
Church & WorldChurch & World
Essays in Honor of Michael PlekonEssays in Honor of Michael Plekon

WILLIAM C. MILLS, EditorWILLIAM C. MILLS, Editor



d



Church and World



Other books published by the Orthodox Research Institute include:

Rev. Dr. Steven Bigham. Early Christian Attitudes toward Images

Alphonse and Rachel Goettmann. Th e Spiritual Wisdom and Practices of 
Early Christianity

Archimandrite Kyprian Kern. Orthodox Pastoral Service. Edited by Fr. Wil-
liam C. Mills

Jean-Claude Larchet. Life aft er Death according to the Orthodox Tradition

Matthew the Poor. Th e Titles of Christ

William C. Mills. Baptize All Nations: Refl ections on the Gospel of Matthew 
for the Pentecostal Season

William C. Mills (Editor). Called to Serve: Readings on Ministry from the 
Orthodox Church

William C. Mills. Encountering Jesus in the Gospels

William C. Mills. Feasts of Faith: Refl ections on the Major Feast Days

William C. Mills. From Pascha to Pentecost: Refl ections on the Gospel of John

William C. Mills. Let Us Atend: Refl ections on the Gospel of Mark for the 
Lenten Season

William C. Mills. A Light to the Gentiles: Refl ections on the Gospel of Luke

William C. Mills. Our Father: A Prayer for Christian Living

William C. Mills. Th e Prayer of St. Ephrem the Syrian: A Biblical Commentary

William C. Mills. Prepare O Bethlehem: Refl ections on the Scripture Readings 
for the Christmas-Epiphany Season

Stephen Muse. Being Bread

Stephen Muse. When Hearts Become Flame: An Eastern Orthodox Approach 
to the διά-Λογος of Pastoral Counseling



Church and World

Essays in Honor of Michael Plekon

Edited by
William C. Mills

Rollinsford, New Hampshire

orthodox
research
institute

TM



Published by Orthodox Research InstituteTM

20 Silver Lane
Rollinsford, NH 03869
www.orthodoxresearchinstitute.org

© 2013 William C. Mills

Cover art: Ascension, Mugna Gospel, Greater Armenia, ca. 1060, Mat-
enadaran, Erevan, M7736, fol. 20v. Courtesy of Dickran Kouymjian, In-
dex of Armenian Art, Armenian Studies Program, California State Uni-
versity, Fresno.  Photo: Hrair Hawk Khatcherian ©.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or 
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, in-
cluding photocopying, recording, or any information storage and retriev-
al system, without permission in writing from the author or publisher.

ISBN 978-1-933275-66-6

Orthodox Research Institute is a trademark of Zosha, LLC.



Michael Plekon 
Friend and Colleague 

•

“Behold, how good and pleasant it is when 
brothers dwell in unity.”

Psalm 133:1
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Introduction

A Life Worth Living,
A Life Well Lived

I  fi rst met Michael in the Fall of 1995, when I was assigned as 
a young seminarian intern to St. Gregory the Th eologian Or-

