941 parut aux P.U.F. L’expérience microphysique et la pensée
humaine. Lupasco publia ensuite Logique et Contradiction (P.U.F., 1947) et
Le Principe d’antagonisme et la logique de l’énergie (Hermann, 1951), ouvrages
qui suscitèrent l’admiration d’André Breton, Boris Vian, Georges Matthieu
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et Eugène Ionesco. Dans le dernier livre, Lupasco découvrait que le tiers
inclus n’est pas un simple point de passage mais a lui-même une ortho -
genèse, un devenir propre, qui est la logique à la fois de la matière micro-
physique et du psychisme. 

Le livre Les trois matières, publié chez Julliard en 1960, fut qualifié
par Claude Mauriac de « nouveau Discours de la Méthode » et obtint un
succès retentissant. Lupasco continua d’explorer sa philosophie du tiers
inclus dans quelques autres livres. Son dernier ouvrage, publié de son
vivant, fut L’homme et ses trois éthiques, paru en 1986 aux éditions Le Rocher,
en collaboration avec Basarab Nicolescu et Solange de Mailly-Nesle.

L’œuvre de Lupasco se situe à la confluence entre la culture
française et la culture roumaine et aussi entre la culture scientifique et la
culture humaniste.

*

Les communications du colloque de l’UNESCO analysent l’impact
de la philosophie du tiers inclus de Stéphane Lupasco (1900-1988) dans le
monde de la peinture, de la littérature, du théâtre, de l’éthique, de la
logique, de la théorie du langage, de la théologie, de la psychanalyse, de
l’épistémologie, de l’histoire et de la transdisciplinarité.

Programme:

9.00 –   9.10 Allocution de Son Excellence Nicolae Manolescu, Ambas -
sadeur de la Roumanie à l’UNESCO 

Modérateur: Basarab Nicolescu

9.10 –   9.30 Horia-Roman Patapievici, Regard sur le processus de la mo -
dernisation et sa relation avec le tiers inclus : application au cas
de la Roumanie

9.30 –   9.50 Adrian Cioroianu, Stéphane Lupasco, temps et contradiction :
vers une nouvelle logique de l’histoire ?

9.50 – 10.10 Jean-François Malherbe, Esquisse d’une histoire de l’éthique à
l’aune du tiers inclus

10.10 – 10.30 Ioan Chirilã, Ternaire et Trinité, homogène, hétérogène et
l’« état T » – Une évaluation théologique du discours lupascien
sur le tiers inclus

10.30 – 10.50 Thierry Magnin, L’unité des antagonismes dans l’histoire de la
théologie catholique
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10.50 – 11.10 Edgar Morin, Lupasco et les pensées qui affrontent les contra-
dictions

11.30 – 12.30 Débat général

14 .30 – 14.50 Michel Cazenave, Psychologie et tiers inclus
14 .50 – 15.10 Jean-Louis Revardel, Lupasco et la translogique de l’affectivité
15 .10 – 15.30 Paul Ghils, Langage pur, langage impur – du mythe de l’origine

à la pragmatique de la contradiction
15 .30 – 15.50 Pompiliu  Crãciunescu, Tiers inclus et Translittérature
15.50 – 16.10 Michel de Caso, La mise à jour des Lumières - Tiers Inclus,

Niveaux de Réalité et Rectoversion
16.10 – 16.30 Joseph Brenner (téléconférence de San Diego), Stéphane

Lupasco et la rejonction métalogique
16 .30 – 16.50 Oana Soare, La correspondance de Lupasco - Les lettres de

Constantin Noica
16 .50 – 17 .10 Basarab Nicolescu, Interférences : Stéphane Lupasco, Gaston

Bachelard, André Breton, Salvador Dalí, Georges Mathieu,
Benjamin Fondane, Eugène Ionesco

17.30 – 18.30 Débat général

Participants:

Joseph BRENNER — Docteur en chimie à l’Université de Wis -
consin. Carrière auprès de la société de produits chimiques Du Pont de
Nemours dans le domaine du développement et du transfert de techno -
logie. Membre du CIRET. Auteur de Logic in Reality.

