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Bitter and Sweet Tears: Exploring the Spirituality of the Eastern Church Fathers in the Light of Post-modern "enthusiastic Christianity" in Russia.

Olga M. Zaprometova

     The challenges of post-modern pluralism have produced insecurity and made room for doubts and hesitations that go beyond the issue of faithfulness to Scripture. We have  more knowledge about God but less knowledge of God, less experiences of His presence and personal encounters with His love. Post-modernity does not trust abstract ideas, everything is tested through a personal relationship. The crisis of self-identity in contemporary society is often considered to be a result of secularization and many Christians are trying to find a solution in the "fellowship of the Holy Spirit". In Russia there is a growing interest in "enthusiastic Christianity"
, which some scholars characterize as an extra  dimension of emotionalism, that sometimes reaches exaltation. Is it possible however to see this phenomenon as a new manifestation of the open emotional expression which was both recognized by Eastern Christianity and formed an integral part of its tradition many centuries ago? Or is it a response to the advent of post-modern symptoms in Russian society?

     We have to accept the fact that, as elsewhere in the world, many Russian Christians nowadays feel themselves 'homeless', moving from one church to another as religious institutions become marketing agencies and religious traditions become consumer commodities. Feeling and being ‘at home’ in this sense, is a gift and a call from God. We are immersed in a post-modern
 identity crisis. The post-modern self is de-centered, disoriented, fragmented and tossed by the wind of every impinging image and context. Will this new movement of "enthusiastic Christianity" be able and ready to envisage its mission calling in such a context? This  study is an attempt to do three things:

1. To find answers to many questions posed by those who are taking Christian living as an ongoing drama. Who in Russia today is truly post-modern? To what  extent is this so, and in what ways? 

2. To show the role of emotions in the development of the practice, as well as the doctrine, of spiritual life by analyzing the teachings of representatives of the eastern Church (Gregory the Theologian, Isaac of Nineveh and Simeon the New Theologian). 

3. To make a link with today's preferences by pointing to the success of "enthusiastic Christianity" in contemporary Russia. Can this be regarded as a direct response to the advent of post-modern symptoms in Russian society? How does 'rejoicing Christianity' envisage its mission calling in this context?

     The First World War witnessed the end of the modern era including its hope to achieve all kinds of progress in society. According to Boris Pasternak 1913 was the last year during which it was easier to love than to hate. Anna Akhmatova defined 1914 as the beginning of the 20th century. Although the earIy years of the 20th century seemed promising both for the Orthodox and for Evangelical Protestants in Russia, the declaration that followed the revolution (1918) regarding the separation of the churches from the state and of the schools from the churches, removed the legal basis of all religious institutions, which was not restored till 1989
. After the two World Wars the European countries were disillusioned with the idea of the ongoing progress of civilization towards a better future. Eurasia was swept by waves of different enthusiastic movements much more than the rest of the world. The utopian ideas required more and more sacrifices, as a kind of "game", for the sake of "happiness" promised by all kinds of leaders. As a result the youth became apathetic toward the enthusiasm of previous generations and did not want to make sacrifices for the sake of a better life. 'Better to take life as it is, to enjoy it for your own good, there is no absolute truth to dedicate your life to totally and so, ... there is no meaning to this life.'

     In the late 70's and early 80's of the last century Russian scholars noticed the historical shift that had been taking place in the former Soviet Union, defined by them as a crisis of civilization. It was considered to be the response to the social and cultural changes that the society had undergone, and the formation of new stereotypes. It was already noticed that post-modernity allowed  for plural interpretations. Nowadays the inner man is fragile and facing problems as never before. The Russian Christian analysts report about the decline of the first wave of religious enthusiasm which appeared on post-Soviet territory and of the aspiration for the second one to come
. Religion, however, does not disappear from the social stage. Religious experience reflects the multiplicity of transformations and a human being's way of life. The godless way of life, implanted by mass media does not leave us without perspective about what concerns secularism and religion. Quite the opposite! The deconstruction of traditional dispositions and beliefs which is now taking place, gives a chance for a new social search for religious truth
.