thodox parish in Wappingers Falls, New York. Th e Plekon family, 
including Michael’s wife Jeanne and their children Paul and Han-
nah, had recently found their new spiritual home there. It was at St. 
Gregory’s where Michael was ordained to both the diaconate and to 
the priesthood and where he serves with his friend and colleague 
Father Alexis Vinogradov. I will never forget Michael standing in 
the altar with his dark blue cassock and tan Birkenstocks, or what I 
later called his “Jesus shoes” — a sight to behold for a young impres-
sionable seminarian.
 For the better portion of 1995–6, I attended the weekly Sunday 
Divine Liturgy, sang in the choir, assisted in the altar, and helped with 
the Church school program. Th e Plekon family showered me with 
hospitality, oft en inviting me to their home for Sunday brunch, where 
we spent the better half of the aft ernoon talking, eating, and laugh-
ing. Th ose lazy aft ernoons reminded me of the movie Babette’s Feast. 
It took me a while to understand that Mexican and Western egg cas-
seroles, freshly baked breads, fruit salad, and coff ee and tea, are not 
much diff erent than the bread and wine on the altar table. Over the 
years, I learned many things from those meals, but perhaps most im-
portantly I learned that all of life is sacred, the good, the bad, and 
yes, even the ugly. We celebrate the joys, pleasures, pains, warts, and 
wrinkles; it is all in the mix which we call life.
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 Michael loves life, especially his academic work at Baruch Col-
lege. Like most professors, he is devoted not only to his students, 
but also to writing and publication. Th e scholarly mantra “publish 
or perish” is still very much in vogue today, and Michael’s output is 
formidable with his recent “spiritual trilology”: Living Icons,1 Hidden 
Holiness,2 and Saints as they really are,3 which serve as a survey or 
introduction to holiness, spirituality, and sanctity in both East and 
West and have garnered very positive reviews and a few book awards. 
Th ese three volumes consider the intersection between liturgy and 
life, work and prayer, Church and culture, topics that have been and 
continue to be very important to him.
 Furthermore, together with his friends and colleagues, Jerry Ryan, 
Antoine Arjakovsky, Vitaly Permiakov, and John Jillions, they have 
translated and edited many writings from what is commonly called 
the Paris School of theology.4 Th ese books serve as an introduction 
to the riches of the Russian immigrant theologians who found them-
selves in exile in London, Paris, and Belgrade. Th ankfully, there has 
been a renewed interest in these newly found authors and today young 
scholars are taking up various topics from these theological pioneers.
 In many ways, Michael is comfortable with the Paris School theo-
logians because of their emphasis on human freedom in Christ, the 
focus on liturgical renewal and reform, a vivifi ed understanding of 
mission and ministry, as well as the ardent defense of openness to 

1 Living Icons: Persons of Faith in the Eastern Church (Notre Dame, Indiana: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2002).
2 Hidden Holiness (Notre Dame, Indiana, University of Notre Dame Press, 2009).
3 Saints as they really are: Voices of Holiness in Our Time (Notre Dame, Indiana, 
2012).
4 See especially Tradition Alive: On the Church and the Christian Life in Our Time 
Readings From the Eastern Church (NY: Rowan and Littlefi eld, 2003), Nicholas 
Afanasiev: Th e Church of the Holy Spirit, Tran. Vitaly Permiakov Ed. with intro. 
Michael Plekon (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), 
Antoine Arjakovsky Th e Way: Religious Th inkers of the Russian Emigration and 
Th eir Journal, 1925–1940, Trans. Jerry Ryan, Ed. John A. Jillions and Michael 
Plekon (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2013). 
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the world and ecumenism. In a time when the Church, especially the 
Orthodox Church, is becoming more isolated, sectarian, and separat-
ist from other Christian bodies, we are reminded by Jesus’ words in 
the Gospel of John, “that they all may be one” (John 17:21). In many 
ways, Michael has devoted his life to seeking unity: among friends, in 
the parish, at home, in the classroom, and even in a casual conversa-
tion at a café.
 Where does one begin listing all of Michael’s accomplishments? 
One could talk about his early work and scholarship on Soren Ki-
erkegaard or his awards and honors, such as the National Endow-
ment for the Humanities Fellowship or his work with Archbishop 
Rowan Williams’ “Building Bridges Consultation” in Doha, Qatar. 
One could highlight his assistance with mentoring young academics 
and seminarians from St. Vladimir’s Seminary or the book awards 
that he has received. Furthermore, Michael has assisted and men-
tored numerous young scholars, a few of whom have contributed es-
says to this book. Th e reader is directed to Michael’s extensive Cur-
riculum Vitae included in the appendix to learn more about his work 
and writings. Needless to say, Michael is an inspiration to us all, be-
cause he continues to read, study, write, and teach, and hopefully will 
continue into his post-retirement years as he will certainly encourage 
and inspire others to do the same.
 Michael has been a dear friend to us in many ways: for some, he 
has been a mentor in academic scholarship, publishing, and teaching; 
for others, he helped discern a vocation in ecclesial ministry; and for 
others, he has been a regular eating and drinking companion; and 
to a few fortunate friends, he has been all three. He has served on 
doctoral committees as well as helped young scholars fi nd publishing 
venues. He has inspired some of us to pursue doctoral research and 
others to obtain further practical training.
 Th e 2012–3 academic year is a special one for Michael, since he 
celebrates his sixty-fi ft h birthday as well as his thirty-fi ft h anniver-
sary at Baruch College, where he has been teaching in the Depart-
ment of Sociology and Anthropology in the Weissman School of Arts 
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and Sciences at the City University of New York (CUNY). Michael 
teaches introductory courses in sociology and religious studies, as 
well as electives in Church history, Christian spirituality, and issues 
regarding Church and culture.
 Th e essays in Church and World focus on topics, which are both 
near and dear to Michael: ecumenism, freedom, pastoral ministry, 
holiness and sanctity, and mentorship. Th e essays also refl ect the 
“Great Church” tradition as the contributors are from various places 
within Christendom: Eastern Catholic, Orthodox, Lutheran, and An-
glican. We hope that readers of these essays will learn more about the 
work and ministry of our friend but also will fi nd much inspiration 
and joy. 