Michel CAZENAVE — Normalien. Ex-conseiller de programmes
et producteur coordonnateur à France Culture, producteur de l’émission
« Les Vivants et les dieux », directeur de la traduction en français des
Œuvres de Jung, président du Cercle Francophone de Recherches et
d’Information C.G. Jung, vice-président du CIRET. Auteur de La Science
et l’âme du monde, La Synchronicité, l’âme et la science, La Science et les figures
de l’âme, Jung, l’expérience intérieure (Le Rocher).

Père Ioan CHIRILÃ — Docteur en théologie. Doyen de la Faculté
de Théologie Orthodoxe de Cluj-Napoca, directeur du Centre de Bio -
éthique de l’Université « Babeº-Bolyai » de Cluj-Napoca, coordonnateur
du groupe de recherche EURESIS à Cluj, représentant de l’Église Ortho -
doxe Roumaine auprès du Concile  Mondial des Églises (WCC). Auteur
de Dia-Logos Between Theology and Science – Meeting Through the Word.
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Adrian CIOROIANU — Historien, journaliste, professeur à l’Uni -
versité de Bucarest. Ancien Ministre des Affaires Étrangères de la Rouma -
nie. Auteur de Cendre d’un siècle, Sic transit gloria, Ce Ceauºescu qui hante
les roumains, Géopolitique de Matrioska – La Russie post-soviétique dans le
nouvel ordre mondial, Sur les épaules de Marx – Une introduction à l’histoire du
communisme roumain.

Pompiliu CRÃCIUNESCU — Docteur ès Lettres. Maître de con-
férences à l’Université de l’Ouest de Timiºoara (Roumanie). Écrivain, cri-
tique littéraire, Prix National d’Histoire et Critique Littéraire « Petru
Creþia ». Membre du CIRET.  Auteur de Eminescu – Le Paradis infernal et la
Transcosmologie, Les Stratégies fractales, Vintilã Horia. Translittérature et
Réalité. 

Michel DE CASO — Artiste plasticien, peintre, sculpteur (créateur
de la Rectoversion). Membre du CIRET. Auteur de Rectoversion et Phy -
sique quantique.

Paul GHILS — Docteur en philosophie, diplômé en sciences du
langage et en politique internationale. Rédacteur-en-chef des revues
Asso ciations Transnationales / Transnational Associations et Cosmopolis.
Professeur à la Haute École et à l’Université Libre de Bruxelles. Membre
du CIRET. Auteur de Langage et contradiction – Les structures du contra -
dictoire dans la linguistique de Roman Jakobson, Language and Thought et Les
tensions du langage.

Père Thierry MAGNIN — Physicien, lauréat de l’Académie des
Sciences, professeur de théologie à l’Institut Catholique de Toulouse.
Membre du CIRET. Auteur de cinq livres sur le thème « sciences et foi
chrétienne » ; il s’est aussi spécialisé dans les questions de bioéthique et
d’éthique des sciences et techniques. Il dirige actuellement l’Institut de
Recherche Interdisciplinaire sur les Sciences de l’ICT.

Jean-François MALHERBE — Philosophe, écrivain, docteur en
philosophie de l’Université Catholique de Louvain et Docteur en théo -
logie de l’Institut Catholique de Paris. Professeur aux universités de
Louvain, Montréal et Sherbrooke, il est actuellement titulaire de la Chaire
de philosophie morale de l’Université de Trento. Auteur d’une vingtaine
d’ouvrages parmi lesquels La philosophie de Karl Popper, Le langage théo -
logique à l’âge de la science, Pour une éthique de la médecine, Souffrir Dieu – La
prédication de Maître Eckhart, Le Nomade polyglotte et Sujet de vie ou objet de
soins ? Introduction à la pratique de l’éthique clinique.

