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CHAPTER SEVEN

THOUGHTS FROM ORTHODOXY'S
MODERN PAST

Theology. Religion, and the University in Russia
(Late Nineteenth to Early Twentieth Centuries)

VERA SHevzov

On July 23, 2007, a group of ten high-ranking members of Russia’s Acad-
emy of Sciences, mostly physicists, published an open letter addressed to
the president of the Russian Federation, Vladimir Putin.! Highly publi-
cized at the time and still receiving broad public attention almost a decade
later, the letter addressed what its authors perceived as an active campaign
prompted by the Moscow Patriarchate to introduce theology as a disci-
pline into the curriculum of Russia’s secular state institutions of higher
education.? Quoting the 1979 Noble laureate and theorerical physicist
Steven Weinberg, who maintained that “the experience of being a scien-
tist makes religion seem fairly irrelevant,” the academics questioned the
premises on which theology could be numbered among academic or “sci-
entific” disciplines. In their estimation, “a scientific discipline is based on
facts, logic, and proofs, but not on faith.” While the signatories on the
letter clarified that they respected faith as a private marter, and thac chey
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held no animosity toward religion, as academics they could not remain
indifferent to what they saw as attempts to undermine the principles of
modern scientific knowledge.

While bound up in the complex web of historical circumstance par-
ticular to Orthodox Christianity in post-Soviet society, the academics’
letter reverberated beyond the immediarte histotical context with issues
that had occupied Russia’s educated society, including its academically
trained Orthodox thinkers, more than a century earlier.* Conventional
wisdom might presume that, as a state religion, Orthodox Christianity as
a subject of study had enjoyed a long history in Russia’s universities; in
fact, that relationship was problematic and still being forged on the eve
of the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution. The organization of the university sys-
tem, Orthodoxy’s status as a state religion, and the intellectual challenges
of modernity all contributed to Orthodoxy’s tenuous position as an aca-
demic discipline within Russia’s universities in the late nineteenth and
early nwenticth centuries.

Given that “Russians were the first castern Christian people to wrestle
with the problem of Orthedoxy and modernity,” it is not surprising that
Russia’s academically trained Orthodox thinkers found themselves posi-
tioned between a modernizing society that questioned the legitimacy of
their subject matter in a university setting, a state that sought to promote
an Orthodox educational presence for politically motivated purposes, and
a hierarchical ecclesiastical bureaucratic structure thar sought to oversce
the academic output of its scholars. Despite their particular political and
cultural historical context in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
imperial Russia, Orthodox theological school graduates and professional
Orthodox academics sought to resolve challenges and tensions similar
to those their contemporary Orthodox—as well as Western Christian—
counterparts often face anew in the twenty-first century. Based on the
writings of some of the more vocal late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century academically trained Orthodox thinkers—including university

professors who carned their doctoral degrees in Russia’s theological acade-
mies and taught in Russia’s secular universitics—this essay examines mod-
ern Orthodox views on the topics of theology, higher education, and the
secular university, as well as faith and scholarship (nauka)® in the critical
decades before the cataclysmic events of 1917.
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Tracing its roots to the reign of Peter the Great in the early eighteenth
century, the modern university in Russia was from its inception a secular
institution.” Prior to this time, higher educarion in Russia was the domain
of the church, centered in Moscow’s Slavic-Greek-Latin Academy (est.
1685), which had been established primarily by monastic scholars trained
in Kiev's Kiev-Mohyla Academy (est. 1632). Motivated by a pracrical
need for native specialists in the natural sciences, history, and law, and
by an Enlightenment-inspired desire to lead Russia out of “the depths
of ignorance,”® Russia’s eighteenth-century emperors and empresses over-
saw the establishment of Russia’s firsc state institutions of higher edu-
cation: the Academic University under the auspices of the Academy of
Sciences in St. Petersburg in 1724 (and St. Petersburg University in 1819)
and Moscow University in 1755. Initial plans, including one that Em-
peror Peter | commissioned from the well-known German philosopher
and mathemarician G. W. Leibniz (1646-1716), envisioned a theological
faculty alongside medical and juridical ones, similar to the structure of
German universities. In the end, however, until the nineteenth century,
theology—in contrast to mandatory catechetical courses which were re-
tained purely “for show,” as one nineteenth-century Orthodox theologian
noted’—remained relegated to the “spiritual domain,” the church, which
was considered outside the boundaries of Russia’s secular university sys-
tem." In 1748, the highly revered chemist, physicist, and poet Mikhail
Lomonosov noted that Russia's universities should have three faculties—
law, medicine, and philosophy—with the fourth faculty characteristic of
the German university model—theology—remaining under the admin-

istration of the highest administrative organ of Russia’s Orthodox church,

the Holy Synod. In large part, the rationale for segregating theology from

the state university environment stemmed from the fact that Russia’s first
university professors were largely Europeans and were therefore perceived

“outsiders” to Orthodoxy." In an effort not to compromise the Orthodox

faith, Empress Catherine the Great (1729-96) confirmed this arrange-

ment in 1786, stating that theological faculties were not to be included

in universities since the “teaching of theology is conferred to spiritual
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[church-administered] schools.”'* Somewhat unwittingly, m.onw its begin-
ning, therefore, unlike the medieval European university and its modern
Protestant counterpart in Germany's universities {in which nrnJ_o@ re-
mained integral to the university system because of state interest in train-
ing ministers),'” the secular academic world of eighteenth-century Russia
largely marginalized Orthodox theology. =

The initial attempts at seeding a European-based system of university

education in Russia were slow to bear fruit largely because of the difficulty
of securing qualified native professorial staffing and a lack of students. At
the end of the eighteenth century, for instance, fewer than one hundred
students were enrolled at Moscow University at a given time, and m_..n
numbet of graduates in some years was fewer than ten.' In the beginning
of the nineteenth century, during the reign of Alexander 1, the statc em-
barked on a series of educational reforms, clearing the way for the vam_
development of a centralized higher educational system which saw uni-
versities open in ten cities in the Russian empire by 1900, only two of
which were located in central Russia proper (St. Petersburg and Mos-
cow).”® Parallel reforms in the Orthodox Church in the carly nmanﬁnn.ﬂr
century resulted in the establishment of its four theological umumnﬁ_a
(St. Petersburg, Moscow, Kazan, and Kiev), thereby further _.n_:_..o._.‘n_:m
the development of two parallel educational worlds: the “faith-based” and
the “secular.”