chapter six

Ecclesiology Requires Hagiography
Sarah Hinlicky Wilson

What part do the saints play in the construction of any given 
ecclesiology? To be sure, they always play some part. Th e 

creedal clauses “one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church” and “the 
communion of saints” guarantee that much. But almost without fail 
the saints appear in ecclesiologies as a unit, an undiff erentiated mass, 
a collective personifi cation of abstract truths about the church. Th eir 
individual splendor is mashed up into a uniform drab. It is time to 
bring the colors back to ecclesiology.
 Th is essay is a brief exploratory sketch of the potential of hagi-
ography to revive ecclesiology, inspired in part by a two-decade-long 
friendship with a practitioner of the “new hagiography” himself, Mi-
chael Plekon.1

The Saints: Marginal. Th e tendency to reduce the saints to 
a colorless unit is so prevalent in ecclesiology that it would be 

tedious to demonstrate it at any length. A couple of representative ex-
amples will suffi  ce to make the point.

1 See in particular his three-part series of hagiographical studies: Living Icons: 
Persons of Faith in the Eastern Church (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2002), Hidden Holiness (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2009), and Saints As Th ey Really Are: Voices of Holiness in Our 
Time (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2012); and my review 
of the three, “Solus Christianus, Nullus Christianus,” Books & Culture 18/6 (No-
vember–December 2012): 9–10.
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 Th omas Aquinas mentions the saints in a number of articles 
in his Summa Th eologica, chiefl y treating the relationship between 
Christians still in their earthly lives and those who already enjoy the 
benefi ts of heaven. Th us he considers whether the saints in heaven 
pray for us,2 whether we should worship the relics of the saints,3 
whether the saints hear and grant our prayers and whether we should 
ask for their prayers,4 whether the happiness of the saints grows in 
heaven,5 and fi nally whether the saints see and rejoice in the suff er-
ing of the damned.6 (Th e answer to all of these questions is yes.) Th e 
saints’ import for the church is their aid in the acquisition of beati-
tude. Th ey are not signifi cant shapers of the church in itself and not 
greatly distinguished one from the other, though Th omas does make 
a case for appealing to the less signifi cant saints, which is the closest 
he gets to noticing any of their distinctive qualities.7 Th e main import 
of the saints is how they link this world to the next; they are a reassur-
ance of heaven while off ering help to earth.
 Th e 1566 Catechism of the Council of Trent takes the opposite 
approach to the creedal phrase. “Th e communion of saints” refers 
not primarily to the prayer-answering dead but to all those who truly 
and faithfully share in the life of the church. Th ey are joined togeth-
er by what they hold in common through their membership in the 
church: fi rst the sacraments, then good works, and fi nally every other 
blessing, “such as knowledge, prophecy, the gift s of tongues and of 
miracles, and others of the same sort.” Th e stress is on the mutual 
sharing and possession for the good of all.8 Th us we see in Th omas 
and Trent’s Catechism both traditional senses of “saint” taken up: the 
blessed already enjoying their heavenly reward, and the faithful on 

