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It was already the close of the 
1990s when Konstantin Kostjuk 
began writing about social and 
political thought in Russian 
Orthodoxy as well as the social 
teachings of other Christian 
confessions, and he was one of 
the few authors who vigorously 
responded to the appearance of 
the document “The Basis of the 
Social Concept of the Russian 
Orthodox Church” in 2000. In 
2002, at the Catholic University 
of Eichstätt-Ingolstadt, he 
defended his lengthy German-
language dissertation, “The 
Concept of the Political in the 
Russian Orthodox Tradition: The 
Relationship between Church, 
State, and Society in Russia” 
(subsequently published as a 
monograph  —  Kostjuk 2005). 
Now, finally, Russian readers have 
the opportunity to familiarize 
themselves with the results of 
Kostjuk’s masterful research, 
which has no real equal among 
other contemporary works.

After reading Kostjuk’s book, 
the first thing that comes to 
mind in terms of a comparison 
is, naturally, Georges Florovs-
ky’s Ways of Russian Theology 
(Kostjuk, incidentally, cites Flo-
rovsky’s work from time to time). 
In Kostjuk’s case, the range of 
his work is just as large, but the 
scope of its coverage of the histo-
ry of Russian religious thought is 
even broader.

Of course, the differences are 
also obvious. They consist not 
only in the fact that the current 
volume adopts a carefully con-
sidered, detached analytical ap-
proach free of the pronounced 
acerbity and evaluative subjec-
tiveness characteristic of Florovs-
ky’s well-known work. What is 
central is the subject under inves-
tigation itself. Kostjuk set himself 
the goal of drawing out from the 
same tradition and the same his-
tory of ideas the “social-ethical” 
dimension, which, “in the histo-
ry of Orthodox thought, is treat-
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ed quite rarely and which as an 
independent phenomenon hard-
ly ever comes to the surface” (7). 
For this, there is indeed an ob-
jective reason, insofar as social 
ethics, as Kostjuk recalls, is a rel-
atively new discipline, and the ar-
eas it encompasses (man and the 
state, man and power, man and 
the social system) were compo-
nent parts of the system of reli-
gious (Christian) thought in the 
pre-secular epoch. What is more, 

“the categories of social ethics are 
derived not only from theological 
works, but also in general from 
the structures of traditional soci-
ety that existed for centuries and 
the history of а people in its en-
tirety, its makeup and way of life” 
(9).

The book, which comprises 
eight chapters, can be more or 
less divided into three parts. The 
first (chapters 1–2) is dedicated 
to “cultural-historical roots”: the 
peculiarities of the Eastern and 
Western Church traditions, in-
cluding the Platonic and Aristo-
telian inheritance in Orthodox 
theology as well as the funda-
mental elements of Christian so-
cial thought in Byzantium, which 
subsequently became the es-
sential source of Christian con-
cepts and values for Russian 
Orthodoxy.

The second, essentially his-
torical, part (chapters 3–6) 
covers the period from the ac-
ceptance of Christianity to the 

twentieth century. Kostjuk es-
says a thorough, detailed inves-
tigation of the Muscovite period, 
on which he writes the following: 

“Thought associated with the 
Muscovite state formed the ideal 
type for Orthodox social thought, 
which was subsequently treated 
as a sort of unshakeable constel-
lation of fundamentals true for 
all periods. While this set of con-
cepts and ideas was only loosely 
outlined in a theological-theoret-
ical key, it subsequently became 
mythologized and transformed 
into а legendary outline for all 
ecclesiastical thought” (144). In 
a particular section, Kostjuk, us-
ing works of Old Russian liter-
ature and the works of Russian 
historians, describes a “canon 
of values,” which includes such 
concepts as “orthodoxy” (pravo-
verie); “tsar”; “service; benefi-
cence (zhertvennost’); patience”; 

“honor and duty”; “popular as-
sembly (veche) and liberty (vo-
lia)”; “justice (pravda);” “mer-
cy”; “order in the state”; “holy 
Rus”; “antiquity” (starina); and 
“awe or dread (groza)” (“the con-
cept of thunder [the literal ren-
dering of groza – the editors] 
was associated with the con-
cept of authority and its power”) 
(144-64).

Kostjuk then considers “so-
cial-cultural ideas” in Russian Or-
thodoxy (chapter 4), that is, those 
ideas pertaining to jurisprudence, 
everyday life, the economy, and 



B o o k  r e v i e w s

1 0 8  ©  S tat e ·  R e l i g i o n  ·  C h u R C h

education; he also considers the 
social-prophetic function of the 
church and, finally, the phenome-
non of the social elite’s turn away 
from the church.