Given such an arrangement, by the early twentieth century many
professors of Orthodox theology (as well as of other related .._:?n..m:..w.
taught subjects such as church history) observed that they _mn_ﬁn_ .nrn _m<-
ing engagement with society the university provided. While university
reforms during the nineteenth century (1804, 1835, 1863, and 1884)
were accompanied by attempts to integrate the study of Orthodoxy (the-
ology, church history, canon law) into the university n::.mn;_:a..nrnmn
attempts were often motivated by state officials’ political concerns in the
face of unrest in Europe, growing anti-ecclesiastical sentiments, the influ-
ence of philosophical and scientific materialism, and a resulting growth
of religious doub. As historian Victoria Frede has recently argued, such
intellectual and philosophical dispositions frequently refiected Eomn.” of
personal resistance to and emancipation from the often humiliating hier-
archical and bureaucratic nature of the institutional church.' The estab-
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lishment in 1819 of a permanent chair in theology and Christian studies
{Bogopoznanie i khristianskoe uchenie) in Moscow Universicy and the in-
troduction of a mandatory, general Orthodox education course for uni-
versity students from all faculties were, in part, a means to curb student
unrest;' similarly, during his tenure as minister of education (1833-49),
Count Sergey Uvarov linked Orthodoxy with the notions of “Autocracy”
and “Nationality” as those “principles that constitute the unique charac-
ter of Russia,” and which should be included in the system of education
in order to thwart the spread of the “destructive concepts” spreading
throughout Europe.' Consequently, during the first half of the nine-
teenth century, Orthodoxy’s public image was largely formed by state
interests rather than by the inherent nature of the subject as a field of his-
torical, cultural, or philosophical inquiry.”

Such state-motivated attempts to impare a religious quality to Russia's
university educarion in the first half of the nineteenth century were shorr-
lived, and many of Russia’s academic theologians ultimately criticized
them for undermining Orthodoxy in the eyes of university students and
faculty.”® Increasingly aware of their marginalization, the often negative
image of the institutional church in Russian society, and modernity's un-
relenting challenges to religious faith, many of Russias trained academic
thinkers began actively discussing the prospects of teaching Orthodoxy
{and Orthodox theology in particular) in universities on their own terms.
Concerned with growing indifference toward and rejection of Orthodoxy,
in 1865, Russia’s minister of public education, Aleksander Golovnin,
appealed to the priest Nikolai Sergievskii (1827-92), professor of the-
ology at Moscow University and graduate of Moscow Theological Acad-
emy, to raise the standards of the teaching of Orthodoxy in universities.
In response, Sergievskii set out to Kiev, Odessa, Kharkov, Kazan, and St.
Petersburg in order to confer with his counterparts regarding their views

on the place of theology in the university curriculum.”’ Despite its initi-
ation by government officials, this report marks the beginnings of reflec-
tion among academic theologians and hierarchs concerning the topic of
theology, faith, and the secular university in late imperial Russia.

Two decades later, following Russia’s revolution of 1905, academi-
cally trained Orthodox thinkers began to consider the subject of Or-
thodoxy, higher education, and the university in a more sustained and
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committed fashion. This was a moment when social and political pres-
sures finally pushed the Orthodox Church to embark on an in-depth
cxamination of all facets of its institutional life with hopes of major
reform—a decadelong process that culminated in the All-Russia Council
of 1917-18. In 1906, the issue of Orthodoxy and the university was
raised in preconciliar meetings as part of a broader discussion of Russia’s
theological academies.”? Throughout this period—from the 1860s to
1917—Russia’s thriving theological journals regularly featured articles
devoted to the more theoretical and philosophical aspects of chis issue,
considering topics such as religion and science, faith and knowledge,

Christianity and modernity, and “secular scholarship” (svetskaia nasuka)
and religious (parricularly Orthodox) literacy.

THE SECULAR UNIVERSITY AND ORTHODOX THEOLOGY

In his 1897 inaugural address at Kiev University, professor of theology
and priest Pavel Svetlov (1861-1945) observed what many academically
trained Orthodox thinkers had long considered a truism: although tech-
nically a subject of study, Orthodox theology was virtually invisible in
the university curriculum. Reviewing a brochure about the university,
he noted that among the wide array of disciplines and fields of study
representing the realms of knowledge open to students, theology—
representative of religious knowledge—was conspicuously absent.” Or-
thodox academics offered various explanations for this lack of serious
attention given to the study of theology in the curriculum. Sergei Glago-
lev, a professor of theology at Moscow Theological Academy, who in
1900 became vice president of the International Congress of the History
of Religions, noted that all attempts to blame such indifference on influ-
ences from the “rotting West” were misguided at best, if not “rubbish.”
“Nowhere as in Russia,” he observed, “is there such a sharp turning away
from [the study of] theology.”* Other Orthodox academics agreed. The
problem was not merely modern skepricism, doubt, and the rise of un-
belief, but a parallel growing intetest in religion and spirituality among
Russia’s educated elite that bypassed Orthodox Christianity.