2 Th omas Aquinas, Summa Th eologica [hereaft er cited as ST], II–II, Q. 83, Art. 11.
3 ST III, Q. 25, Art. 6.
4 ST Suppl., Q. 72.
5 ST Suppl., Q. 93.
6 ST Suppl., Q. 94.
7 ST Suppl., Q. 72, Art. 2, Reply to Objection 2.
8 Catechism of the Council of Trent, Article IX. www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/
romancat.html (this and all subsequent websites accessed October 15, 2012).
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earth still anticipating it. In each case, the saints function as a col-
lective unit or evidence of assertions about the general nature of the 
church, such as unity and catholicity.
 Th e twentieth-century Catechism of the Catholic Church reiter-
ates points from both its predecessors, highlighting the intercession 
of and communion with the saints, including the dead.9 It also men-
tions the practice of singling out for canonization some of those who 
“practiced heroic virtue and lived in fi delity to God’s grace,” by which 
“the Church recognizes the power of the Spirit of holiness within her 
and sustains the hope of believers by proposing the saints to them as 
models and intercessors.” It goes further in admitting the saints’ role 
for renewal during “the most diffi  cult moments in the Church’s his-
tory.” Only one saint receives specifi c mention, and that is the Virgin 
Mary, in whom “the Church is already the ‘all-Holy.’”10 Indeed, if any 
single saint is mentioned as decisive in the shaping of the church, it is 
Mary, followed (in the Catholic world) by Peter. Th us we have a faint 
suggestion that particular saints are shapers of the church, primarily 
these two biblical saints, and secondarily those who serve as models 
and intercessors. But the notion is no further developed.11
 We turn now to the Protestant portion of the Western church. It 
is obvious enough that the Reformers generally opted for the “all the 
faithful” sense of the saints over the “canonized” sense. Th ey allowed 
that the saints who have died now dwell in heaven but restricted the 
traffi  c of prayer between them and the living. For Luther and Calvin 

9 Catechism of the Catholic Church, §956–958. www.vatican.va/archive/
ENG0015/__P2B.HTM.
10 Ibid., §828–829. www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0015/__P29.HTM.
11 It should be noted, however, that while Mary and Peter do end up becoming 
signifi cant in assorted ecclesiologies, it is at the cost of being recognizably them-
selves. Mary is depicted as the ultimate “receptive” soul, for instance, turning 
her into a generic icon of femininity in its most basic anatomical sense. Peter 
meanwhile is forced to bear the weight of two millennia of papal developments, 
though one suspects that if the papacy were described in closer conformity to 
the biblical Peter — as an intensely faithful but defi nitely fallible disciple — the 
rest of the Christian world might be better inclined to recognize it.
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both, “the saints” were simply synonymous with “the church,” wheth-
er in this life or the next. To be in the church is to be a saint — not a 
sinless but rather a forgiven person in the process of being made holy. 
As Luther explained in the Large Catechism regarding the phrase 
“the communion of saints” in the Creed:

… I believe that there is on earth a holy little fl ock and commu-
nity of pure saints under one head, Christ. It is called together 
by the Holy Spirit in one faith, mind, and understanding. It pos-
sesses a variety of gift s, and yet is united in love without sect or 
schism. Of this community I also am a part and member, a par-
ticipant and co-partner in all the blessings it possesses … By it, 
[the Holy Spirit] creates and increases holiness, causing it daily 
to grow and become strong in the faith and in its fruits, which 
the Spirit produces … Here there is full forgiveness of sins, both 
in that God forgives us and that we forgive, bear with, and aid 
one another.12

Th e combination of the individual I and the wider community is es-
sential. Th e Holy Spirit is the principal actor in the church, whose hu-
man members are recognized by what they hold in common — though 
again, not by what they uniquely contribute.
 In the same vein, John Calvin wrote in the Institutes “that the saints 
are gathered into the society of Christ on the principle that whatever 
benefi ts God confers upon them, they should in turn share with one 
another. Th is does not, however, rule out the diversity of graces, in-
asmuch as we know the gift s of the Spirit are variously distributed.”13 
And indeed, “So powerful is participation in the church that it keeps 
us in the society of God.”14 While the charge of individualism is oft en 

12 Martin Luther, “Th e Large Catechism,” in Th e Book of Concord, eds. Robert 
Kolb and Timothy J. Wengert (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2000), 437–438.
13 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. 
Ford Lewis Battles, vol. 2 (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960), IV.I.3, p. 1014.
14 Ibid., 1015.
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laid at the door of Reformation theology, it is clear that in its origins, 
at least, a solitary Christian was unthinkable. Mutual possession of 
the benefi ts of God is necessary to possess them at all. Nevertheless, 
here again we fi nd the saints to be an undiff erentiated mass, at best 
admitted to possess a “diversity of gift s.”
 Looking to the East, we see a rather more promising account in 
John of Damascus’s Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith. His prin-
cipal concern is with the honor due to the saints, who are “friends 
of Christ” and “sons and heirs of God,” residing now in the hand of 
God and beyond the reach of death. Th ey make intercessions for us 
and their relics are sources of blessing. We should “let us ourselves 
become, through imitation of their virtues, living monuments and 
images of them.” So far, the same notes are rung as in the Catholic 
West. But then John actually takes the time to pay special attention to 
the saints in all their variety.