    Russian secular philosophers of today envisage the future of mankind to be the acquisition of religious meaning. They are expecting the renaissance of a set of religious beliefs. G. Kiselev, in his paper "Post-modernity and Christianity", reminds us that the traditional self-identity in Eastern Christianity is fellowship between a human being and God. This mystical encounter is a process. According to this modern Russian scholar, the very first Ecumenical task of contemporary Christianity is to understand its true position and place in world history. Kiselev stresses that, Russian religious philosophy has been waiting for the new birth of Christianity already since the end of the 19th century. This religious philosophy claimed as well that a true spiritual renaissance of the world might be expected only through the intervention of the Holy Spirit
. It definitely seems that the pendulum never stops swinging back and forth, and the ongoing search for truth, for meaning and for experiencing the Absolute (God) is essential for post-modernity as never before. The Love paradigm in contemporary Trinitarian thought might be taken as an example of a synthesis of Western and Eastern Christian thought, that is turning out to be of special interest for the growing "enthusiastic" Christians
. 

     It is assumed that most Western readers have little experience with the Orthodox tradition, its richness and variety that so greatly influenced the formation of the "Russian soul". The priority given to emotional values over material ones by the Russian character is a well known fact
. Emotions are one of the mightiest powers in history and culture. The academic world is going through a process of analyzing the "emotional revolution" in the  humanities and sees it as a new paradigm shift. In 2007 an international conference on "Emotions in Russian History and Culture" was held in Moscow. Among the problems raised at this forum were inter alia: emotional responses to the texts that represent culture, emotions as a discipline, and the role of emotions and historical memory. 

       The growing Pentecostal and Charismatic congregations, often referred to in some circles as "enthusiastic Christianity", differ from evangelical fundamentalists in their search for truth. This truth can be found, according to them, not only in the sphere of the mind (teaching, doctrine), but also in spiritual experiences. These experiences are followed by a change of attitude and conduct, which is the essential part of true conversion. The Pentecostal worldview is characterized primarily by the emphasis put on the importance of communion with God, and by the claim that love is an emotional experience
. 

* * *

     First let me remind the reader what is the difference between a Western and an Eastern understanding of 'doing' theology. The very term "theology" is often misunderstood. It is commonly agreed that theology deals with the knowledge of God which man strives to acquire. It is also often accepted that theology seeks to explain the relations between God and man (God and created world) and aims at explaining current social problems in the light of the Gospel and the Scriptures. Theology is seen as a contemplative discipline which helps human beings to have better understaning of God and the world He created. For the East theology starts with the ortho-doxy, understood as proper worship. According to James Stamoolis, theology is something in which believers must participate: "For the Orthodox, all theology is worship; all worship is theology"
. For the West ortho-doxy is related more to the correct  understanding of doctrinal statements (taking a different meaning of the Greek word doxa which underlies the second element of the word "orthodoxy"). It is a rational way of thinking. In other words the difference is in the emphasis put on the experiential versus the rational way of doing theology. The experiential way is related to the prayer life of a believer and is inseparable from the spirituality of a Christian. However it does not mean that Western theology excludes the spiritual life of the believer, nor that Eastern theology excludes a correct understanding of doctrine.    