Academic theologians sought explanations for this phenomenon
within both university and ecclesiastical environments. The teaching
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about Orthodoxy in Russia’s universities, in their estimation, suffered be-
cause of the organization of the university curriculum. Reflecting the
modern impulse for rationalization and differentiated spheres of activity
and knowledge so aptly described by Max Weber,? the university curricu-
lum classified and divided knowledge, including history, into separate,
seemingly isolated spheres-—economic, inrellectual, and political. The
scientific method, argued Sergei Glagolev, often belied inherent organic
links and interrelationships that existed in nature and history; narrow spe-
cialization constricted the scope of learning, often promoting understand-
ings of the world that bore little resemblance o the workings of narure
and history in their totality.” Moreover, Pavel Svetlov argued, the current
positioning of theology in the university setting contributed to its unfa-
vorable image. Since it did not have its own faculty, but was rather part
of an interdisciplinary department that served all university faculties (e.g.
the faculty of physical and mathematical sciences; the faculty of ethics
and philosophy), pedagogically theology appeared forced upon the cur-
riculum as a bothersome “parasite.”?’

Furthermore, Orthodox theologians claimed thar insofar as university
education was increasingly understood in light of professional advance-
ment and material gain, an appreciation of knowledge for knowledge’s
sake was difficult to nourish and establish. Learning and education were
similar to an “industry,” observed Pecr Linitskii (1839-1906), professor
of philosophy at the Kazan Theological Academy.?® Students and schol-
ars mined resources and material “facts,” and then produced knowledge
according to often unspecified organizational principles, especially in the
humanities.” Driven primarily by students’ professional considerations
and ambitions, the university threatened to become little more than a
commercial institution.® In such a climate, theology as a subject of study
held litdle appeal, scemingly unable o offer students any practical train-
ing or career opportunities.

Academic theologians also noted that in the face of science—"the
idol of our age™'—theology was generally relegated to the realm of meta-
physics, Considered “purely speculative” and based on “empty abstrac-
tions,” it could find no home in the modern university built on the
foundations of empirically grounded knowledge and rationally informed
and deduced philosophical systems.’? Dismissing theology and religion as
“unscientific” and “unscholarly,” students bypassed them as superfluous,
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if not harmful insofar as they might detract from free thought.** Students
who remained believers, in turn, found their intellecrual and spiritual en-
ergies unnaturally divided in the university context between “two faiths,”
academic and religious—faiths that “modern minds” treated as funda-
mentally incompatible. In this environment, observed loann Filevskii
(1865-1925), professor of theology at Kharkov University and m_.un_:n“n
of Kiev Theological Academy, a unified person is transformed mzno. a
strange spectacle of incessant internal struggle and untelenting —”.8:_5\
among essential needs and sensibilities,” prefiguring a sensibility that
would often accompany what in the American academy came to be
known as “methodological secularization.™

Some of Russia’s academic Orthodox thinkers turned to the institu-
tional church, in addicion to the university’s intellectual climate, to ex-
plain the antipathy roward and indifference to the study of theology.
Sergei Glagolev, who taught at the Moscow Theological Academy and
who, following the Bolshevik Revolution, was executed for counterrevo-
lutionary acrivity, noted that given the ideals and search for truth chat
often motivate young adults, the theological academy should, in theory,
attract the best and brightest young minds. In reality, it was the institu-
tion that Russia’s youth avoided most. The reason, Glagolev argued,
stemmed from the way in which “truth” was presented in theological
academies, which demanded no exertion of energy or quest from stu-
dents, Their only task was to learn and “preserve” existing views and prac-
tices in the name of tradition. “Instead of the great role of prophets,”
maintained Glagolev, “students are given the humble, yet dubious role of
a constable.” Though he added that “to guard well was an honorable
task,” such “guarding” in the context he knew was tantamount to making
theology a “dead task.”

In Russia’s universities, on the other hand, some of its academically
trained Orthodox thinkers considered the subject “deadened” primarily
by its association with the state, which often sought to capitalize on Or-
thodoxy as a common ideological, identity-forming idiom in order to
stave off potentially threatening “foreign influences.” For this reason, stu-
dents routinely turned a deaf ear to the subject. As one anonymous au-
thor wrote in 1862, there is no surer way to undermine Orthodox thought
and lessen its credibility among educated members of society than by har-
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nessing it to a political or social service role. Arguing against imposing a
“pious coloring” to the arts and sciences for the primary purpose of se-
curing political and social order, the author maintained that academic
learning and scholarship can bear fruit only when it is conducted inde-
pendently, free of ulterior motives.* Furthermore, some academically
trained theologians such as the priest Mikhail Pavlovskii, professor of the-
ology in Novorossisk University for forty years (1838-78), approached
the teaching of Orthodoxy from a moral-theological standpoint with the
aim of character formation; others, however, such as Nikolai Sergievskii,
opposed pitching the teaching of Orthedoxy in this fashion since, in his
estimation, it constituted a pastoral enterprise that belonged in churches.”
More troublesome for some Orthodox academics was the face that
the study of Orthodoxy was mandatory. In addition to reinforcing Or-
thodoxy’s association with the state, the requirement led to the perception
of the course as lirtle more than an advanced course in catechism, which
was already an obligatory subject of study in secondary school. Because
Orthodoxy was a required course, argued the highly esteemed scientist
and physician Nikolai Pirogov (1810-81) in 1863, its academic integrity
as a subject of study was undermined. Moreover, he reminded his readers,
not only would students learn nothing new in a catechetical presentation
of Orthodoxy, but they would bring to these mandarory courses the
critical mind-set they were developing in their other studies. As a result,
when raught in such a fashion, the study of Orthodoxy would potentially
feed the very skepticism and doube with regard to faith chat its teaching
was meant to deflect.’® In his comments on the dangers of a simplistic,
catechetical presentation of Orthodoxy on the university level, Nazarii
Favorov (1820-97), professor of theology at the University of Kiev, em-
phasized the otherwise sophisticated modes of thinking and advanced
forms of knowledge to which university-aged students were introduced.
By keeping the study of religion and Orthodoxy at a simplistic level, the
university would leave its students intellectually unchallenged and more
likely to dismiss their faith as superficial and naive.”