Let us give honour to her who bore God as being strictly and 
truly the Mother of God. Let us honour also the prophet John 
as forerunner and baptist, as apostle and martyr, for among 
them that are born of women there hath not risen a greater than 
John the Baptist, as saith the Lord, and he became the fi rst to 
proclaim the Kingdom. Let us honour the apostles as the Lord’s 
brothers, who saw Him face to face and ministered to His pas-
sion, for whom God the Father did foreknow He also did pre-
destinate to be conformed to the image of His Son, fi rst apostles, 
second prophets, third pastors and teachers. Let us also honour 
the martyrs of the Lord chosen out of every class, as soldiers of 
Christ who have drunk His cup and were then baptized with the 
baptism of His life-bringing death, to be partakers of His pas-
sion and glory: of whom the leader is Stephen, the fi rst deacon 
of Christ and apostle and fi rst martyr. Also let us honour our 
holy fathers, the God-possessed ascetics, whose struggle was the 
longer and more toilsome one of the conscience: who wandered 
about in sheepskins and goatskins, being destitute, affl  icted, tor-
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mented; they wandered in deserts and in mountains and in dens 
and caves of the earth, of whom the world was not worthy. Let 
us honour those who were prophets before grace, the patriarchs 
and just men who foretold the Lord’s coming. Let us carefully 
review the life of these men, and let us emulate their faith and 
love and hope and zeal and way of life, and endurance of suff er-
ings and patience even to blood, in order that we may be sharers 
with them in their crowns of glory.15

Here we see in some concrete detail that the church contains a di-
versity of saints, not exchangeable one for another, though we have 
not yet reached the point where the diversity and individuality of the 
saints shapes what the church actually is.
 Contemporary systematic elaborations of the church from an 
Orthodox perspective tend to follow the same patterns of generic 
sainthood as in the West. Timothy Ware, for instance, opens his brief 
discussion of the saints with a lovely quote from Symeon the New 
Th eologian depicting them as an unbreakable golden chain of faith, 
works, and love. But Ware then proceeds to disputed questions of 
prayer, intercession, veneration, and Mary, without any further re-
fl ection on what the saints might mean for the church as such.16 
Matthew Steenberg sounds the refrain that the communion of saints 
means that Christ has overcome the limitations and divisions of 
death. While one would not wish to dispute that the defeat of death is 
a good thing, the saints here again are simply the reinforcement of a 
principle or fact rather than their own persons in fellowship with us, 
creating and shaping the church in unique ways.17 Even the innova-
tive John Zizioulas in his already famous Being as Communion: Stud-

15 John of Damascus, An Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith. www.ortho-
dox.net/fathers/exactiv.html#BOOK_IV_CHAPTER_XV.
16 Timothy Ware, Th e Orthodox Church (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1973), 260–261.
17 Matthew Steenberg, “Th e Church,” in Th e Cambridge Companion to Orthodox 
Christian Th eology, eds. Mary B. Cunningham and Elizabeth Th eokritoff  (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 121–135.
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ies in Personhood and the Church doesn’t connect personhood and 
church via the saints themselves. Like many Orthodox treatments of 
the church, he has much to say about the importance of the local 
church, conciliarity, and bishops — but nothing of the saints.18 It is 
quite remarkable how very much has been written about theoretical 
bishops and what they ought to be doing to make the church what 
it is, and how little has been written about actual saints and what 
they have in fact done to make the church what it is! It seems that all 
the many icons of the great cloud of witnesses in Eastern churches 
have been silenced on the pages of Orthodox theology — as they are 
equally silenced in the West.19