     Let us turn now to the writings of the Eastern Church Fathers in order to see whether  there is any place for emotions that may be relevant to our post-modern era. One of the most famous Jewish exegetes of pre-Christian times, Philo of Alexandria, wrote about drunkenness, sober ecstasy and intellectual rage/fury when trying to describe his own spiritual/intellectual experience
. His approach to biblical exegesis is in accord both with the earlier Jewish tradition (1 Sam 1:13-16) and with that later developed in the New Testament (Acts 2:12-15; Eph 5:18). In the Bible such an emotional state of praying is compared to drunkenness (1 Sam1:13-16; Acts 2:12-15; Eph 5:18). Tertullian, the 3rd century North African theologian, talked about the marriage of a believer's soul to the Holy Spirit, followed by the physical body. This is his way of explaining how a soul is able to feel God, and to witness His mighty deeds through prophecies and feelings/emotions
. Gregory the Theologian (4th century) is considered to be one of the creators of the Theology of Light in the Christian tradition, which later was further developed by the Hesychast movement. His teaching on the vision of God is inseparable from his teaching on the knowledge of God. Gregory the Theologian points out that a person can see God only by feeling His mystical presence. The pinnacle of the whole Christian life, according to him, is deification or theosis (unification of a human being with God)
. The term deification appears to be a Latinate calque of theosis rather than an accurate translation of its meaning, and this serves to obscure rather than illuminate the dialogue between the Eastern and the Western Christianity. Theosis includes two complementary stages of deification: the process towards deification and the state of deification. Gregory the Theologian affirms that the first "stage of theosis" takes place in our current life, and the second one will be accomplished in the age to come; now we only foretaste theosis, but there is the eschatological theosis that is waiting for us at the "fulfilment of times", the one we will be able to enjoy fully
. The way leading to deification is a human being's love for God, as expressed in prayer and mystical experience as well as in the fulfillment of the New Testament commandments. Although God still remains unknowable, inexpressible, unreachable, and invisible, prayer is primarily a meeting with the living God. A human being is seeking God and is in need of fellowship with Him, and God is seeking those who are thirsty after Him, continually and abundantly outpouring (Himself) upon them
. Praying to Christ was an integral part of Gregory's spiritual life. His prayers were filled with a deep personal love for Christ
. 

     According to Archimandrite George: "Theosis is the acquisition of the Holy Spirit, whereby through God's grace Christians become participants in the Kingdom of God. ... Theosis begins here in time and space, but it is not static or complete, it is an open-ended progression uninterrupted through all eternity"
. This process of deification is fairly close description of the process that Protestant theology describes as sanctification and might be considered as one of the possible themes for the future dialogue between Pentecostal and Orthodox communities.

Bitter and Sweet Tears

     The experiences of a person on his journey towards God appear also in the Syrian Christian literature. One of the outstanding representatives of the Syrian tradition in the Eastern Church is Isaac the Syrian (7th century), for whom spiritual life starts with the turning of the soul to God and the rejection of the ways of this world. According to him the world is the sum of a human's passions. Like Gregory the Theologian for whom prayer was an encounter with the living God, Isaac the Syrian claimed that life in God was a sensation or feeling of His presence. When for some reason this presence is lost, the believer is unable to find peace until he/she feels His presence again
. 

     Here one has to take into consideration that in our post-modern world the word "passion(s)" has three different meanings: (1) etymologically, the word does mean suffering, but in modern language, this meaning is pretty well restricted to a theological context, speaking about the passion fo Christ; (2a) in common usage, the word is often synonym for emotion, but is rather stronger, meaning an overwhelming enthusiasm for  something
; (2b) in tabloid style usage, it has strongly sexual overtones, and, for a lot of people, this may even have become the primary meaning. There are several interpretations of the concept of passions in Patristic literature, including two major ones: passion as a sinful inclination and passion as an inherited ability of a soul which might be turned to (for) good as to evil
. 