While Orthodox theology was technically taughe in universities, Or-
thodox thinkers remained troubled by its status in the curriculum, by pre-
vailing judgments concerning it as a discipline, and by the level of ics
teaching. While on the one hand these thinkers looked to the organization
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of the university curriculum, the reigning philosophical disposition to-
ward empiricism and positivism, and the guiding principles of the mod-
ern scientific method to explain the indifference (if not hostility) toward
the study of Orthodoxy, on the othet hand they also looked to their own
theological academy circles and some of cheir colleagues’ views om.arn
“secular world.” If students of history and literature in universities might
have had an in-depth knowledge of Russian folkales but had never read
the Bible, in theological academies, faculty often operated within a mind-
set that considered secular literature “inappropriate,” if not sinful, for
spiritual life.*® Consequently, if widespread knowledge of O:romg.a\ sh.wu_
to move beyond “the latest scandals and gossip abouta particular P
then the place and teaching of Orthodoxy in the university curriculum
needed to be rethought.

TEACHING ABOUT ORTHODOX THEOLOGY
IN A UNIVERSITY SETTING

Reflecting on the prevailing biases against teaching about Orthodox the-
ology in Russia's universities, the well-known priest Alexander lvantsov-
Platonov (1835-94), a graduate of the Moscow Theological Academy .,..zm
well-respected professor of church history at Moscow State G:?n._.m_?
observed that professors of theology in Russia’s universities faced dilem-
mas that fellow faculty members did not. Among the most pressing of
these concerns, he felt, was the incessant need to defend the “right” of
their subject marter to exist as a scholarly enterprise within the ....:7...«...
sity.*2 Pavel Svetlov, a priest and professor of theology at Kiev University,
suggested that the least his university colleagues might do is operate ac-
cording to the legal principle andiatur et altera pars, which states that a
person should not be judged without a fair hearing.*

Russia’s academic Orthodox thinkers usually began their defense of
theology’s place in the university curriculum by stating their perceived
goal of a university education, which inevitably drew on the theme of
unity—a hallmark of nineteenth-century Russian religious philosophy,
the immediate roots of which stemmed from the thought of Alek-
sei Khomiakov (1804—60), Ivan Kireevskii (1806-56), Sergei Soloviev
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(1820-79), and Sergei Trubetskoi {1820-79). According to the priest
Aleksei Preobrazhenskii (1875-1920), a professor of homiletics at Kazan
Theological Academy and later professor at Saratov University, the univer-
sity fostered learning which, in contrast to specialized, vocational schools,
embraced “the tonality of knowledge available to humans.”* Genuine
knowledge, in his estimation, consisted of rational development of an
“integral consciousness” (#sel noe soznanie), rather than fragmented knowl-
edge resulting from the systematic classification and specialization the
contemporary sciences demanded. Truly educated persons, argued Preo-
brazhenskii, are those who are aware of themselves not only as individuals,
but primarily as members of the human race, “the spirit of which . . . has
not become entangled in the loopholes of [a person’s] own anthill in which
the lighe of science and knowledge shines only through the narrow win-
dow of their specialization.™ In an attempt to distinguish becween forms
of erudition, Sergei Glagolev juxtaposed the notion of scholarly learned-
ness (rchennost’)—which he understood as a narrow, specialized form of
knowledge—with education (sbrazovanie), a more expansive breadth of
knowledge.

According to the priest Timofei Butkevich (1854-1925), a gradu-
ate of the Moscow Theological Academy and professor of theology at
Kharkov University, the quest for what Pavel Svetlov referred to as an
“integrated worldview” (tse/noe niirovozzrenie) was a sacred task from an
Orthodox anthropological standpoint. In Butkevich's estimation, humans
are rational and free beings capable of limitless intellectual and moral de-
velopment, Insofar as education—including the study of the natural sci-
ences and other “secular” subjects—contributed to the development of a
person's reason and capacity for compassion by facilitating lifelong service
to others, it ranked among the highest means of serving God.*’

Given the premise that the university ideal was to help foster an in-
tegrated worldview, academic Orthodox thinkers argued thar no form of
knowledge—including theological knowledge—should be excluded from
its curriculum. A university curriculum without offerings in theology,
from this perspective, remained incomplete. Arguing for the integrity of
theology as a scholarly subject worthy of academic study in its own right,
many of Russia’s Orthodox academic theologians insisted on the sym-
biotic relationship between faith, knowledge, and science. Highlighting
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its relevance and perceived urgency, the topic of the relationship between
faith, learning, and academic and scientific knowledge was the subject of
numerous essays in Russia’s theological journals during this period.* Uni-
versity professors of theology (who also often served as university chap-
lains) addressed the topic in sermons as well.*’ In a sermon delivered in
1908, professor of theology at Kharkov University Ioann Filevskii, for
instance, countered the stereotypical modern view that faith would cease
to be a reality in the life of a genuinely learned person. Examining what
he saw as the inherent relationship between faith and education, he stated
that “faith preserves and realizes the ideal of knowledge and dispels
faint-heartedness.” “Illuminating the boundaries of intellectual activiry,”
he noted, “[faith] rouses a thirst for knowledge, [as well as] deepens and
clarifies interest in research. . . . Faith accompanies knowledge on all steps
of its development.”

According to Pavel Svedov, while people mighe differ in cheir evalu-
ation of the theoretical and practical value of religious knowledge, to re-
move its study and crirical examination from the university curriculum
was to “distort reality,” if for the simple reason that to do so was to ignore
the role it had played universally and historically in personal and social
human development. As Nikolai Sergievskii argued, religion and theology
constituted not merely subjects of intellectual curiosity, buc also “an in-
ternal living indelible need of all humans.™' For Svetlov, as for Sergievskii
and Preobrazhenskii before him, theology offered a unifying link that
helped to harmonize and synthesize the otherwise fragmented realms of
knowledge.