The Saints: Constitutive. In Vladimir Lossky’s work, how-
ever, we are given some tools for overcoming the silence of the 

saints in ecclesiology. Lossky did not quite do it himself, but he points 
us in the right direction. A principal concern of Lossky’s was to de-
velop underdeveloped Christian anthropology, in such a way that the 
personhood of the Trinity was constitutive for the personhood of hu-
man beings. He summarized his position in one of his chief essays on 
the topic, “Th e Th eological Notion of the Human Person,” as such:

[I]t will be impossible for us to form a concept of the human 
person, and we will have to content ourselves with saying: “per-
son” signifi es the irreducibility of man to his nature — “irreduc-
ibility” and not “something irreducible” or “something which 

18 John D. Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church 
(Crestwood: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985).
19 Elizabeth A. Johnson describes the communion of saints as a “sleeping sym-
bol” in her Friends of God and Prophets: A Feminist Th eological Reading of the 
Communion of Saints (London: SCM, 1998). William M. Th ompson describes a 
renewed practice of “consulting” the saints in contemporary Catholic theology 
but acknowledges that “[e]cclesiology remains, to a great extent, largely unex-
plored from the point of view of our theme.” Fire and Light: Th e Saints and Th e-
ology (Mahwah: Paulist, 1987). In any event, within his own work, Th ompson’s 
interest is far more the mystical experiences than the particularities of the saints.
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makes man irreducible to his nature” precisely because it can-
not be a question here of “something” distinct from “another 
nature” but of someone who is distinct from his own nature, of 
someone who goes beyond his nature while still containing it, 
who makes it exist as human nature by this overstepping and yet 
does not exist in himself beyond the nature which he “enhypos-
tasizes” and which he constantly exceeds.20

Th e personhood of human beings in relationship to their shared na-
ture has, in turn, direct implications for the church. As Lossky ex-
plains in Th e Mystical Th eology of the Eastern Church,

each person in this body is the goal of [the church] and cannot 
be envisaged as a means. It is the only society where the accord 
of the interests of individuals with those of the collectivity does 
not represent an insoluble problem, for the ultimate aspirations 
of each accord with the supreme goal of all, and this cannot be 
realized to the detriment of the interests of another. It is correct 
to say that it is not a matter of individuals and the collectivity 
but rather of human persons who cannot reach their perfection 
except in the unity of nature. Th e Incarnation is the foundation 
of this unity of nature; Pentecost is the affi  rmation of the multi-
plicity of persons in the Church.21

20 Vladimir Lossky, “Th e Th eological Notion of the Human Person,” in In the 
Image and Likeness of God (Crestwood: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1974), 
120. See my discussion of Lossky and especially his infl uence on Elisabeth 
Behr-Sigel’s understanding of personhood in “Tradition, Priesthood, and Per-
sonhood in the Trinitarian Th eology of Elisabeth Behr-Sigel,” Pro Ecclesia 19/2 
(Spring 2012): 129–150.
21 Vladimir Lossky, Th éologie mystique de l’Eglise d’Orient (Aubier: Editions 
Montaigne, 1944), 173. All quotations from this book are my translation. 
“… chaque personne dans ce corps en est le but et ne peut être envisagée comme 
un moyen. C’est la seule société où l’accord des intérêts des individus avec ceux 
de la collectivité ne représente pas un problème insoluble, car les aspirations 
ultimes des chacun s’accordent avec le but suprême de tous et ce dernier ne 
peut être réalisé au détriment des intérêts de quelqu’un. Il ne s’agit pas ici, à vrai 
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Lossky goes on to explain how catholicity does not mean universality 
in the sense of everyone having or being the same, or a sum of all the 
parts — a tendency we have seen in the aforementioned accounts of 
the saints. Rather, the church is the milieu in which every unique per-
son is meant to reach union with God and consequently with every 
other unique person.22
 For Lossky, this balance is struck by giving equal attention to the 
role of the Son and the role of the Spirit in the church. As he explains, 
“the Church is not only the one nature in the hypostasis of Christ; it is 
also the multiple hypostases in the grace of the Holy Spirit… Yet it is 
necessary to decrease with Christ, to abandon one’s own nature that 
is, in reality, the communal nature, in order to increase, to acquire 
the grace that must be appropriated to each person, to become his 
own.”23 Th us there is “one single human nature in the hypostasis of 
Christ, multiple human hypostases in the grace of the Holy Spirit.”24 
Th e implications for human beings are of vital importance: “Once 
liberated from the determinism of sin, we do not fall under a divine 
determinism. Grace does not destroy liberty, for grace is not a unitive 
force proceeding from the Son, the hypostatic Head of our nature; it 
is another hypostatic principle, another source, independent of the 

