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St. Vladimir’s Seminary in New York has announced a plan to thoroughly revise 

its curriculum.  The proposal calls for the creation of a more pastorally oriented 

theological education.  Being one of the most acknowledged Orthodox schools in the 

West, such a change can hardly go unnoticed, especially when it comes to this line in the 

proposal: “Finally, in lieu of teaching a specific course of ethics, in the new curriculum 

ethics will be fully integrated into every course.”1  This sentence appears to be raising the 

status of ethics, but given the fact that no formal courses in ethics have been taught at St. 

Vladimir’s for years, a fact that underscores Orthodoxy’s continuing struggle to lay claim 

to a moral theology of its own, this plan to have it suddenly exist across a broad 

curriculum may not be such an innocent proposal after all.  There is good reason to 

suspect that the curriculum reformers are doing exactly the opposite of what they intend.  

Never mind that a similar plan to disburse the seminary’s scripture or patristics classes 

would find no support.  Those topics are part and parcel to Eastern Christianity, which 

means the discourse surrounding them cannot be subordinated.  Not so with ethics.  It 

seems that relegating it into other more trusted topics is the only way we can understand 

it.  We purposefully keep it in a resident alien status in Orthodox theology in order to not 

understand it.  The St. Vladimir’s plan continues that policy by calling for more 

discussions but without more discourse.  The difference is simply lost on the curriculum 

planners.   

As I will suggest below, this avoidance of discourse is much worse than it seems.   

By subordinating it, ethics is turned into a set of problems and theories afloat and adrift 

academically, a ghost-topic.  St. Vladimir’s is actually carrying out a very modern 

                                                
1 See the “Three Pillars” of the new curriculum at 

http://www.svots.edu/newcurriculum/threepillars.html/ 
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approach to ethics.  It is modernity that treats ethics as a collection of principles and ideas 

disconnected from any tradition, incoherent, and therefore outside itself.  Alasdair 

MacIntyre’s criticisms seem tailor-made for the Orthodox situation where tradition is the 

watchword but its practices are otherwise.2  Let me put the matter more boldly.  The St. 

Vladimir’s case is not only an example of Eastern Christians being at a loss for an ethics 

of their own, it is an example of refusing moral theory under the guise of getting it from 

somewhere other than itself, i.e., liturgical theology, patristics, icons theory, or some 

other characteristic aspect of the tradition, from anywhere and therefore from everywhere 

except moral theory itself.  The Oxford philosopher Simon Blackburn has argued that 

such refusals threaten ethical reasoning as much as relativism, atheism or “Death of God” 

thinking.3  Being liturgically and patrologically insulated is such a threat.  And to think 

that liturgical wisdom will see us through this aversion to ethical theory is another 

mistake.  I would further suggest that the demise of the philosophical theology in Russia 

before the Revolution, and in Paris until the 1930s, coupled with the triumph of the neo-

patristic style of theology practiced by Georges Florovsky, Alexander Schmemann and 

John Meyendorff (all of blessed memory) has left Eastern Christians worse off for ethics, 

at a time when questions of life, personhood and ecology are more urgent.  I fear the neo-

patristic turn has turned us into a museum in the West.  No one expects a moral theology 

from Eastern Christianity!  And that lack of expectation should trouble us deeply.  So, in 

a very brief way, I will explore this aversion to ethics and try to suggest a solution.  I 

cannot enter into the details of how we got this way (that is another paper) but I think the 

solution lies in recovering the idea of liturgical wisdom (Sophia) as a formal principle of 

ethical theory, and in a way Vladimir Soloviev and his followers would have recognized.4    

Our problem is analogous to what Stanley Hauerwas, the eminent Reformed 

Protestant, has been saying about the church for over 30 years.  The church, he says, must 

be what it is and have the courage to contradict the world.  If we would be unashamed 

Christians, we would be above having to toil with questions of right and wrong as the 

                                                
2 Alasdair MacIntyre, “How Moral Agents Became Ghosts or Why the History of Ethics Diverged 

from That of the Philosophy of Mind,” Syntheses  53 (1982) 295-321. 
3 Simon Blackburn, Being Good: A Short Introduction to Ethics (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 