     According to Isaac the Syrian, there are three stages along the way to a human's unification with God: repentance, purification and perfection or in other words: change of will, freedom from passions, and the acquisition of perfect love and the fullness of God's grace. Repentance
 starts when one feels sinful, due to the intervention of God's grace
. Teaching on repentance and on the encounter of a human soul with God is closely related to Isaac's teaching on tears. When referring to the Saviour's words: Blessed are they that mourn (Matt 5:4), Isaac adds that the one who is in the love of God will never lack the grace of tears because he/she is never lacking the source that is feeding him/her: the remembrance of God. That is why even when he/she is sleeping he/she is talking to God
. Isaac distinguishes between bitter and sweet tears, tears of repentance and tears of affection (slezy umilenia - Slavic) given to a person when he or she reaches purity of heart. The last type of tears means "tenderness" ("tender-hearted"), "mildness" or "meakness". Tears in prayer testify that a prayer is accepted by God. According to Isaac, endless crying may start for any of the following three reasons:

... from awe and wonder occasioned by the mystery of revelation that is revealed to the mind only rarely –  tears begin to pour unbidden and  without the will of a person and without forcing ... ; 

... from the love to God that inflames the soul to such an extent that a person cannot bear this love without continuous crying from pleasure because of its sweetness ... ; 

... from great humbleness of heart
.

Unification with God is impossible without prayer because prayer is a personal encounter with God. Isaac underlines how one has to pray: attentively, with deep feeling and with tears (because the grace of tears is the fullness of prayer
), with fervour and faith. This amazement, wonder, and rapture of the mind under the influence of the Holy Spirit, and seeing the Divine Light in a state of silence and peace is sometimes called ecstasy. When realizing that one does not belong to oneself but rather to God, one is going out of oneself and can no longer tell whether one exists in present time or in eternity
. When the control and supervision of the Spirit rules over the mind ... then  freedom is taken from nature and the mind is led instead of leading
. An intense personal fellowship between a human being and God is taking place. What a soul is praying for is no longer represented by the words of the prayer itself, but rather by feeling and experiencing the spiritual realities of the world yet to come. These realities are beyond human understanding, except by the power of the Holy Spirit.  ... From this experience of prayer the Holy Spirit lifts the soul up to meditation that is called spiritual vision
. 

      The image of drunkenness caused by wine helps Isaac describe the experience of a mystical encounter, which is in itself the introduction to the heavenly joy and pleasure of the Kingdom of Heaven. 

... Quite often it happens that a person bows his knees in prayer, his hands are lifted up to heaven, his face is turned to the Cross of Christ and all his thoughts are brought together in prayer to God, and at the same time, as a human being is praying to God with tears and affections, suddenly a spring starts to spurt in his heart, pouring out pleasure; then parts of his body are weakened, his eyes close, the face bent over to the earth, his thoughts are changing in such a way that he cannot bow down from the joy that is exciting his whole body
.

     ... From time to time however the mind is taken from the prayer and carried to heaven as a  captive and involuntary tears like springs of water pour over the face and water it. At the same time the person himself feels at peace, is speechless and filled with amazing vision and truly this is a ceasing of prayer; it is a state that is above prayer - a state of constant amazement in the face of every one of God's creatures, like those who have lost their senses because of wine
.

     When the soul is drunk with the joy of hope and the joyfulness of God, the body does not feel sorrows. ... This happens when the soul enters into the joy of the Spirit
.

     Such experience is frequently associated by Isaac with the Eucharist, in which the true love of God is revealed to a human being.

      Simeon the New Theologian (10th-11th century) is regarded in the West as the most outstanding of the medieval mystics for his charismatic approach to Christian life.  Like Gregory the Theologian, Simeon speaks about his experiences of the Divine Light and mentions it in all his writings. Besides these experiences, Gregory mentions as well prayer in other tongues and how much his soul suffers and cries
. Tears as a theme in Simeon's writings are associated with the themes of love for God and vision, as in Isaac's writings. Simeon gives testimony regarding the process of a person's transformation, which takes place in turning to God in prayer, and in shedding bitter tears of repentance and grief. Once the state of a clean heart and the vision of the Divine are reached, there is a consolation, and the person experiencing it sheds sweet tears (Matt. 5:8). When envisaging God and listening to His revelations, the person him/herself becomes a light. All of Simeon's personal experiences, which form the basis of his theology, are not just an individual search for God, but rather the very revelation of God Himself to a human being. He perceives this experience as a feeling of light and a flood of tears - a reaction to God's presence unseen by his earthly sight
.

