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Gaining	and	Losing:	Reflections	upon	Contemporary	Orthodox	
and	Catholic	Theological	Education*	

Dragos	Mirsanu,	Ph.D.	Cand.,	K.U.	Leuven	
	
	

This	short	paper	would	like	to	introduce	some	of	the	tensions	between	the	
vocational	 character	 and	 the	 scientific	 character	 of	 the	 contemporary	 process	 of	
teaching	 and	 learning	 theology.	A	 beneficiary	 -	 as	 I	 am	 -	 of	 both	Orthodox	 and	
Catholic	 higher	 education,	 it	 seemed	 to	 the	 organizers	 I	 could	 also	 be	 in	 the	
position	 to	 tell	 you	 one	 or	 two	 things	 as	 to	 how	 do	 the	 aims	 and	means	 of	 the	
Orthodox	 theological	 education	 compare	 to	 those	 of	 the	 Catholic	 theological	
education.	More	specifically,	when	making	a	translation	from	one	tradition	to	the	
other	 –	 as	 it	 is	 my	 case	 and	 of	 many	 -	 I	 find	 it	 necessary	 to	 ask	 the	 following	
‘theological’	question:	what	does	one	lose	when	one	gains?	In	other	words	and	in	
my	 case,	 how	 did	 my	 training	 as	 a	 theologian	 and	 my	 perspective	 on	 ‘doing’	
theology	shift	as	a	result	of	receiving	theological	education	in	both	traditions,	first	
Orthodox	and	then	Catholic.		

It	 is	 self-evident	 that	 topics	 such	as	 this	 are	 condemned,	 at	 least	 to	 some	
degree,	 to	 be	 looked	 at	 from	one’s	 own	perspective,	 rather	 than	 from	 the	 larger	
perspective.	However,	I	am	not	sure	this	is	necessarily	a	bad	thing.	While	personal,	
my	reflections	should	provide	a	starting	point	for	us	meditating	here,	together,	on	
the	mission	of	the	theologian	and	the	ends	of	theology,	today.	Certainly,	I	confess	
serious	limitations	to	my	enterprise:	I	studied	Orthodox	theology	in	Romania	only	
and	Catholic	 theology	 in	 the	 Low	Countries	 only.	Moreover,	 I	 only	 studied	 in	 a	
Catholic	 tradition	 at	 post-graduate	 level.	 I	 am	 not	 necessarily,	 therefore,	 in	 the	
best	position	 to	evaluate,	 in	 the	 full	 sense	of	 the	word,	 the	 two.	 If	 you’ll	 indulge	
me,	nevertheless,	we	shall	see	what	comes	out	of	it.	
	

As	I	get	back	now	to	my	opening	line	that	promised	a	look	at	the	tensions	
between	 the	 vocational	 and	 the	 scientific	 character	 of	 theology,	 I	 am	 not	 sure	
which	of	these	two	appears	to	need	less	of	a	justification.	And,	I	fear,	I	would	have	
to	 say	 that	 the	 academic	 character	 of	 the	 theological	 education,	 irrespective	 of	
confession	and	to	different	degrees,	appears	to	have	prevailed	in	this	dubious,	ill-
fated	fight,	dominating	the	‘dojo’	for	a	good	many	years	now.	I	would	argue,	thus,	
from	 the	 very	 start,	 that	 despite	 the	 many	 intellectual	 promises	 fulfilled	 –so	
appealing,	 are	 they	 not?	 to	 people	 like	 us	 -	 and	 its	 undisputed	 necessity	 in	 the	

                                                
*	This	short	communication	was	given	on	 12	May	2007	within	the	 framework	of	 the	 international	
conference	 “Encounters	 between	 the	 European	 East	 and	 West.	 A	 Theological	 Perspective”,	
organized	by	the	Faculty	of	Theology	of	K.U.	Leuven,	the	Ukrainian	Catholic	University	of	Lviv	and	
the	Monastery	of	Chevetogne	(Leuven-Chevetogne,	10-13	May	2007).	I	have	chosen	to	present	here	
the	exact	text	I	read,	that	is	without	any	change	in	style	which	remains	confessional	and	colloquial.	
I	should	add	that	the	communication	was	followed	by	an	exciting	discussion	for	which	I	would	like	
to	thank	the	participants.	
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modern	world,	the	scientific	character	has	been	wrongly	allowed	to	find	its	way	as	
almost	sole	advocate	for	the	place	of	theology	in	the	contemporary	general	system	
of	education.	