2001) 9-29. 
4 PaulValliere, “Russian Religious Thought and the Future of Orthodox Theology.” St. Vladimir’s 

Theological Quarterly 45.3 (2001), 227-41. 
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world with its secular reason is forced to do.  Our practices, worship, and the narratives 

we live by, would clearly tell us how we should live.  His comparison of the church with 

the tale Watership Down illustrates how we are a community of virtues and character 

based on stories.5  Central to his thinking is the proposition that the church is to be rather 

than have an ethics.  The church is visible in actions like kindness, friendship and 

families.6   The church’s practices are geared to form believers into virtuous agents who 

go out into the world and retain their identity as members of a church community     

 Not surprisingly, most Orthodox ethicists in the West have been influenced by 

Hauerwas and have applied his rhetoric to the Eastern liturgy.  The liturgy contains the 

theory and practice for right living.  We need only to pay attention to our worship. “Let 

us be attentive” is taken as literal ethical advice.  This simple “reduction to exhortation” 

is readily apparent in Joseph Woodill’s book The Fellowship of Life.7  He says Orthodox 

moral theology is rooted in the liturgy—church practices structure our behavior and set 

the horizon for our conduct.  He argues that the Christian East possesses a virtue ethics 

that is liturgically based.  Worship tells us exactly how to be in the world.  His theoretical 

example is the Ladder of Divine Ascent, read as a real description of virtue acquisition.  

That text’s authority and its place in the Lenten services indicates a concrete rather than 

figurative sort of instruction.  Its role is formative more than inspirational.  His 

constructive example is the marriage rite.  Here is a set of texts which show the church 

understanding itself as a community of virtue based on divine commands (the ceremony 

is full of commands) and instructing itself in its own traditions.  The church as a story-

formed community teaches itself to be what it is, in this case, a community of loving 

couples and families.  The problem is to speak about such virtues to believers who no 

longer see themselves as operating under this divine command and no longer take their 

identity from the common story.  The Ladder presumes a monastery community while 

the marriage rite presumes to set a new couple into a community of similarly believing 

couples.  Neither text imagines living in secular pluralism.  So the virtues of these texts 

                                                
5 Stanley Hauerwas, A Community of Character: Toward a Constructive Christian Social Ethic 

(Notre Dame, IN: Univ. of Notre Dame Press, 1981) 14-35.  
6 Ibid., 11.  The church cannot, therefore, take on a liberal character and remain true to its story 

and practices.   
7 Joseph Woodill, The Fellowship of Life: Virtue Ethics and Orthodox Christianity (Washington, 

DC: Georgetown Univ. Press, 1998).  
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are quite difficult to realize since we are no different from our secular neighbors when it 

comes to the details of obeying divine commands.  We make the same compromises with 

the world about vital moral actions—war, divorce, contraception, abortion, and 

euthanasia, etc.  We too are caught up in the dynamics of consuming and 

commodification that now define life in the West.8  Our habits and tastes are being 

structured more by the patterns of consuming than by the patterns of the liturgy.  This 

point will be more apparent when I address the visual dimension of consumer patterns, 

but first, there is the problem of idealizing the liturgy in a closed community.     

There are many instances in the diaspora where Eastern Christians are quite 

closed off and exclusive.  This is readily apparent in the concern we show for the 

integrity of our community on Sundays since we maintain a distinct language and 

appearance that is nearly impenetrable to outsiders.  Yet we proceed to our jobs on 

Mondays fully adapting ourselves to its appearances and adjusting to its vernacular.  This 

phenomenon of a Sunday ethnic fortress giving way to a Monday thru Friday business 

cycle is readily apparent in the Orthodox communities of the United States, Canada and 