dire, d’individus et de collectivité, mais des personnes humaines qui ne peuvent 
atteindre leur perfection que dans l’unité de nature. L’Incarnation est le fonde-
ment de cette unité de nature; la Pentecôte est l’affi  rmation de la multiplicité des 
personnes dans l’Eglise.”
22 Many of these themes regarding individuality and community can also be 
found in Dietrich Bonhoeff er, Sanctorum Communio: A Th eological Study of 
the Sociology of the Church, trans. Reinhard Krauss and Nancy Lukens, Dietrich 
Bonhoeff er Works (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998).
23 Lossky, Th éologie mystique, 179–180. “… l’Eglise n’est pas seulement la nature 
une dans l’hypostase du Christ, elle est aussi les hypostases multiples dans la 
grâce du Saint-Esprit … Or, il faut dissiper avec le Christ, abandonner sa nature 
propre qui est, en réalité, la nature commune, pour amasser, pour acquérir la 
grâce qui doit être appropriée à chaque personne, devenir sienne.”
24 Ibid., 180. “… une seule nature humaine dans l’hypostase du Christ, plusieurs 
hypostases humaines dans la grâce du Saint-Esprit.”
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Son—the Holy Spirit who proceeds from the Father.”25 While the in-
stitutional aspects of the church—such as the sacraments, the liturgy, 
and the hierarchy—have their source in the Son, the personal and 
intimate manifestations of grace have their source in the Spirit, of 
which Lossky lists: apparitions of the Virgin, thaumaturgic images, 
charismatic gift s, miracles, and “fi nally, in the human persons who 
have acquired [grace], the saints.”26
 Now we are fi nally in a position to see how the saints play a con-
stitutive role in the church. Lossky elaborates:

What is the church’s own hypostasis? It is surely not the hyposta-
sis of the Holy Spirit … [T]he Holy Spirit in his personal advent, 
contrary to the Son, does not communicate to the church his 
hypostasis, which remains hidden, not revealed. He conceals 
himself, identifi es himself (so to say) with human persons, to 
whom He appropriates the second nature — divinity, the dei-
fying energies. He becomes the principle of the deifi cation of 
persons, the source of uncreated riches in each one of them; He 
confers on each person his ultimate perfection, but He does not 
become the person of the Church. In eff ect, the Holy Spirit does 
not contain in himself human hypostases, like Christ contains 
[human] nature, but gives Himself separately to each person. 
Th e Church in its own being, as the Spouse of Christ, appears 

25 Ibid., 181. “Une fois libérés du déterminisme du péché, nous ne tombons pas 
sous un déterminisme divin. La grâce ne détruit pas la liberté, car elle n’est pas 
une force unitive procédant du Fils, Chef hypostatique de notre nature; elle a 
un autre principe hypostatique, une autre source, indépendante du Fils — l’Es-
prit-Saint qui procède du Père.” We hear in this echoes of Lossky’s conviction 
that everything wrong with the Western church can be traced back to the fi l-
ioque, and everything right in the Eastern church to its attribution of the Spirit’s 
procession to the Father alone. As a Western Christian, I fi nd his conviction 
overstated, to say the least. His ensuing point about distinguishing between the 
nature and hypostases of the church is valid, it seems to me, regardless of one’s 
take on the processions.
26 Ibid., 188. “… enfi n, dans les personnes humaines qui l’ont acquise, dans les 
saints.”
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then as a multitude of created hypostases. It is the person or, 
rather, it is the human persons who are the hypostases of the one 
nature of the Church.27