The epoch of secularization 
in Russia begins with Peter the 
Great. Kostjuk investigates this 
three-century period by examin-
ing the output of Orthodox hi-
erarchs and theologians, state 
ideologues, and religious philos-
ophers and writers, by tracing 

“the development of the idea of 
social Christianity” in the nine-
teenth century, and by drawing 
out the social-ethical dimension 
of Russian Orthodoxy-oriented 
thought in the later period in var-
ious contexts (including the pre-
revolutionary, Soviet, and emi-
grant contexts).

The third part of the study is 
dedicated to the post-Soviet pe-
riod, which Kostjuk sees as the 
most productive in terms of the 
development of social ideas in 
the Church (336). In chapter 7, 
Kostjuk examines the positions 
of “the Church’s intellectual lead-
ers, whose views on questions 
of faith and society have come 
to serve as a point of departure, 
orienting many millions of the 
faithful”  —  specifically Metropol-
itan Ioann (Snychev), Archpriest 
Aleksandr Men, and Metropolitan 
(now Patriarch) Kirill (Gundiaev), 
who represent, respectively, right-
conservative, liberal, and liberal-
conservative tendencies.

The final chapter is dedicated 
principally to an analysis of the 

“Social Concept of the Russian 
Orthodox Church” from 2000, 
on the publication of which Ko-
stjuk writes: “For the first time, 
the Church acknowledged its 
right to have its own views on 
the proper ordering of society 
and to communicate them to so-
ciety itself. After this right had 
been absent for centuries, such 
a pronouncement sounded tru-
ly revolutionary” (359). Kostjuk 
analyzes the contents of the 
Concept, highlighting such top-
ics as “Politics and Political Eth-
ics,” “Society and Social Ethics,” 
and “Stance on Life and Bioeth-
ics,” and he also draws attention 
to the absence in the document 
of many elements of Christian 
social teaching that he considers 
indispensable.

Attention is additionally paid 
to two other documents that Ko-
stjuk considers in the context of 
the development of the social 
teachings of the Russian Ortho-
dox Church: the “Code of Moral 
Principles and Rules for Econom-
ic Life” (2004) and “The Declara-
tion on Human Rights and Digni-
ty” (2006), which were passed by 
the World Russian People’s Coun-
cil. Unfortunately, Kostjuk analyz-
es and discusses the Church’s po-
sition on the question of human 
rights exclusively on the basis of 
the Declaration  —  which is an ex-
ceedingly brief, “thesis-style” text 
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that does not even have the status 
of an official Church document. It 
is certainly an omission that the 
later document, “Basic Teaching 
on Human Dignity, Freedom, and 
Rights,” is ignored. Passed by the 
Council of Bishops in 2008, it is 
much richer in terms of its ideas 
and its argumentation, as it was 
precisely intended to develop the 
Russian Orthodox Church’s social 
teaching.

In the course of the book, Ko-
stjuk delivers an overview of po-
litical and societal processes as 
well as brief précis of persons, 
thinkers, and historical actors 
relevant to the study, so as to an-
alyze the fundamental tenden-
cies of each stage of the Church’s 
development and to draw gen-
eral conclusions. Such a strate-
gy is fully justified given the cur-
rent cultural situation. Recalling 
these numerous standard figures 
and events appears appropriate 
and necessary if one has in mind 
new generations of readers. In 
this regard, Kostjuk’s book has 
didactic significance and could 
serve as one kind of textbook on 
Russian history, the religious di-
mensions of which were either 
distorted or nearly ignored for 
so long.

Kostjuk purposefully does not 
reveal his “ideological” credo, but 
it is implicitly present in his as-
sessments. One can say that it 
consists in three elements: schol-
arly soundness and impartiali-

ty in his handling of the materi-
al, historical realism (in the sense 
of evaluating ideas and concep-
tions on the basis of their rela-
tionship to real social process-
es), and personal interest  —  as an 
Orthodox Christian  —  in illumi-
nating and elaborating upon the 
social-ethical position of the Rus-
sian Church and its relevance to 
contemporary processes (this in-
terest from the point of view of an 
Orthodox Christian becomes fully 
explicit in the book’s conclusion).

To which general conclusions 
does Kostjuk come? “Orthodoxy 
strives, while residing and serving 
in the world, to turn away from it 
and not to become absorbed in it 
(…) The church wishes to be and 
to remain in the world without 
being ‘of the world,’ maintaining 
a stance of reproach (…) It can 
accept the world only by ‘churchi-
fying’ it (…) Thus, the church sees 
its ethical mission not in ‘improv-
ing’ the laws of this world, but in 
transforming them eschatologi-
cally;” “the centuries did not lead 
to a working out of a this-world-
ly ethics: even today, every Ortho-
dox believer is supposed to har-
monize his actions not with the 
laws of this world, but with high-
er divine law.” “Church life has 
followed this model for centuries, 
and what follows from this  —  the 
‘abandonment’ of the world, ne-
glect of everyday life, the insti-
tutional weakness of the church 
and the clergy, and finally a hun-
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ger for freedom on the part of the 
world and even the temptation to 
persecute the church  —  for the 
Church, these are external mat-
ters that are not in its power to 
change” (387).