Edgar MORIN — Directeur émérite de Recherches au CNRS. Prési -
dent de l’Agence Européenne pour la Culture. Commandeur de l’Ordre
de la Légion d’Honneur. Auteur de quelques dizaines d’ouvrages parmi
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lesquels Culture et barbarie européennes, Seven Complex Lessons in Education
et La méthode (six tomes).

Basarab NICOLESCU — Physicien théoricien au CNRS, professeur
à la Faculté d’Études Européennes de l’Université de Cluj (Roumanie).
Directeur des collections « Transdisciplinarité » (Rocher, Monaco), « Les
Roumains de Paris » (Piktos/Oxus, Paris) et « Science et Religion »
(Curtea Veche, Roumanie). Membre de l’Académie Roumaine. Auteur,
entre autres, de Qu’est-ce que la réalité – Refléxions autour de l’œuvre de
Stéphane Lupasco, La transdisciplinarité (manifeste), Nous, la particule et le
monde, L’homme et le sens de l’Univers – Essai sur Jakob Boehme, Les racines de
la liberté.

Horia-Roman PATAPIEVICI — Physicien, réalisateur d’émissions
culturelles de télévision, écrivain. Président de l’Institut Culturel Roumain
depuis 2005. Auteur de Le ciel à travers la lentille, Vol à portée de la flèche,
L’homme récent, Le discernement de la modernité, Les Yeux de Béatrice – Com -
ment était véritablement le monde de Dante, Sur les idées et  blocages. 

Oana SOARE — Chercheuse à l’Institut d’histoire et de théorie lit-
téraire « G. Calinescu » de l’Académie Roumaine. Doctorat ès lettres à
l’Université de Bucarest et doctorat en co-tutelle, Université de Bucarest/
Paris IV Sorbonne, avec le thème Les antimodernes de la littérature roumaine.
Auteur de la monographie Petru Dumitriu & Petru Dumitriu, publiée sous
l’égide de l’Académie Roumaine. Elle prépare actuellement un livre sur
la correspondance de Lupasco avec les grandes personnalités de son âge.

Jean-Louis REVARDEL — Biologiste, professeur agrégé, docteur
d’état ès Sciences, psychothérapeute, membre du Collège Scientifique et
formateur en haptonomie au Centre International de Recherche et de Dé -
veloppement de l’Haptonomie, membre du CIRET. Auteur de Constance
et fantaisie du vivant, L’univers affectif et Comprendre l’haptonomie.

233À la confluence de deux cultures : Lupasco aujourd’hui
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THE DESTINY OF THE MIRROR1

AN AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL BOOK REVIEW

Adriana Teodorescu
PhD student, University Babeº-Bolyai, Cluj-Napoca, Romania

Before the Book

In the Mirror of Destiny. Autobiographical Essays by Basarab Nicolescu
(Bucharest, Ideea Europeanã Publishing House, 2009)2 — this is the

book I want to talk about. But I am contagious. I am carrying something
like a disease. Unless you wish to know what all this is about, do not read
further, since what follows can be understood without this part. Likewise,
do not go on if it so happens that you loathe hybrid forms and would
rather have proper lights shed, that would account for what follows in
such a way as to provide you with a short-cut towards an interpretation
that may very well not be yours. On the other hand, if you think you may
catch it, too, read on without worrying: the contagion is but an effect, an
atmosphere overwhelming the text before your very eyes. I even wish
you were following my trail, since it is not myself I am talking about, I
cannot afford such vanities any more than I can rid myself of this reading
account. I have acquired a body denser than I would have had it for this
review and my contagion refers to it, at least to a certain extent. It springs
precisely from the object that should have allowed me to get somewhat
detached, to establish a cooling distance that should have let me follow
the culturally legitimate road of literary reviewing. This crippled under-
taking, bearing diformities I point to from the very beginning, is to be
measured by the affected, shrunken perspective of critical reading, while
at the same time remaining lucid. It does not mean that I am throwing
shadows onto the book-object by my own, reader’s unleashed projections;
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it means I am looking at it through a couple of eyes simultaneously — an
intimate, personal, profound one doubled concentrically by the other,
critical one, trained to uncover.