     It is often argued that deep Christian affections are at the core of Pentecostal spirituality and they are considered by many as essential for understanding theology.  For one of the most widely recognized Pentecostal authors of today, Steve Land, deep Christian affections are different from mere feelings or moods. Pentecostal prayer shapes and expresses the affections that Land is interpreting as "a passion for the Kingdom"
. This passion is different from temporary feelings or shallow emotions. Love as such, including the love for God, is a passion. We do not love principles, we love the Person. As defined by Jürgen Moltmann, these differences can be "noticed when praying to the Father, to Christ and to the Spirit, and are reflected in the different forms of intercession, invocation and adoration"
.  

     One can compare the three components of the Eastern Church Fathers' mystical encounter with the Holy Spirit which have been discussed in this paper with the three major characteristics of Pentecostal theology: orthodoxy, orthopathy and orthopraxy. The first concerns prayer, in which an encounter with a living God is taking place. Its goal is a vision of God, knowing His will and accepting it freely. The second corresponds to experiencing the presence of God, as expressed in various ways (tears, ecstasy, etc.). The third is the transformation of a believer's way of life (deification) as described by the Eastern Fathers'
.

     Literally, spirituality means life in God's Spirit, and a living relationship with Him. As we can see, experiencing the Holy Spirit is inseparable from the Spirituality of the Eastern Church tradition. Bitter and sweet tears, as well as joy and love, were a vital part of the transformation process going on in a Christian, which was embraced by the teaching on deification. The writings of the Eastern Fathers give us valuable evidence of the variety and richness of the ancient Church's spiritual life, and its ability to incorporate  reflections of spiritual experience into its doctrine.  

     In sum, one may see the important place of emotional experience not just in the practice of praying, but also in the development of doctrine. This experience was always an integral part of Eastern Christian spirituality.

* * *

          Theology begins when one first prays, since praying is a deeper mode of understanding than knowing by means of reason alone
. Although the term "deification" is unknown to Pentecostals, most of them speak about the importance of the fellowship of a Christian with the living God. The Pentecostal movement stresses the value of religious experience, which may transform the post-modern fragmentation. Experiencing the Holy Spirit is inseparable from a Pentecostal spirituality, and it is on these grounds that Pentecostals are often accused of being emotional at the expense of being rational
. 

     Pentecostalism is fundamentally experiential and culturally constructed (formed by the culture). However it is this experiential and inter-cultural approach which allows for greater possibilities. M. Cartledge defines Pentecostalism as a worshipful experience and a crisis experience (that must be understood in a Christian context). It is also a social context which theologically may be accounted for in a broad sacramental sense
. Prayer is the centre of Pentecostal spirituality. Since prayer is communion and a dialogue which involves a relatedness in passion between those who pray and God, it is the place where the encounter between a human being and the living God occurs. The Pentecostal worldview is characterized primarily by the emphasis it puts on the importance of communion with God, and by claiming constantly that love is an emotional experience. Salvation, when conceived of as  a communion, involves a response of freely given love, and a sincere turning of the human will towards God and His ways. This makes  communion with God deeper and deeper. 

     As R. Roberts has observed, all the peculiarly Christian emotions are founded on a passionate interest in the Kingdom of God
. Some contemporary Pentecostals define their own personal experiences as charismatic manifestations or deeds of the Holy Spirit, which result in the decision to follow Him. Love for God and neighbour is the basis for the mission calling of the new "enthusiasts": to spread the Kingdom of God through witnessing, preaching and ministering as well as through different forms of social work. T. Richie underlines the importance of the Pentecostal heritage of ecumenicalism and inclusivism, as an answer to the religious diversity and the pluralistic opinions in our contemporary world
. "Rejoicing Christianity" must envisage its mission calling and consider carefully the distinctiveness of its own worldview in the context of the post-modern era
.  Nowadays Pentecostals (including the Charismatic movement which some Russian authors call Neo-Pentecostalism) are growing in number in Russia, and have become a visible phenomenon in both the religious and the social spheres, attracting the attention of the media and provoking considerable controversy
. Still, due to the secularization of society and to the new phenomenon of post-modernity, unlike in their early years Pentecostals are no longer regarded as a sect. In general the crisis of post-modernity in Russia results in longing for a restoration of the supernatural, a strengthening intercultural relations, an attraction to mystery and an affirmation of the more figurative and symbolic forms of communication. "Enthusiastic Christianity" has a lot to offer to the unhappy ones in society who are thirsty and in search of a new spirituality. However, one should not disregard the importance and richness of the spiritual heritage of  Eastern Spirituality, now  embedded in a way in the "Russian soul".