Australia, places where the “secular liturgy” is especially powerful in forming our 

desires, so much so as to make the Sunday liturgy seem almost fictional.  The smell of 

money is stronger than incense in these instances because the church’s liturgy is able to 

be subordinated to secular practices (ethnicism being one of them).  This subordination 

occurs with ease, nearly invisibly.  Hence, the problem of ethics described above seems 

to be an outgrowth of an overly-ideal notion of liturgy, or more precisely, an emphasis on 

its external practices without an equal emphasis on the internal practices that form 

believers.  At issue here are the moral virtues and character building actions that set 

believers apart from the secular scene.  While we do possess a concrete liturgy, what we 

expect from it in terms of practices may be unrealistic.9  Orthodox virtue ethics does not 

address this split between internal and external practices, and this is mainly because it 

supposes that the Sunday liturgy does address our secularity, and that the question of 

ethics can be subordinated into other disciplines with good results.   

                                                
8 See Vincent J. Miller’s Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practice in a Consumer 

Culture (New York: Continuum, 2004). 
9 See Theo Hobson, “Contra Hauerwas,” New Blackfriars 88,1015 (2007) 300-312.  The project of 

liturgical ethics seems to have backed right into the criticisms he levels on Hauerwas.   
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I shall put my cards on the table, as it were.  I fear that our liturgy is not so 

powerful (not anymore) and that we are engaged in an ethics that lacks formality and 

content.  It is a mistake to try to get an ethics out of a liturgical theology.  This amounts 

to talking about action in much the same way as speaking about “white elephants.”  

Orthodox virtue ethics envisions a community of “white elephant acts.”  These are 

ephemeral moral acts that exist and make sense in our community and within our story 

but do not easily translate into our secular life, the life that really holds our attention.  

This means Eastern Christians, in concrete ethical practice, are no better off than any 

other Christian community in the West.10  Nor are we prepared for the public debate 

about the termination of life, genetic manipulation, remarriage, same-sex unions now 

under way in most technological societies, despite our worship, and despite the fact that 

our worship sets us apart and gives a sensibility that should make this debate unnecessary 

in our ranks.11  The sad truth is, our sensibilities are being structured by desires that 

exceed the liturgy.  Let me touch on this point just briefly.   

Secular reason is structuring our moral thinking, and this is happening under the 

power of commodification and marketing.   We are trained from an early age to respond 

to the cycles of wanting, buying and discarding that typifies the West.  Our desires and 

expectations are structured around things, thing-ness.  This is a dynamic that liquefies 

traditions and absorbs them into itself.  Religion and its practices are rendered as personal 

items on the same level as health and beauty aids for the needy consumer.  Ethics too is 

simply one among many instrumental goods needed to “manage” a consumptive way of 

life.  The consumer dynamic is also tied to a new epistemology that is equally corrosive 

of religion.  This is the digital reality of films and music and the proliferation of screens 

in public and private space.  We are an ultra-visual race.  People born after 1982 

(Generation Y) are even called “screen-agers.”  Our sense of belonging has gone from 

being defined by place and birth to being logged-in to a network where we go from 

somewhere to nowhere.  This is a digital nowhere with its own images and vocabulary, a 

                                                
10 The effort by the Moscow Patriarchate to put social justice at the forefront of its discussions, 

and not in a way that copies the West, indirectly affirms that neo-patristic theology has failed to bring about 
a distinctive Eastern Christian social engagement.  See the report “Moscou: la justice sociale au centre des 
préoccupations de l’Église,” Service Orthodoxe de Presse, 317 (Avril, 2007) 4-6.   

11 This is surely one of the touchstones of Alexander Schmemann’s celebrated essay For the Life 
of the World (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1997²).   
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sealed and artificial world.  We can expect our patterns of thought to align more and 

more with that world’s post-Christian images.  A prime example of which is The Matrix, 

a billion dollar film franchise where human life is set in an illusion created by a machine.  

Human selfhood is interchangeable with artificiality.  The virtual is the real.12  The heroes 

who rise up to battle the machines do so on the very terms of the visuality and digitality 

they are trying to defeat.  Their flesh is taken up into the virtual in high-speed action 

sequences where the human body transcends to a virtual body; the hero-savior of the 

films becomes digitally transparent, iconized, in combat scenes that blend the 

transfiguration of Christ to that of the samurai.  The self is reduced to the form of an 

action figure.  This sort of transcendence by way of unreal action defines the 

epistemology of the world of the video game, which is now a fixture in North Atlantic 

and Japanese society.   