As a result, a comprehen-
sive social teaching is lacking, 
and in its place there is merely 
the possibility for the research-
er, as Kostjuk himself says, “to 
construct a typology of views, 
which is precisely what was done 
in this work.” These views per-
tain to such concepts of differ-
ing magnitude as state, tsar, fa-
therland (otchizna), war, service, 
authority, mercy, justice (prav-
da), and, finally, labor and fam-
ily. One easily notes that nearly 
all these archaic concepts derive 
from the canon of values of Mus-
covite Rus. Beyond the bound-
aries of the space described by 
these concepts “lies contempo-
rary society  —  not the people, 
not the fatherland, but a com-
plex aggregation of differing so-
cial relations, interactions, and 
groups. When faced with ac-
tive lay thought, the church ac-
knowledged it, in the form of 
conciliarism [sobornost’].” Ko-
stjuk believes that “conciliarism 
is practically the church’s sole 
and simultaneously most ex-
pressive social concept describ-
ing the state of modernity,” but 
it too remains undeveloped and 
unelaborated (392). According 
to Kostjuk, the same can be said 

for the church’s Social Concept, 
whose drafters were so careful 
that they preserved nearly all the 
norms passed down by tradition 
and merely described but did not 
prescribe the state of affairs that 
Christian reason demands (393). 
In response, Kostjuk identifies 
five social-ethical topics and is-
sues that either are not extant 
or that remain unformulated 
not only in tradition, but also 
at the foundation of social doc-
trine: the concept of love (“the 
Gospel’s tidings on love appear 
not to break through the bound-
aries of the social,” Kostjuk 
notes); education and enlight-
enment; money and property; 
workers and unions (the discus-
sion of this latter topic revolves 
around rather broad considera-
tions: “A dynamic, institutionally 
differentiated society with pros-
pects for the future should stand 
at the center of Christian social 
thought. It is not enough simply 
to speak of an abstract ‘world’ 
that can be accepted or reject-
ed”  —  394); and finally the con-
cept of secular modernity.

This last element is extreme-
ly important, especially today, 
when post-secular tendencies 
and processes can be observed 
both in Russia and internation-
ally. This ignoring in the Church’s 
consciousness of the meaning 
and problematics of seculariza-
tion  —  together with its simul-
taneous exposure (even though 
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secularization in Russia began 
not in 1917, but with Peter the 
Great [Sinelina 2004])  —  is ge-
netically connected with a certain 
theology of authority (a separate 
section of the book is dedicated 
to this): “The theology of author-
ity that took shape in Muscovite 
Rus was the pathos-filled, culmi-
nating expression of the social 
ontology of the ‘sanctification’ 
of everyday life, which was con-
cealed in Orthodox conscious-
ness. If in the Byzantine tradition 
the historical division of author-
ity prevented the seeds of ‘holy 
authority’ from taking root, in 
Muscovy’s evolution the tsar’s au-
thority quickly became not sim-
ply the center of national political 
power, but also the foundation 
and bulwark of the church’s pres-
ence in this world  —  a world en-
circled by foreign, satanic forces” 
(126). “Owing to the positioning 
of political authority at the cent-
er of its mental universe, Russian 
Orthodoxy formulated a concept 
of autocracy that formed the es-
sential specificity of Russian re-
ligious culture (…) In the Ortho-
dox Church itself, the figure of 
the tsar is transformed into an 
archetype of sorts of heritage 
and tradition, from the influence, 
power, and charm of which the 
church has not been able to free 
itself to this very day” (149). At 
the same time, “in the new in-
terpretation [autocracy in its im-
perial incarnation], Russian rul-

ers succeeded in combining the 
Protestant conception of the in-
dependence of earthly authority 
with the Orthodox claim to total 
authority” (224).

In this regard, from a histor-
ical perspective the following is 
key: “At the turn of the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries, 
changes occurred in the life of the 
church that were more significant 
than at any subsequent time, in-
cluding times of persecution. The 
church, which for centuries had 
been the heart of the life of socie-
ty, in the course of just a few gen-
erations ceased to be included in 
it. The Christian epoch in Russian 
society came to an end. The life of 
the church continued as an insti-
tution, but it entailed complete-
ly different social functions”  —  in 
particular “the social function of 
guardianship, of preservation of 
the other segments of society in 
a stable condition,” was entrust-
ed to it by an elite that was, in es-
sence, already secular (200).