The Book

Basarab Nicolescu’s In the Mirror of Destiny manages a slightly para-
doxical combination: to throw light onto chunks of the author’s own

life and thinking in a natural, immediate way (an immediacy understood
not temporarily, but as something taken for granted) and to articulate
those in a kind of flexible demonstration lacking the challenging quality
and stiffness usually contained in the exercises of persuasion and impo-
sition of certain great ideas in the literary or, at least, literature-aware
magma. Thus, when opening it, the book carries a transdisciplinarity that
the first-time reader encounters anew as a fresh vision of the world, a phi-
losophy, and a methodology described and even put to work here and
there, while the accustomed reader gladly rediscovers it. But, through
and beyond this coagulating transdisciplinarity that slowly substantiates
upon reading, another transdisciplinarity takes shape which, although
harder to pinpoint, is much more similar to Transdisciplinarity itself. That
is to say, a practical philosophy, an active way of considering the world,
by reappraising the observer’s priviledged position not to the prejudice
of the multiplicity of perspectives, but as an instrument by which to cap-
ture and comprehend them. Such reevaluation checks especially after the
act of reading is over, when the reader finds him- or herself enriched,
advanced, ad Gadamer would put it. To put it in a nutshell, The Destiny of
the Mirror is a book that does not say anything it is not itself, thus achiev-
ing a sort of full-blown harmony between the semantics of the words and
their orientation, their pragmatics.

This type of structuring is all the more special as we are dealing
with a book which apparently belongs to the category of memoirs. Such
books often display a unique vector: we have the past of the confessing
person frequently caught in a dominant note of self-tenderness, of drama -
tism generating stage attitudes, of an inverted Bildungsroman — and the
list could go on. There is, however, in such books on one’s own self (the
ones considered as such, since otherwise every book contains its author),
a katharsis of sorts, an embrace and a reclaim of oneself occurring on a
higher plane, before a would-be audience. With Basarab Nicolescu, things
differ. There is also, indeed, a weaving of his own figure, but through
people, not through time. Thus, the narrating I that we take to be Basarab
Nicolescu functions like a sewing needle aiming not to build up its own
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coherence through the layers of Time, but to form a special type of
portrait, through the Other. It is a portrait of overlapping colours, full of
tension, because they are involved in a depth dialogue, without the
Hollywood-film significance of the mandatory happy-ending. The Other
— embodied in the ones chosen to be narrated by Basarab Nicolescu —
is conceived as having a substantiality that seems uncertain at first sight.
It half has a bodily consistency, because the book is about real people,
whether contemporaries of the author or not, possessing their own indi-
vidualities and leaving their own marks upon history, and it half allows
to be seen through, as a flesh through which a gifted being sees as if it were
a window, as ªerban Foarþã’s line goes. Hence, the people we come across
in Basarab Nicolescu’s book are at the same time consistent, linked to a
widened cultural destiny, and carrying a meaning that has to do with
Basarab Nicolescu himself, a meaning that both the author, and his reader
discover through a process of mirroring. At this point the degree of trans-
disciplinarity rises sky-high, since mirroring — which implies passing
from one environment to another, creating images and the playing of
similarities and differences — is one of the axes along which the book
in question unfolds; Basarab Nicolescu oxymoronically calls it an autobio -
graphical essay: “Neither an essay, nor an autobiography, or, better said,
both an essay and an autobiography […] seeing itself as an included third
that unveils the way towards an inner unification, transgressing the
boundaries between the cuantic physicist, the transdisciplinary researcher
and the seeker of truth in the secret recesses of his inner life” (p. 138).