As	 it	 is,	 I	 find	myself	 today	 in	 the	 situation,	 previously	 unimaginable,	 to	
defend	the	true	character	of	one’s	theological	training:	the	vocational.	I	have	just	
used	 here,	 deliberately,	 ‘theological	 training’	 for	 ‘theological	 education’	 not	 that	
these	 cannot	 be	 interchangeable,	 because	 they	 obviously	 can,	 but	 in	 order	 to	
remind	 you	 under	 which	 circumstances	 was	 ‘theology’	 or	 Religionswissenschaft	
included	‘in	the	system’,	as	a	lesser	discipline	of	humanities	at	the	dawn	of	modern	
university	in	the	19th	century.	Theology	however	should	not	be	merely	a	career,	but	
a	discipline	for	life	and	beyond.	As	it	happened,	the	theology	taught	in	university	
has	gradually	lost	its	connection	with	the	search	for	a	life	in	God,	and	more	so	in	
the	 recent	 decades.	 It	 appears	 today,	 a	 ‘science’	 about	 God,	 how	 absurd	 it	 may	
sound	 to	many	 who	 actually	 know	 what	 the	 word	 ‘science’	 means	 and	 implies.	
Instead,	it	should	be	gluing	our	communion	with	God	as	the	true	way	of	knowing	
God,	 and	 as	 a	 discipline	 and	 science	 (I	 use	 it	 here	 in	 place	 of	 a	 better	word),	 it	
should	not	only	inform,	but	also	mould.	It	is	here	that	I	should	point	out	that	I	see	
it	 necessary	 to	 bind	 the	 theological	 education	 with	 prayer	 and	 to	 insist	 on	
including	 prayer	 in	 and	 around	 the	 very	 curriculum	 of	 the	 theological	
programmes.	 To	 put	 it	 in	 a	 phrase,	 I	 would	 argue	 firmly	 that	 the	 theological	
education	has	to	recognize	its	character	within	the	vocation	of	the	Church,	in	that	
it	should	fuel	the	spiritual	and	cherish	in	particular	the	knowledge	that	is	born	out	
of	the	way	of	living	a	genuinely	Christian	life.	

Indeed,	we	all	acknowledge	 that	we	 live	 in	an	age	when	all	 is	 taken	 to	be	
relative,	where	all	that	is	received	is	doubted;	this,	I	would	argue,	is	the	temptation	
of	 the	day.	Most	people	would	scorn	reflexly	at	any	pretension	 to	single	out	and	
attempt	to	reach	an	ultimate	truth.	Obvious,	but	wrong.	 ‘Anachronistic’	and	also	
perfectly	eternal,	 the	 truth	actually	 is	only	one,	and	 is	a	person,	–	perhaps	you’ll	
recall	 his	 name,	 -	 well:	 Jesus	 Christ.	 And	 this	 Truth	 is	 taught	 by	 the	 Church.	
Theology	 is	 thus	all	about	 recognizing,	worshiping	and	confessing	 it,	and	should	
not	 be	 a	 deliberate	 search	 from	 scratch	 in	 the	 name	 of	 a	 ridiculous,	 ultimately	
wicked	claim	of	objectivity.	This	dry	neutrality,	as	it	seems,	has	lately	found	itself	
an	 enemy	 in	 –	 you	wouldn’t	 believe	 it!	 –	 ‘post-modernism’,	 as	 the	 latter	 largely	
advocates	a	return	to	a	less-than-neutral	way	to	interpret	and	proclaim	the	truth.	

	
This	gets	me	to	the	second	part	of	my	meditation,	where	I	am	to	say	a	few	

words	 from	 my	 own	 experience	 of	 receiving	 theological	 education	 in	 both	 the	
Orthodox	and	Catholic	traditions.	

The	 theology	 I	 was	 taught	 in	 an	 Orthodox	 faculty	 in	 my	 country	 had	 a	
confessional	 character	 as	 they	 all	 have	 (that	 is,	 not	 ecumenical	 or	 pluralistic).	 I	
should	also	note	that	 in	Romania	the	faculties	of	theology	are	 integrated	in	state	
universities	and	receive	full	recognition	as	such.	They	are	also	‘tutored’,	as	it	were,	
by	 the	 Romanian	 Orthodox	 church.	 I	 have	 studied	 pastoral	 (that	 is,	 in	 fact,	
general)	theology	and	specialized	in	historical	theology.	While	it	might	not	score	
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high	 if	 compared	 to	 a	 research-first	 theological	 faculty	 in	 the	 Catholic	
environment	in	the	West,	I	would	open-heartedly	praise	the	education	I	received	
for	its	formative	character	and,	simply,	for	the	taste	it	was	giving	for	the	authentic	
search	for	God.	Not	that	it	was	faultless,	of	course.	I	found	some	of	the	compulsory	
subjects	almost	meaningless,	as	I	thought	that	that	time	could	have	been	allocated	
to	individual,	solid	research.	Biblical	study	could	certainly	use	more	attention.	

Allow	me	to	enlist,	rather	randomly,	a	few	of	the	features	of	the	Orthodox	
theological	 education	 that	 might	 interest	 you	 and	 can	 be	 of	 help	 during	 the	
discussion	that	will	follow	my	communication.	