Given their convictions regarding the symbioric relationship between
faith and knowledge and religion and science, many of Russia’s Orthodox
academic theologians argued that conflicts between these spheres of learn-
ing were often the product of prevailing misconceptions of both faith
and science. Orthodox theologians, in their estimation, had historically
contributed to these tensions no less than secular intellectuals; they, too,
had promoted “inauthentic views” of both realms of knowledge.*® In
order to overcome some of these misconceptions and mutual prejudices—
and to esrablish theology (and religion) as a viable and respecred “scien-
tific” discipline—it was imperative that the subject be properly framed
for the university context. Only in this way would students be given the
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freedom to cvaluate, then accepe or reject, various “truths” responsibly.
Otherwise, students mighr reject what they simply did not know.

For this reason, those Orthodox academics who understood the uni-
versity environment emphasized the fact that not every graduate of a
theological academy was well suited for ceaching about Orthodoxy in the
university. Candidates who filled these positions, they argued, must be
carefully chosen since, as Pavel Svetlov pointed our, a secular university
environment demands more from a professor of theology than a faith-
based theological academy. In a secular setting, a professor of theology
stands alone to navigate an environment often highly critical of his sub-
ject matter.’* Other professors emphasized that 2 nonconfrontational
temperament and flexibility with respect to gauging an audience were
critical for an instructor's success. Vasilii Dobrotvorskii (1822-94), pro-
fessor of theology at Kharkov University, maintained that if teaching is
viewed as a process of scaffolding, such a process cannot proceed in a pro-
ductive fashion before the builder assesses the foundation on which the
edifice is ro be constructed. In the case of the teaching about religion, this
would involve taking the time to address prevailing misconceptions and
prejudices that might prevent a student’s productive engagement with the
subject marter.>

Some authors spoke about the importance of presenting Orthodoxy
in light of contemporary social, philosophical, and echical questions and
concerns in the university secting.” Vasilii Dobrotvorskii, for instance,
argued that professors of theology would do berrer not to approach their
subject matter in confessional terms but to pay more attention to religion
in general, and to Christianity in particular, in light of prevailing ideo-
logical, philosophical, and scientific trends.* Others considered the neces-
sity of teaching theology in terms of basic religious literacy to help correct
widespread ignorance about Orthodoxy among members of educared so-
ciety.”’ Still others emphasized that the subject deserved attention simply
due to Orthodoxy’s importance in the lives of millions of Russia’s citizens,
Otherwise, its conspicuous absence in the university curriculum would
promote a cultural divide and disassociate the university from the realities
of the society in which students lived. As one author argued, whether or
not an educated person believed in the subject marrer was secondary.
Even thosc educated people who felt compelled to “root our” religion
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could do so effectively only if armed with knowledge about what they
were attempting to eradicate. For such students, the study of O:romo.u.Q
could be justified as a principle of effective warfare: “know your enemy.”*®
While Orthodox academic theologians rarely discussed particular
curricular issues, Pavel Svetlov offered his ideas on how Orthodoxy might
best be presented and examined in a sccular university context. First, he
considered it imperative to dispel the view of theology as a system of
speculative truths. Christianity, he argued, was not a teaching based on a
system of ideas, but rather on a series of historical events. Gospel texts, he
argued, bore witness to and offered an interpretation of nrcmn. events.
Accordingly, the study of Christianity involved primarily the history of
how those events had been, and continue to be, interpreted. Second,
while a historical approach should lie at the foundation of the study of
Christianity, Svetlov argued that Christianity is also an experiential phe-
nomenon that informs believers’ understanding of life, interpretation of
events, and actions. Approaching “Christian knowledge” in this twofold
manner—as historical and as “lived”"—would enable the topic to be ap-
proached empirically and, therefore, accepted as a “science” in the univer-
sity curriculum.”
The university became a subject of particular interest in Orthodox
debates about higher education in the early twentieth century, during
various deliberations and commissions that met in preparation for the
All-Russia Council that finally convened in 1917-18. During this pe-
riod, moderates such as Nikolai Glubokovskii (1863-1937), professor of
New Testament ac St. Petersburg Theological Academy, and progressives
such as Pavel Svetlov argued for the establishment of theological faculties
within Russia’s universities. Maintaining that theology could and should
be pursued as a subject as any other, some academic theologians saw the
university as the best place for its academic study and cultivation. Those
such as Glubokovskii argued that theological thought and teaching in the
academies was constrained by institutional ecclesiastical interests, and in
particular by the main task of training clergy. The university, on the on__w_.
hand, would provide scholars with an open forum in which to engage in
theological reflection and to cultivate theological esposises to contem-
porary issues. Without such a free space, Glubokovskii Sn_zﬂm.:nm.. .nrn-
ology in Russia would remain isolated from the broader social, polirical,
and philosophical intellectual currents.®
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Inspired in large part by the idea of a free and autonomous context
fot the development of Orthodox thought, the priest Pavel Svetlov went
even further than Glubokovskii during the debates of the preconciliar
commission. He boldly proposed that Russia’s theological academies be
closed and incorporated into Russid’s universities as separate faculrties of
theology. If theological education exists for the good of the church, he
reasoned, then burying that education in Russia’s marginalized academies
defeated its purpose. The closed world of Russia’s theological academies
resulted in their social marginalization and in a certain intellectual paro-
chialism and perceived scholasticism that left them unresponsive to the
contemporary demands of culture and society. In Svetlov’s estimation, the
academies did not provide the proper conditions for Orthodox thinkers
to engage the challenges of modernity effectively. Within the academies,
he insisted, “learning and scholarship [nauka) enjoyed no freedom and
never could.” In such an environment, he provocatively argued, the Or-
thodox Church remained “withour a living witness to Christian truch.”®
Agreeing with Glubokovskii that the primary purpose of the theological
academies was to train clergy and cadres to fill various ecclesiastical bu-
reaucratic positions, Svetlov concluded that they lacked the dedication to
scholarship as a primary goal.®?