* * *

     This paper has attempted to show that in a sense the new movement of "rejoicing Christianity" is a direct response to the advent of post-modern symptoms in Russian society. In view of our culture's orientation to success, to production and prestige and to all the requirements that follow such orientation, our inner being is longing for deeper spirituality, quiet and peace. It is reflected in the search for religious experience, for deeper affections and for meaning in a committed Christian life. The encounter with God's Spirit, i.e. the experiencing of the Ruakh of God is first and foremost a stirring one
. The intention of this paper has been to create a link to the past, this includes both to find the roots of post-modern Pentecostalism's experiential theology and of its rich emotional outpouring in experiences presented in the Patristic tradition as part of a process of seeking self-identity, and at the same time to strengthen awareness of the inter-cultural relationship between the two eras.

     The search for a more solid and constructive dialogue between followers of Eastern and Western Christian traditions is one of mankind's most urgent  tasks, especially in the light of globalization. Let us keep the "windows of theology open", since this may be the proper answer to both the scepticism and the fundamentalism of our times. Without overlooking the experiential component of conversion which plays a role in the process of reaching salvation and full communion with God, "enthusiastic Christianity" has begun to seek its roots in Holy Scriptures and in Church tradition. Will the "enthusiasts", together with some contemporary Orthodox theologians, choose to follow the way of Neo-Patristic synthesis, or will they claim that this represents only an escape from the problems imposed by post-modernity, an escape which can be no more than a slavish imitation of tradition, one which rejects any theological development? Will also the Orthodox Church, the most prominent religious power in contemporary Russia, be ready to recognize the reality of the encounter with Christ, which "enthusiastic Christianity" advocates and testifies to? Let us remember that so far these are open questions, and that the secular analysts are waiting for a response from the Church, not just in the form of official ecclesiological-political acts or documents, but rather in reflections, conjectures or insights from its individual members.

     Exploring the spirituality of the early Church Fathers can serve as a helpful way for Pentecostal and Charismatic believers in Russia to overcome the post-modern crisis of self-identity. It may help find in Church history answers relevant to the contemporary Russian context. This will enrich mission activity in Europe both East and West, and even in Asia, due to the spread of Russian Orthodoxy by emigration, and in view of globalization and the post-modern identity crisis. The emphasis put on "enthusiastic Christianity" is not a doctrinal question. Instead of logical/rational theological Regula fidei formulations/concepts, it suggests rather an experiential side as the basis of Christian faith. This is a much more promising approach to mission in post-modern Russia. In the post-modern world one has not just to see with one's own eyes but also to feel with one's own heart, to experience in one's whole being the presence of God and His love. Mission must follow worship/doxology. Thus we may see in what sense understanding of the role of emotions in the Eastern Christian tradition might become a bridge to understanding the growth of "enthusiastic" Christianity in contemporary Russia. The experience of closeness of God and His intimate presence is more greater than theological proofs of God's existence for secularized society. Love is more than an attribute of God! It is His essence. The Christian East with its rich religious experiences described by the Early Church Fathers seems to be more attractive to disappointed post-modernists, especially the younger generation. Will its theological treasure be embraced by contemporary "enthusiasts"? 
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