But let us go deeper into the structure of the book and notice what
makes up for its total, self-consistent transdisciplinarity. As I said above,
The Destiny of the Mirror is a work that distinguishes itself from the genus
proximus of memoirs, a fact its author is aware of. What we are dealing
with is a conglomerate book, a cumulus book capable to activate several
types of reading simultaneously, corresponding to the levels of reality
such books rely on preeminently.

Even though the Other has the structure of a sifting sieve, a bodily
condition in the text, here is a book written by a man who is far from
being anyone: Basarab Nicolescu is culturally representative, he is a per-
sonality-man, the creator of a new perspective of the world, of a new
technique of operating with it, of positioning oneself in it — transdiscipli-
narity. The character Basarab Nicolescu builds up page by page, converg-
ing towards the same image, the same point in which the author Basarab
Nicolescu stands. The latter ultimately has only to gain from the character
he brings up. And he does so lucidly. Basarab Nicolescu does not discover
but re-discover himself with every page of his book. Therefore, the means
of construction are modern ones, despite a fragmentary style of the texts:
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there is no time-axis to be taken as a reference as there is not only one
type of privileged text, but a wide variety of texts, from confessions in
which subjectivity overflows (as, for instance, the praise of Heisenberg)
down to more detached, almost narrative presentations and to interviews
or transdisciplinary, essay-like interpretations of other people’s (Peter
Brook’s, Silviu Oravitzan’s) works. In fact, it would not be fair to discuss,
even here, in terms of modernity and postmodernity, since transdiscipli-
narity sees itself as an alternative to both or, better said, to the disjunction
between them. The portrait being drawn in the book is that of a person-
ality: hypothetically speaking, whoever comes for the first time into con-
tact with the name Basarab Nicolescu understands without delay that the
person he or she is being offered knowledge of is a man of the vastest cul-
tural dimension, if it were only from the abundant presence of great names
such as Mircea Eliade, Eugène Ionesco, Edgar Morin, Werner Heisenberg,
Wolfgang Pauli etc. However, the tone of the self-description/presentation,
whether through the author’s own voice, or through the voices of the
other ones, is that of a warm, hardly barren wisdom: events are brought
forth that belong to the author’s intimate life as well, like his father’s
demise, for instance, or the revelation in the Notre-Dame cathedral, which,
while being significant as manifestations of a destiny, round up, human-
ize, actualize the personality, the cultural hero Basarab Nicolescu proves
to be. The whole is generally oriented towards the stronger, nameless
Other living in an anonymity full of the virtual possibilities of devotion
to a life of understanding and visibility — the Reader. This is the ultimate
receptacle of the character Basarab Nicolescu. But, if the reader offers the
character as a gift to the author (the reader is the third, the mediator), the
gifting works the other way, too: the reader receives from the character,
as a gift again, a cultural personality to whom otherwise he or she would
have become acquainted only formally (in the case of those who do not
know him at all) and a surplus of light descending upon the entirety of
Nicolescu’s work (in the case of those familiar with the author’s writings).