Moreover, Svetlov mainmained, theological academies could not pro-
vide the best environment to nurture free thinking because of their insti-
tutional subordination, be it ro the local bishop or to the Holy Synod.
Knowledge and education in this highly monitored context were merely
a means, not an end. In universities, on the other hand, Orthodox chink-
ers would be forced to engage with colleagues from a wide range of disci-
plines, including the natural sciences. Such interaction would ensure that
Orchedox thought remained “relevant” and Orthodoxy a living faith,%

Professor Ivan Popov (1867-1938), a graduate of the Moscow Theo-
logical Academy who taught simultaneously at the Academy and ac Mos-
cow University, agreed with Svetlov’s evaluation of the dangers associ-
ated with the marginalization of theological academies from the broader
secular academic world. Such marginalization, in his estimation, resulted
in the academies being severed from knowledge of other subjects and dis-
ciplines, and, therefore, from the holistic learning context so central to a
theologian’s work. Consequently, Orthodox thinkers risked remaining ig-
norant about certain topics—especially the natural and social sciences—
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on which they wrote;* such negligence, then, undermined the n_.nn_z.&:a\
of their thought. As they stood at the time, the church’s mnrco_m.o_.. r.mwﬂ.
theological education were simply not staffed with the academic special-
ists needed to provide foundational coursework for students of nrno_ommx
whose vocation was to write on particularly pressing issues. In Popov’s
estimation, therefore, linking or combining theological academies with
universities would ultimately enrich and invigorate Orthodox thought.®
Popov also agreed with Glubokovski’s and Svetlov’s ovmn_éuﬂ:w:m that aca-
demic standards in the theological academies were often sacrificed to ad-
dress immediate church institutional, political, and social concerns. For
instance, Popov related an episode in which a student Ui &n_.:nm_ a mas-
ter's degree for questioning the historicity of certain lives of saints; the
Orthodox hierarch who reviewed the work, Popov recalled, had argued
that such a claim was impermissible in light of traditions deeply held by
believers. If academies were to be retained ar all, Popov urged that stu-
dents take courses at universities as part of their academy training in order
to supplement their biblical, patristic, and theological course of study
with courses from other disciplines that would leave them more broadly

and publicly conversant.%

COUNTERPOINTS

Not all of Russia’s academically trained Orthodox thinkers during the sec-

ond half of the nineteenth and the early twentieth century mzﬁvw:& the

teaching of Orthodox theology as an academic subject in Russia’s univer-

sities, or the attempts to “harmonize” its teaching with thart of other sub-
jects. The bishop of Smolensk, loann Sokolov (1818-69), a member of
an 1850 special committee to review the teaching of philosophy and the-
ology in institutions of higher educarion, for instance, E.m:nm thac O.T
thodox theology should remain a subject of study primarily in the domain
of Russia’s theological seminaries and academies. A m_.mn_:nﬂm of the Mos-
cow Theological Academy, a monk, and a renowned nxvn_.a._:.nu:oz _Enq.
Bishop loann argued in 1866 that because of the university’s mﬂmnj_n
requirements, the teaching of theology in universities would :.nnnmwn:?
be superficial. Nothing could be more detrimental to the integrity of the-
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ology, he maintained, than “dilettantism.” Given thar dilettantes often
considered themselves experts and presented themselves accordingly, such
“dabbling” with respect to theology was worse than simple ignorance. In
his estimation, only faith-based schools of higher education—namely,
the theological academies—were equipped to provide the proper founda-
tion for the study of theology. Seeing no academic value in the teaching
of theology in the university, the bishop supported the teaching of reli-
gion in universities exclusively for the purpose of moral and ethical for-
mation. Otherwise, a university education would consist of “propaganda
of knowledge without spirit and enlightenment withoutr morality.s”

During debates over the reform of theological academies some forty
years later, during the critical post-1905 period, those who opposed the
establishment of faculties of theology in Russia’s universities, especially
in lieu of the established Orthodox theological academies, did so on the
premise thar Orthodox thinking cut off from an insticutional church con-
text would lose its essential “ecclesiality” (tserkornost’). Some members
of the preconciliar commission also argued that theological faculties at
universities would be subject to secular administrative oversight, posing
challenges for members of the theological faculty, whose curricular efforts
and subject marter would be continually challenged by a “secular spirit.”®
Others argued that the church’s hierarchs would in any case oppose such a
rearrangement, and secular universities would oppose it since the church
would insist upon oversight of such faculties.” Despite Sokolov’s impas-
stoned plea that Orthodoxy “rests on faith, grace, and the freedom of
conscience” and not on “hierarchical control and censorship,””' many
members of the preconciliar commission agreed that the ideal (and poten-
tially most realistic) arrangement would include an eventual coexistence
of newly established university faculties of theology alongside the aiready
established Orthodox theological academics.

In the end, no member of the preconciliar commission’s working
group on religious education supported Svetlov's proposal that Russia’s
Orthodox theological academies be folded into university faculries of
theology. Members of the preconciliar commission, however, supported
the basic premise that Orthodox theology could not constructively re-
spond to the demands of modernity without engaging “secular” subjects
of study, as well as the view that theological academies should be places of
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independent research and development of both theological and rm:..uzwn
tic disciplines. They thus began ro consider the extent to which “secular
subjects” should be taught in theological academies.” For instance, theo-
logian and church historian Ivan Popov argued that literature should _u.n
a mandatory subject within the theological academic curriculum since it
offered those preparing for pastoral service an understanding of contem-
porary social and cultural trends, as well as insights into the psychological
world of their contemporaries.™ V. S. Serebrenikov (b. 1862}, one of the
founders of experimental psychology in Russia and a graduate of and pro-
fessor at St. Petersburg Theological Academy, advocated strongly for the
teaching of mathematics and physics in Russia’s theological academies,
mainaining that students at the St. Petersburg school could not possibly
engage or work in the field of modern philosophy without strong m_.o_._sm_‘
ing in these subjects.™ The priest A. P. Rozhdestvenskii (1865-1930), in
turn, made a general plea for the teaching of “secular” disciplines in oh.n_n_.
that through them students would be able to shed “theological light” on
life and subsequently develop the skill of developing these secular realms
of knowledge in a Christian spirit.” For such Orthodox thinkers, to re-
main a living mode of apprehension, “ecclesial knowledge” could not and
should not be segregated from contemporary culture and the wide array
of disciplines that had come to constitute higher education in secular
universities.