Similarly with The Ghost in the Shell, a series of books and animation films that 

vividly displays this new epistemology as a transcendence of flesh to machine.13  Here, 

human beings, animals and robots are equal and interchangeable in terms of their actions 

and space.  People are able to transfer their spirits into genderless artificial bodies, in 

what is quite literally a dispersal of the human body.  The place is thoroughly Cartesian 

and cosmopolitan in its equality of bodies and action.  It has an ambiance of excitement 

and bleakness all at once.  The self is always in some stage of dislocation or hollowness, 

and always in a state of movement.  It is unclear if anyone can even own their actions 

here since human agency is altogether ambiguous and nearly unrecognizable.  That is 

what the hum and buzz of the animation masks.     

                                                
12 See James L. Ford’s “Buddhism, Christianity and The Matrix: The Dialectic of Myth-Making in 

Contemporary Cinema” in The Journal of Religion and Film 4.2 (2000), on line at 
http://avalon.unomaha.edu/jrf/thematrix.htm.  On the film’s capacity to stimulate intellectual crossover see 
the anti-Christian interpretation at http://www.christianitymeme.org/matrix.shtml, or the pro-Christian  
exegesis at http://www.ctlibrary.com/ct/2003/december/23.63.html and 
http://www.ctlibrary.com/ct/2003/mayweb-only/51.0f.html, or the Evangel Society posting on love and 
hope reduced (instrumentalized) down to mere sexual encounter in The Matrix Reloaded,  
http://www.evangelsociety.org/miller/matrix.html.     

13 The Ghost in the Shell inspired and surpasses The Matrix in its epistemology of transcendence 
of flesh to machine. See the official web site http://www.manga.com or http://www.ghostintheshell.com/, 
or  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ghost_in_the_shell .  The author Mamoru Oshii’s philosophy at 
http://www.gofishpictures.com/GITS2/main.html is about a world of human-animal-machine 
interchangeability and equality.  His references to Descartes are no accident.  This is post-modern dualism 
and visuality.         
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The Matrix trades on a theology of release from captivity, yet it cannot get free 

from the dynamics of trade itself.14  The Ghost in the Shell celebrates the diffusion of the 

self in artificiality, and makes no attempt to halt the movement of humans into animals or 

machines.  The cross-over from real to virtual, from flesh to pixels, is what drives these 

films.  This is unsurprising since this cross-over device is the most pronounced feature of 

the new visuality of consumerism.   

This is the heart of my criticism:  It is a mistake to think that liturgical theology 

can intervene on these highly structure and digitalized desires.  Nor can it present a set of 

counter-practices strong enough to halt our descent into the forces of the market, as Plato 

understood the descent of the soul in Republic VI, and as our parish experience will 

testify.  Orthodoxy’s continued avoidance of ethical theory is also a mistake, and it 

represents a misreading of our situation.  We have instead come into the “passive 

disintegration of society,” the very condition foreseen by Soloviev when he visited 

London in 1875 and saw firsthand the failures of liberal democratic society.  That was a 

fateful trip because it convinced him that only an ethics steeped in Christian tradition 

could save us.  For the next 20 years he labored to produce such an ethical philosophy.  In 

his Justification of the Good he tried to identify a set of reliable features that are always 

and everywhere moral and trustworthy.  He was seeking both things and actions that 

point us toward God, and to the knowledge of what is right and appropriate for us, 

without the struggles that mark so many ethical systems.  He turned to what is instinctual, 

connatural, immediate and subliminal, to what is deeply good in nature and human 

action.  Evolution in nature is one of these good-revealing actions.  The diamond is an 

example of an object that surpasses its components (carbon in graphite in no way equals 

carbon in the diamond since its crystals can reflect light).  Every living thing is even 

more superior since it exemplifies life from outside itself.  Human memory reveals yet 

another higher level of goodness since this is the faculty that let us consider the future.  