Another book involved in the main book is that of a series of por-
traits that more than once overlap with the ones diminished to clichés or
simply impoverished, reduced to a name. As we find out from the Horia
Bãdescu interview, Basarab Nicolescu assumes through transdisciplinar-
ity the frame of mind of a witness: “My inner attitude is that of a witness”
(p. 186). It is the witness who receives and understands pieces of other
people’s lives and who confers them an enhanced visibility through his
writing them down. The confessing witness thus becomes a transition path
between different people and their realities, a binder, without becoming
an empty space, however, since Basarab Nicolescu states in the same
interview: “The testimony I am speaking about does not necessarily place
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itself ‘between two worlds’; it is sooner a memory of what is and has
always been inside myself” (p. 186). What we find here is the same subtle
play between the other and the same, between the mirroring of the world
into the being and of the being into the world. We find out extremely
interesting things about outstanding people of contemporary culture,
whom Basarab Nicolescu has known in person or who have somehow
touched upon his existence even without crossing it themselves. It is time
now to state the fact that one of the reasons for which the book is so vivid,
so unaffected by narrative arthritis, is that Basarab Nicolescu’s existence
is as much natural as it is cultural, like the two faces of a coin. No trace
here of that interval of emptiness between the life one lives and the life
one thinks, no staging artifice. Basarab Nicolescu’s culture is also his
nature. And the initiation through culture, a phrase the author finds appli-
cable to Eugen Simion, very well designates at least one of the parts this
book plays. Thus, a series of cultural personalities are being offered to us
with an elegance without pretense which makes them familiar to us with-
out reducing them to the common denominator of ordinariness. Here are
those to whom Basarab Nicolescu turns his attention to: Lucian Blaga, Ion
Barbu, Mircea Eliade, Stéphane Lupasco, Eugène Ionesco, Benjamin Fon -
dane, Ion Grigore (the author’s maths teacher), Alexandru Rosetti, Werner
Heisenberg, Mircea Ciobanu, Horia Vintilã, Cezar Ivãnescu, Andrei
ªerban, Eugen Simion, Michel Camus, Edgar Morin, Roberto Juarroz,
Pope John-Paul II, Alexandru Proca, René Daumal — and there are more.
The analysis of certain characteristic elements in these people’s lives is
undertaken with an outstanding adroitness and intelligence. For
instance, while trying to elucidate the motifs underlying Mircea Eliade’s
affinities with the fascist movement of the Legion “Archangel Michael”,
the author advances the tentative idea that the great historian of religions
had fallen, in fact, victim to a short-circuit of the levels of reality and thus
become unable to discern in the midst of their overlapping, harming
confusion. Hence, in the Eliadesque imaginary, Corneliu Zelea-Codreanu,
the Legion’s head, would have been none other than a substitute for
Gandhi, whose revelation he had had during the years he spent in India.
The portrait of Ion Grigore, then, the teacher extracted by the author from
the dust of anonymity, is being painted from nostalgia and gratitude,
proving that simplicity is only a matter of perspective, of level. Known
accidentally or, rather, unknown to almost a whole world, the beloved
teacher shares the same pages with Werner Heisenberg, to whom the
author addresses a prayer filled with the authentic vigor of a non-dissimu -
lated experience, so here is the arid science giving way to the rounded-up
discourses for which true and false are likewise obsolete dresses.
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The ways in which the Others are being presented vary consider-
ably: letters from younger years, book prefaces and, as we have already
seen, praises. Reading does not suffer, however, from the feeling that it is
a collection of texts. Chance is being swallowed up and decomposed by
destiny. The author shows a connecting gratitude, which is essentially his
most manifest feeling towards the Others. Practically speaking, gratitude
is a sign of the transformation of the Other, of his integration into destiny.
This is were things become complicated once again, since it is not the
local, small destiny of the man Basarab Nicolescu that is involved here,
but a grander destiny, that of transdisciplinarity. We can speak, therefore,
of a third, underlying book, a book of transdisciplinarity, in a double
sense: the former, stricter sense of the presentation, resuming, and redef-
inition of the capital concepts and basic terms of transdisciplinarity — the
levels of reality, the relationship between object and subject, the non-con-
tradictory logic, the hidden third, complexity, incompleteness, disconti-
nuity, non-resistance — and the latter, broader sense of the presentation
and integration of certain events associated with the history of Trans -