Many members of the preconciliar commission were not, in n_..no_%.
opposed to the establishment of theological faculties in secular universi-
ties that would coexist alongside theological academies. Some, such as
Ivan Popov, however, considered it a better option to offer university stu-
dents free access to courses taught at the theological academies. Perhaps
the most articulate and forward-looking argument for the establishment
of theological faculties in secular universities in addition to traditional
theological academies was that made by Mikhail Posnov (1873-1931), a
biblicist and church historian who taught at Kiev Theological Academy
and, for a time, at Kiev University. Responding in large part to the 1906
decision by a commission of university professors to abolish the teaching
of theology in Russia’s universities, Posnov maintained that theological
faculties in universities and the church’s theological academies had mark-
edly distinct functions. Indeed, Posnov advocated a diversification of aca-
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demic contexts for the teaching of Orthodox theology, which, in addition
to secular universities, would include reorganizing theological academies
into two types: for those of monastic leanings and for those not interested
in pursuing a monastic path.’”® [n his estimation, this diversification in
theological education would lend itself to a creative competition among
the different schools, stimulating thought and Orthodoxy's living engage-
ment with pressing contemporary issues.
Posnov was a particular advocate of the teaching of religion (which,
for him, included theology) in secular universities. The 1906 decision of
university professors to exclude the teaching of Orthodoxy from the uni-
versity curriculum, in his estimation, was shortsighted and academically
unsound. Academics’ defense of the university’s “a-confessionalism,” in
his view, was disingenuous, since the methodological positivism that
informed modern scholarship was no less a form of confessionalism.”
Posnov challenged the conventional modern view that faith by definition
was antithetical to scientific knowledge. Faith, or “confessionalism,” in his
view, simply offered another perspective on a particular religious tradition
(in this case, Christianity); it offered one among several “types” of appro-
priation of Christianity. “Only an extremely crude understanding [of
religion],” he maintained, “could reduce religious faith to the sum of dog-
mas, canons, and rituals.””® Arguing against such positivist parochialism,
Posnov—who might be seen as an carly advocate for the discipline of
religious studies—claimed char no university education could be aca-
demically sound without taking into account the formative influence of
Christianity (and religion more broadly speaking) in human history. The
task of the university was to introduce those students who were interested,
whatever their own religious convicrions might be, not only to this his-
tory, but to the ideas and philosophical and theological questions thar in-
formed Christian worldviews. Accordingly, Posnov favored folding the
study of Orthodoxy into a curriculum thar focused on the study of Chris-
tianity more broadly. Such a context would provide the optimal environ-
ment for discussion and debate, in turn stimulating specifically Orthodox
thought, which, he believed, should develop and evolve as any other
realm of human knowledge.”
Anticipating the opposition to his views among some of his church
colleagues, Posnov dismissed as a form of sacrilege any fears of the
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university's potential corrupting influence on Orthedoxy (or any religious
faith). Such fears testified not only to a seeming distrust of the power of
faith, Posnov maintained, but also to an improper dualistic :an_n.a.nw:&-
ing of church and world, Christianity and culture.® wom:o,.‘ n...:.n_w.nn_
both university and ecclesiastical disregard for the interest in religion
among Russia’s educated elite, pointing especially to the nro:m.—: of mcn—w
luminaries of Russian religious thoughe as Vladimir Soloviev, mm_.ma_
Trubetskoi, Nikolai Berdyaev, and the work of the St. Petersburg religious-
philosophical society. Although often working w=n_nwn:mn:n_<. m._.oa_ the
church, Posnov claimed that the teaching of theology in Russias mnn_.:m_.
universities would help facilitate dialogue between church and society
and, in the end, foster cultural cohesion.

PAST DEBATES, CONTEMPORARY ISSUES

Debates over Orthodoxy and higher educarion in the decades before m_._a
1917 Bolshevik Revolurtion reflect an array of issues and concerns which
remain relevant not only to post-Soviet Russia, bur also to O:.romox
Christianity more globally, as its adherents consider the _.a_uao_...mr._um be-
tween faith and knowledge, religion, theology, and the :a?nﬁ..? These
debates, along with the history of the university and the H_._nc_cm_nnj nﬂ.&-
emy in Russia, provide historical insight into modern Orthodox thinking
about religion, theology, and higher education, which _..n_wm to contextu-
alize questions concerning Orthodoxy and higher education both in re-
cent decades in the West and in post-Sovier Russia. E
In the late nineteenth and early ewentieth centuries, many of WEm_n.m
academically trained Orthodox scholars were highly committed to their
vocations and sought to incorporate Orthodox theology and the study of
Orthodoxy into the university curriculum. Their efforts, ros.ne.n._., were
often stymied by the perceived ambiguous position they .Onncv_nn_ be-
tween the “secular” and “ecclesial.” Students and university colleagues
often viewed these scholars as outsiders because of their ries to ﬂ_._n state
church; members of the institutional church, in E..:'nm_wnn_m__w its
hierarchy-—often underestimated or overlooked these scholars’ academic
efforts as a result of their teaching in secular universities and, therefore,
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generally favored appointing ordained clergy to university positions in
order to reinforce their institutional bonds to the church and to enable
their service as university chaplains.
This paradoxical position of theology as a subject of study in secular
universities has emerged once again in post-Sovier Russia.® While Or-
thodoxy in post-Soviet Russia has enjoyed successes with the establish-
ment of more than a half dozen faith-based universities and institutes, not
all of which are subsidized by the Russian Orthodox Church, the teach-
ing of Orthodox theology in secular universities has seen a more troubled
trajectory.” In 1993, almost immediately following the fall of commu-
nism, the Russian government unilaterally—without consulting church
officials—embraced the idea of teaching about Orthodoxy (which, ar the
time, was widely perceived as symbolic of free thought) in Russia’s secular
universities. Although such initiatives initially met lictle resistance, the
issue eventually garnered widespread attention—as the 2007 open letter
of ten academics from Russia’s Academy of Sciences quoted ar the ourset
of this essay demonstrates—and reflected the cultural wars in which post-
Soviet society became embroiled. Those opposed to the establishment of
these faculties viewed them as a fagrant violation of Russia’s constitu-
tional separation of church and state and little more than another power
play by the Moscow Pacriarchate. The establishment of a faculty of the-
ology at Russia’s premier National Research Nuclear University in 2012
in particular resulted in a wave of heated public debate, which followed
student protests regarding the placement of a cross in a central location
on the campus two years earlier.® The Ministry of Education’s decision
in September 2015 1o include theology (tealogiia) in its list of academic
disciplines for which docroral degrees may be awarded by Russia’s secular
universities did not sertled the marcer.®
Perhaps the most significant legacy that Russia’s early twentieth-
century academic theologians left was their virtually unanimous view
thac as long as Orthodoxy was associated with the state, its teaching in
secular universities would be understood as little more than a politically
driven ideology, and would only serve to impede the free, creative thought
that a living faith demands. The character of the Moscow Patriarchate’s
foray into the public sphete since the fall of communism has once again
led many of Russia's educated elite to dismiss the teaching of theology in