§ On	the	level	of	attitude:	the	authority	of	Tradition	is	permanently	present;	
theology	is	(should	be)	as	it	has	been,	i.e.	the	living	faith	of	the	dead.	One	
may	 note,	 generally,	 more	 of	 a	 defensive	 way	 of	 doing	 theology	 (i.e.	
doctrinal).	

§ 	On	 the	 level	 of	 content:	 certainly,	 the	 tradition	 of	 Orthodox	 theological	
education	 came	 from	 the	West,	 therefore	 one	 can	 find	 subjects	 that	 are	
somewhat	 alien,	 as	 such,	 to	 Orthodoxy:	 e.g.	 Moral	 Theology	
(complemented	however	by	the	real	 thing,	 i.e.	Spirituality)	or	Canon	Law.	
Their	integration	is	however	disputable	only	on	a	level	of	principles	but	not	
‘on	 the	 field’.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 there	 exists	 (or	 at	 least	 may	 exist)	 a	
subject	called	Liturgical	Practice	that	is	not	the	same	as	the	‘mature’	subject	
of	 Liturgical	 Theology	 -	 which	 is	 a	 subject	 for	 the	 students	 that	 aim	 to	
become	priests	-	and	which	helps	maintain	the	life	of	prayer	in	an	university	
environment.	

§ On	 the	 level	 of	 its	 aims:	 it	 is	 largely	 confessional/pastoral	 but	 one	 can	
witness	 a	 growing	 discussion	 on	 opening	 doors	 to	 more	 non-vocational	
students.	

§ On	 the	 level	 of	 connections:	 One	 can	 observe	 on	 a	 sad	 note	 that	 a	
relationship	 between	 the	 Orthodox	 faculties	 of	 theology	 in	 different	
countries	has	been	difficult	to	seek	and	achieve.	The	communist	captivities	
left	 us	 unhealed	 scars.	 Second,	 one	 can	 think	 at	 the	 serious	 language	
barriers	 between	 theologians	 of	 different	 countries	 as	 most	 of	 these	
faculties	tend	to	give	strong	preference	to	their	own	language	of	education;	
neither	of	them	is	of	course	an	international	language	(e.g.	Greek,	Russian,	
etc.).	Perhaps	 it	would	not	be	 far	 from	truth	 to	 say	 that	 there	exist	better	
connections	 with	 Western	 non-Orthodox	 faculties	 than	 with	 Orthodox	
ones.	
	
When	 applying	 for	 a	 master’s	 programme	 in	 theology	 in	 a	 Western,	

Catholic	environment	I	especially	had	in	mind	advancing	to	a	level	of	research	that	
my	 home	 background	 could	 not	 offer.	 This	 is	 what	 I	 expected	 the	West	 would	
provide,	 and	 it	 did.	 But	 the	 real	 deal	 was	 actually	 meeting	 a	 rather	 different	
approach	of	theology	that	made	me	think	again	at	some	of	the	things	I	had	taken	
for	granted.	
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Bewildered	as	I	was	at	times,	I	smiled,	I	embraced,	I	raised	my	eyebrows	or	
openly	expressed	my	dissatisfaction.	The	search	for	the	‘true’	version	of	the	Sacred	
Scriptures	and	its	reading	as	if	devoid	of	authority;	a	mutant	political	correctness	
and	furious	gender	crusades,	the	friendly	approach	if	not	the	overt	falling	in	love	
with	 heretics,	 coupled	 with	 the	 downgrading	 of	 the	 patristic	 voice	 to	 mere	
literature	or	 ‘politics’;	the	questioning	of	church,	 i.e.	synodal,	authority;	the	basic	
‘reconstruction’	of	anything	in	the	past	that	seems	to	contemporary	eyes	that	was	
primitively	built:	need	I	continue?	I	have	quite	a	collection.	

	
To	put	 it	 briefly:	what	did	 I	 gain	 in	 the	Catholic	West?	An	open	mind	 to	

reflect	on	what	unites	rather	than	on	what	divides,	and,	more	specifically,	a	good	
habit	to	look	at	things	in	their	context	

What	did	I	lose?	Probably,	the	feeling	of	studying	responsibly	in	the	line	of	
the	Church.	But	it	may	just	be	me	and	my	many	faults;	as	I	take	a	bow,	I	confess	to	
be	a	less	than	good	theologian	and	even	less	so,	a	man.	If	there	is	also	a	little	fault	
with	the	theological	education	here,	I	leave	it	to	you	to	judge.	I	am	sure	that,	now	
or	 in	 the	 future,	 you	 will	 ask	 yourselves	 the	 same	 question.	 And	 then	 I	 will	 be	
there,	hopefully,	to	listen	to	what	did	you	lose,	if	anything,	when	you	gained.	
	

	