disciplinarity — the congresses of Transdisciplinarity, the adoption of the
Charter of Transdisciplinarity, the creation of CIRET. It is wonderful that
Basarab Nicolescu possesses the gift of a clarity that would make anyone
envious; hence, whatever would seem difficult, hard to swallow intellec-
tually in the words of anyone else becomes an illuminating experience
coming from him. This is why The Destiny of the Mirror is likewise recom-
mended both for the one already initiated in transdisciplinarity, and for
a novice. There is, then, in it a book of Transdisciplinarity in a broader
sense, that of investigating the world and culture from a transdisciplinary
standpoint. Here, mention should be made of the fragments from a num-
ber of interviews Basarab Nicolescu has given over the years (to Ruxan -
dra Cesereanu, Emanuela Ilie, Horia Bãdescu, Luigi Bambulea etc. but
those are obviously not the only essential ones. Basarab Nicolescu tackles
tricky, difficult questions in a way as original as it is logical from a trans-
disciplinary point of view. When discussing the contemporary neo-athe-
ism, he approaches the idea of the death of nature and opposes to it the
transdisciplinary, triadic nature that comprises the subjective nature, the
objective nature, and trans-nature (p. 237); also, when approaching the
Sokal affair, he notices bad turn-over of science, namely scientist extremism
and radicalized relativism. Basarab Nicolescu does not share the opinion
always connected to science, that it is purely rational and fully distinct
from any form of imaginariness. Following in the steps of Jacques
Hadamard and Henri Poincaré, the author insists upon the existence of a
scientific imaginariness, to a certain extent responsible for the scientific
results obtained by the people working in the field. It is an area that is still
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waiting for its own researchers, as the author puts it. It is too early to
advance a theory of the part held by the imaginariness in science, but it
is absolutely necessary to understand the verticality of transdisciplinarity
that cuts across the horizontal realities hardened in time. We should no
longer let ourselves be searched by the customs officers, it is time that the
customs offices themselves be searched, not taken for granted, confiscated;
these are words that attempt at translating the urge of transdisciplinarity.
Regarding postmodernity and our contemporary times, Basarab Nico -
lescu does not develop any anxieties or distastes. His method, as always,
is to understand first and only then act in order to modify. While moder-
nity was mortiferous (p. 209), postmodernity stands its own chances,
although not spared enough traps as, for instance, terrorism. Multiplicity,
relativism, the destruction of harsh realities, as well as the return of spiri -
tuality (see the analysis of the Far West in this sense) are all advantages
which, taken at the tide, may lead to the creation of what the author calls
cosmodernity (p. 209). The critique of the over-simplifying Romanian
association of culture with literature, explaining the triad imagination –
imaginariness – imagery in a transdisciplinary key, revealing certain un -
expected spiritual interferences, unravelling the significance of the Cénacle
in Neuilly led by L.M. Arcade are further elements that make up what
I have called the book of transdisciplinarity in a broader sense.

All these books that make up The Destiny of the Mirror communicate
with one another, building a unity that is more than a sum total; their
addition is being transgressed by a hidden third of sorts that places the
book at the place of confluence between life and destiny, culture and art.
Moreover, a second-level pedagogy wraps up the book, one that is as
much diluted, as not to bring with it the bitter taste of medicine. Such
a pedagogy takes its sources from a rare intellectual generosity. Thus,
the author’s purpose is about to come true: “I have always been guided
in life by a wish to turn my own life into an aesthetic work. Life opposes
such a project with full vigour. But obstacles and even tragedies have
helped me achieve this crucial project of my life” (p. 176). Through trans-
disciplinarity, a man’s book becomes the others’ book becomes the book
of the one reading it and the other way round.

After the Book

It has been extremely difficult to me to start writing this review. Between
my mind, where the whole was already given, decided, and the paper

summoning the sign of that whole from a need of unveiling it for the sake
of the others, there were levels of an empty reality that I felt to be infinite.
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I had to somehow leap in order to be able to reach the word. I used to have
this feeling only when it came to books very dear to me or to authors
whom I felt I could better intuit than enunciate. Then I felt something
akin to a contagion and, as far as I could, I bore testimony.
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