188 Vera Shevzov

Russia’s secular universities as lictle more than idcological indoctrination
and hegemonic identity formation parallel to that of Marxist-Leninist
philosophy during the Soviet era.”” The Moscow Parriarchate’s arguments
about the curricular relevance and strategic “cultural imperative” of the
study of religion and theology (Orthodox, Muslim, Jewish, and Buddhist)
in secular institutions has done litde to calm opponents’ fears of any of
the religions’ intrusion into the university context. Patriarch Kirill has ar-
gued that the cultivation of religious literacy from insiders’ points of view
in Russia’s postatheist society can actasa cultural prophylactic against the
spread of religious extremism.* Yet, given the history of church and state
relations in Russia, the patriarch’s simultaneous advocacy of “coopera-
tion” berween the university and the dioceses—of a “social partnership”
between the church and secular institutions of higher education—has un-
dermined his insistence that church officials “in no way seck to interfere
in the secular processes of education.””

Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century debates concerning the
teaching of theology in Russia’s secular universities raised a host of con-
cerns regarding the teaching of theology and religion that remain unre-
solved in contemporary post-Soviet Russia and that still persist in the
United States as well. The task of the university, definitions of the secular,
methodological approaches to the study and teaching of religion and the-
ology in the secular context, the distinction between religious studies and
theology, and debates over the critical “insider™/ “outsider” perspectives—
all of these issues familiar to scholats of religion and theology in the
United States have found a new hearing in post-Sovier Russia.” In an
attempt to counter what they believe is an “outsider’s,” if not atheistic,
approach claimed by Russia’s new faculties of religious studies, advocates
of including theology in the university curriculum have argued that only
“insiders” to the various religious traditions can offer students genuine

understandings of these worldviews, and, in their estimation, the teaching
of theology even in the university context presupposes “insiders.”® At the
same time, such advocates have also acknowledged differences between
professional theological education aimed at the training of clergy and the-
ology as an academic discipline in the university. In order to circumvent
charges of proselytizing, Orthodox advocates of theological studies in state
universities have drawn a terminological distinction between teologiia—
which thev identify as a theology packaged for a secular context meant to
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cultivace a religiously informed intelligentsia—and bogoslovie (technicall
also translated as “theology), a subject reserved specifically for seminari .
and nrn.o_o.mmn& academies.” Detractors have found this distinction n__mn“
unconvincing, insisting that the subject matter proposed by the disciplin
o._,. theology overlaps with that of already established departments c% r _.n
m.o:m.mE&na. In their eyes, the establishment of theology mn_um::_n:Hn ]
even ifinclusive of various religious traditions—is simply a way to m:w.mnm
:._n faculty in these departments to the institutional oversighe of the “n_.
gions about which they teach, thereby, again, infringing on the aut .
that the university setting is meant to foster and prorect. i
The late nincteenth- and early rwentieth-century debates showed
H_._m: u.nnmnq:m.oa__w trained Orthodox scholars were not uniform in their
%.nw.am on issues concerning Orthodoxy and secular higher educarion
As with their counterparts in other faith tradirions, Russia’s Eastern O_...
thodox believers have historically been a highly diverse group, and, th
fore, seeking the Orthodox view—then as now—on this m”r _.n_nﬂa n_nq.n-
sues would be futile. In this respect, among the more germane inwﬁ _M-
emerge from debates regarding Orthodoxy, theology, and the universi ,
R n_”_om.... concerning the issue of vocation and the place of the mnrc_mQ_.
vis-d-vis the institutional church. The majority of Russia’s academicall
.nn:snm theologians and scholars were laymen who, not bein o_.%“un M
into n_:m clerical ranks of the church’s institutional hierarchy om_. S:EHQ
monastics, often found themselves marginalized within the ecclesiasti
cal establishment.” As Natalia Sukhova, a well-known historian of mmO:-
qm._o.m.oxw and higher education in Russia, has noted, the prevailin N
m_.r___q that marked much of the discussion concerning O:ron_oxm H.:n_
r__m_..n_. education during this time period was that the academic, M”ro_-
arly nwmnnne.on was a vocation in its own right; scholars need not be “vali-
dated” or “confirmed” by ordination or any other church-related service.”
Contemporary Orthodox churches, in contrast, often remain very :,E..ur
*.on.._m& on ordination and monasticism wich respect to defining and
evaluating ecclesial vocation, and regard work beyond the instituri ; _u=
clesiastical steuctures as “secular” and somehow a “lesser” <onuzo_:ownﬁwn-
.,__._..un_.ux mn_.:._m. The ways in which many of Russia’s academicall H“ms “_
thinkers’ challenged the ecclesiastical institutional status quo nﬂnq f .
remains no less relevant than it was more than a century ago e
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