As a result, in the nineteenth 
century, there arose that specif-
ic phenomenon of “the official 
Church,” which beginning in that 
era, existed over the course of the 
two following centuries, even in 
the Soviet period. A constituent 
element of this arrangement was 
the careful reproduction from a 
distance of state political doctrine, 
distinguished by the coloration of 
theological language, accompa-
nied by the precise surveying of 
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both external secular (party) so-
cial teachings and internal Chris-
tian ideological currents” (236). 
Social topics were taboo for both 
church hierarchs and academic 
theologians, among whom “that 
same withdrawal into tradition-
al virtue ethics could be observed” 
(234). “The social was perceived 
as an external milieu, encircling 
but by no means entering into 
the system of Christian life” (247). 
Connected with this is another 
aspect noted by Kostjuk (while 
analyzing the position of the not-
ed hierarch and theologian Arch-
bishop Sergius (Stragorodsky), 
the future patriarch of the Sovi-
et era)  —  a skeptical attitude to-
ward law, which led not only to 
the belittlement of law’s signifi-
cance in comparison with moral-
ity, but also to the devaluing of 
attempts to transform law into 
morality” (249).

On the other hand, “at the 
same time that an adequate lan-
guage for the analysis of con-
temporary social processes could 
not be found in academic the-
ology, this language developed 
within the framework of reli-
gious philosophy.” However, the 
cost of this was the distancing of 
the Church from these philoso-
phers, since they “only appealed 
to a limited extent to the author-
ity of the Church, and did so at 
their own risk” (296). The offi-
cial Church “generally has not 
viewed religious philosophy, for 

all the richness of its ideas and 
its flights of theoretical sophis-
tication, as an authentic source 
of Orthodox thought” (270). Ko-
stjuk notes that “the primary dif-
ficulty for theologians and phi-
losophers in the development of 
social ideas in Orthodoxy was 
the absence of a basis for philos-
ophizing, a role fulfilled in Ca-
tholicism by natural law” (307).

Kostjuk provides a nearly ex-
haustive survey of the social di-
mension of the views of the most 
well-known secular intellectuals, 
dividing them into “Slavophiles,” 

“conservatives,” littérateurs, lib-
eral religious philosophers, and 

twentieth-century emigrants. To-
gether with the survey of church 
authors and theologians as well 
as various ideological currents, 
including even official positions 
from the Soviet era (and those 
of several Zerkalo members and 
dissidents), this creates an ex-
pansive picture of religious so-
cial-ethical ideas and concepts 
in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries (let it be noted that the 
book’s bibliography encompass-
es 45 pages of Russian and for-
eign works).

However, the book’s chief 
merit, in my view, consists not so 
much in the scope of its material 
(which could always be enlarged 
or always be considered inade-
quate) as in Kostjuk’s ability em-
pathetically to penetrate into 
the internal logic of religious 
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consciousness  —  of a concrete 
thinker, an ideological tendency, 
or an entire era. We are dealing, 
namely, with logical construc-
tions, which can be elucidated 
and described and then assessed 
thanks to, on the one hand, Ko-
stjuk’s non-ideological approach 
to research and, on the other, a 
certain logical partiality, that is, 
the position of an invested Chris-
tian intellectual. This is a fruit-
ful (one could say “felicitous”) 
approach that has been success-
fully implemented, for instance, 
by Jaroslav Pelikan in his monu-
mental Christian Tradition. It is 
precisely this approach that jus-
tifies Kostjuk’s brief, occasionally 
aphoristic, but pithy character-
izations (which is also partial-
ly true of Florovsky’s aforemen-
tioned work).

His uncompromising assess-
ments notwithstanding, Kostjuk’s 
position is critical in the schol-
arly, not the polemical-popular, 
sense. Konstantin Kostjuk’s study 
should thus be considered an es-
sential contribution not only to 
understanding of religious-social 
processes in the Russian past and 
present, but also, let us hope, in 
the development and refinement 
of the Russian Orthodox Church’s 
social teaching.

Speaking of the deficits of the 
publication under consideration, 
one would rather draw attention 
not so much to several mistakes 
and inaccuracies of a factual na-

ture1 as to the all too negligent 
approach of the publisher, which 
displayed little concern not only 
for stylistic editing, necessary in 
places, but also simply for qual-
ity proofreading. At the same 
time, these sad manifestations 
of the general decline in Russian 
publishing culture notwithstand-
ing, one must thank all those 
who ensured that this remarka-
ble book, long-awaited by inter-
ested readers, would see the light 
of day.

Alexander Kyrlezhev (Trans-
lation by Stephen Scala)
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