But the most excellent examples of goodness are pity and compassion since these 

                                                
14 See Matthew Garrahan, “The Matrix: Recapitalised” in The Financial Times n. 36,259 (18 

December 2006) 8,1-8.  The films have revenues in excess of a billion dollars which their producer Joel 
Silver attributes to the visceral effect the films have on audiences.   
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feelings enable us to see others as ourselves.15  They allow us to surpass ethics from 

within ethics.  The surpassing ethics is the one action that can disrupt our secular habits 

and desires.  My earlier criticism is precisely against any liturgically derived ethics that 

would assume it has transcended ethics without first having entered into ethics in the first 

place.  That sort of thinking bypasses the question of the ‘other’ and our responsibility to 

others.16  Soloviev’s theory of moral sentiments, on the other hand, makes that question 

primary and unavoidable.     

 To conclude, I turn to one action that transcends ethics from within ethics, an 

action that qualifies as a moral sentiment and can assume a liturgical shape while 

opposing the dynamics of commodification.  This one act is forgiveness.  A superb 

example is in F. Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, in the actions of Sonya.  Recall 

that she is the one who counters Raskolnikov’s desire to be another Napoleon, an 

exception to the moral law.  She leads him to make a public confession where he bows 

before her and falls to the ground.  She reverses the chaotic and dark actions that 

consume him, which are presented with liturgical allusions too.  Think of the image of 

the door when Raskolnikov enters the apartment of Alëna Ivanova and kills her and her 

sister, and is then trapped behind that door when the police come calling unexpectedly, 

barely managing to escape by accident through that door.  This scene is a kind of dark 

parody on the icon screen and the deacon’s movements in the liturgy.  But it is Sonya 

who is utterly real and un-parodied when issuing the all-important words “O Rodion what 

have you done? What have you done to yourself?”  The perpetrator is worse off than the 

victims.  Raskolnikov is a reversal of the image of the Bridegroom, a counter-procession 

of the icon on Holy Monday, while her actions slowly reverse that process.  Even more 

powerful is Sonya’s presence at the end of the novel where she influences him at a 

distance and brings him to the possibility of finally repenting.  Her actions in these final 

scenes are unequivocal instances of responsibility overcoming delusion.  She is altogether 

physically ethical.  In a word, she is “sophianic.”  Dostoevsky has in effect captured 
                                                

15 Vladimir Solovyov, The Justification of the Good: An Essay on Moral Philosophy, trans. E. 
Dudington, ed. Boris Jakim (Cambridge: Eerdmans, 2005) 53-61.   

16 This failure to surpass ethics from within itself is visible in Christos Yannaras’ Freedom of 
Morality, trans. E. Briere (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1984).  He evacuates the 
concept of ethics while appealing to liturgical images and practices for its replacement.  What results is  
piety sufficing as self-mastery.  His aim of achieving freedom beyond the constraints of nature, via a 
liturgical ethos, does not rise above that one virtue.  See Woodill, 71 on this problem.         
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liturgical wisdom outside the confines of church and ceremony.  There are no “white 

elephant acts” in this woman.     

The novel is mainly regarded as a crime story, but theologically it illustrates the 

formality and content we have been looking for from the start.  It depicts actions that 

surpass ethics from within itself, extra-liturgically, face to face.  It is no accident that the 

story ends with Raskolnikov on the edge of self-mastery, nearly to come over to Sonya’s 

graciousness.  Self-mastery and sensibility are precisely what is needed in order to go 

against consumerist desires.  We should be looking to Dostoevsky to inspire our moral 

theory.  It is no accident that Soloviev saw him in just that way.17    

                                                
17 V. Soloviev, “Three Addresses in Memory of Dostoevsky” in The Heart of Reality: Essays on 

Beauty, Love, and Ethics by V.S. Soloviev, trans. V. Wozniuk (Notre Dame: Univ. of Notre Dame Press, 
2003) 4-6.  


