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Foreword

by The Archbishop of Canterbury

The average educated westerner is still quite likely to think of Christianity in
terms of a basically western Europe-dominated history: the church gradually
builds up a centralised system of authority, filling the vacuum left by the fall of
the Roman Empire; its ideological monopoly is challenged at the Reformation,
and the map of the Christian world is reconfigured; and all the various terri-
tories on that map are now engaged in a doubtfully successful struggle with
global modernity, except where the newer churches of Africa are mounting
a vigorous counter-offensive. Even in some good and sophisticated surveys
of world Christianity published in recent years, this remains the dominant
picture.

But Christianity is more various than this begins to suggest. The essays
in this volume introduce us to a variety of contexts substantially different
from what has just been described. The faith of the Byzantine world had
nothing to do with the filling of a political gap; the Roman Empire continued,
with an educational system and a lay civil service which did not yield to the
clergy the kind of cultural closed shop familiar in the mediaeval west. What is
intriguing in this particular story is the spread of Byzantine Christianity not as
a tool of ‘empire’ in the crude sense but as the carrier and the ally of a much
more subtle process of cultural convergence — the ‘Byzantine Commonwealth’
over whose character a good deal of controversy continues. The Byzantine
Christian heartland continued, even when Byzantium was in steep political
decline, to nourish kindred but diverse cultural and intellectual projects, of
which Muscovite Russia is probably the most influential (and in many ways the
most eccentric). It is a record which does not easily fit into most of the ‘faith
and culture’ typologies familiar in western theological and historical writing.

The ‘commonwealth’ of Byzantine Christianity was not only about material
culture, political rhetoric and artistic style. It was also a commonwealth of

Xvi
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spiritual practice — the liturgy, but also, no less importantly, the monastic
life. ‘Hesychasm’, the practice of silent prayer free of ideas and images and
grounded in a set of physical disciplines, became, from the fourteenth century
to the present day, as clear a sign of the convergent Christian culture of eastern
Europe as anything. How far it represented the resurgence and refocusing of
a classical spiritual practice and how far it was innovatory and indeed in some
ways subversive of such a tradition is a matter of keen debate, and the evidence
of this debate can be traced in the pages that follow. In the twentieth century,
the hesychast tradition, in ways that might surprise those who know it only
through versions of the medieval disputes, has been one of the engines driving
intellectual renewal and fresh cultural engagement in historically Orthodox
societies like Romania, Greece and Russia.

But the Byzantine world is only part of the story. For most of their history,
nearly all those churches that broke with Byzantium for doctrinal reasons or
thathad alwaysbeen outside the political reach of the Empire lived as minorities
in a Muslim society. It was not always a nakedly hostile environment, but it
brought severe pressures to bear in all kinds of ways. Not least, it meant
a continuing tradition of intellectual life conducted in the medium of non-
European languages; only relatively recently has the world of Christian Arabic
begun to receive the attention it merits. And the importance of these Christian
communities in mediating classical Europe to the nascent Islamic culture is
hard to exaggerate. No ‘clash of civilisations” model will do justice to the
complex interactions of all these universes of thought. A history of relative
isolation and public marginality should not blind us to the substantive role of
Christian minorities beyond the Roman and classical frontiers. And the same
needs to be said about those churches like the Armenian and Ethiopian that
did not live consistently as minorities in a non-Christian environment but
experienced something of the same challenge in thinking and expressing their
faith in the languages of cultures outside the ‘classical’ world. Looking at
their history helps us make some better sense of the phenomena of marginal
Christianities in the west, especially in the Celtic context.

Nor should we be lured into thinking that the schisms of the fifth to the
eleventh centuries created hermetically sealed units of Christian discourse.
Armenians, Byzantines and Latins participated in the same arguments in the
Byzantine court; nearly all the churches of the east at one time or another
faced difficult decisions about how far to go in rapprochement with Rome; the
choices they made continue to affect relations between the modern churches
in acute ways. Whether in the Council of Florence or in the embassy sent from
Mongol Iran by Mar Yabh’allaha III to the courts of the west in the thirteenth

Xvii
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century, there was always an uncomfortable sense of unfinished business about
how to relate with those on the other side of doctrinal and political divisions.
Modern ecumenism has roots in a large number of missions and negotiations
in the past, and these essays will show something of the variety in that history.
In modern times, eastern Christianity has suffered once again from being
the victim of an imposed minority status in many countries; the trauma of
communist domination and persecution has indelibly marked the churches
of eastern Europe. But at the same time, many of the most creative theo-
logical elements in contemporary western theology can trace their origins
to eastern sources, thanks partly, though not exclusively, to the Russian dias-
pora. For both Roman Catholic and Reformed thinkers, the eastern world
has opened new pathways which relativise, even if they do not always solve,
the historic standoffs between diverse western concerns, and offer a different
and often more flexible vocabulary. Throughout the eastern Christian world
today, Byzantine and non-Byzantine, there is an upsurge of new thinking,
new artistic energy (think of the extraordinary development in the last few
decades of Coptic iconography), and ressourcement in the monastic life. The
final chapter in this volume gives a clear picture of the vitality and the wide
impact of this renewal. Despite the unhappy and often violent symbiosis in
some contexts between Christian rhetoric and uncritical nationalism, despite
the fresh difficulties of Christian minorities that have developed as a result of
contemporary geopolitics and a high level of tone-deafness in the west to the
needs of these minorities, there is plenty of vigour and sophistication. Ifitis a
cardinal temptation of our time to indulge in crass and destructive stereotyp-
ing of both Christian and Muslim worlds, forgetting the variety and wealth of
their histories, this book, written out of the most painstaking contemporary
scholarship, will be an indispensable aid in resisting that temptation. It is an
academic tour de force; but far more than a simple academic exercise.

Rowan Williams, Archbishop of Canterbury

xviii
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