Building on Lossky’s insight, we can say that the recurring fl aw in 
ecclesiologies — which accounts for their neglect of any meaningful 
engagement with the saints — is that attention has been paid only to 
the nature of the church, while the actual existing hypostases thereof 
have been completely neglected. Generic speech about the nature has 
crossed over into the discussion of the hypostases as well. Th ey are 
not depicted as the irreducibly unique beings whom God has called 
into eternal fellowship with Himself, but a summary or abstraction, 
lacking concrete detail. It is unimaginable that the details of actual 
human lives could actually be meaningfully integrated into any con-
ventional ecclesiology; evidence enough of ecclesiology’s alienation 
from its subject’s hypostases. Hagiography, by contrast, has been the 
instinctive attention of the faithful to specifi c persons in the church, 
though it has largely dwelt in the realm of popular religious practice 
without integration into the discipline of theology.
 It is a basic tenet of trinitarian theology that the divine nature 
does not exist apart from its actual instantiation in the hypostases. 
Otherwise we would drift  into modalism, which keeps the untouched 

27 Ibid., 189. “Quelle est l’hypostase propre de l’Eglise? Ce n’est sûrement pas 
l’hypostase du Saint-Esprit. Comme nous l’avons vu au cours de notre dernière 
leçon, l’Esprit-Saint dans son avènement personnel, contrairement au Fils, 
ne communique pas à l’Eglise son hypostase qui rest cachée, non révélée. Il 
se dissimule, s’identifi e, pour ainsi dire, aux personnes humaines auxquelles Il 
approprie la seconde nature — la divinité, les énergies déifi nates. Il devient le 
principe de la déifi cation des personnes, la source des richesses incréées dans 
chacune d’entre elles; Il confère à chaque personne son ultime perfection, mais 
Il ne devient pas la personne de l’Eglise. En eff et, le Saint-Esprit ne contient pas 
en Lui les hypostases humaines, comme le Christ contient la nature, mais Se 
donne séparément à chaque personne. L’Eglise dans son être propre, en tant 
qu’Epouse du Christ, apparaît donc comme une multitude d’hypostases créées. 
C’est la personne ou, plutôt, ce sont les personnes humaines qui sont les hypos-
tases de la nature une de l’Eglise.”
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divine nature at a distance, in its supposed pristine form, only subse-
quently taking shape in and then retracting from the three hypostases. 
If the same nature-hypostasis relationship holds in anthropology and 
ecclesiology as in the Trinity — and Lossky argues that it must — then 
there is something fundamentally false, even heretical in the specifi c 
modalist sense, in speaking of the nature of the church without any 
reference to the hypostases of the church. In brief, there is no church 
apart from the people who comprise it. Th e nature of the church cannot 
be known apart from the people who are its hypostases.
 Twentieth-century ecclesiologies have taken a modest step to-
ward recognizing this, as in Lumen Gentium’s famous defi nition of 
the church as the people of God.28 Yet again, even when the accent 
is placed on all the faithful rather than on the hierarchy, it is their 
collectivity, not their individuality or hypostatic instantiation of the 
church, that receives attention. Th e nature of the church can only 
be described by a lowest common denominator if it is going to ac-
count for every single member of the body. Th at leaves us with very 
little of interest to say. Meanwhile the question of who exactly these 
people are, these individuals whom God has called and raised up to 
be His church, is still not asked. Th e inability of ecclesiologies across 
the ecumenical spectrum to ask that question — and their incapac-
ity to incorporate any answers to it into their own current frame-
work — points to the need for a fresh departure.

The Saints: Ecumenical. Identifying and redressing this la-
cuna is not a matter of theoretical interest alone. It has the po-

tential to speak to besetting ecclesiological problems across the ecu-
menical spectrum as well as within the ecumenical movement itself.
 With the possible exception of ethics, ecclesiology is the most 
frustrating and divisive of all the theological disciplines. Th e admitted 
lack of any conciliar dogma regarding the church that would be uni-

28 Lumen Gentium also speaks of the saints, in the same ways as the later Cat-
echism of the Catholic Church. Fellowship with those who live beyond the grave 
is the most signifi cant aspect of their meaning for the church.



Ecclesiology Requires Hagiography 135

versally binding has done nothing to ease the tension. Th is, in marked 
contrast to the astounding convergence and consensus in matters of 
the Trinity, christology, and soteriology. In the domain of faith-and-
order ecumenism, for instance, the last six decades have seen the lift -
ing of anathemas between Rome and Constantinople, between the 
Eastern and Oriental Orthodox churches, and between Rome and Lu-
therans, all on the basis of doctrinal discussions and agreement. Wal-
ter Cardinal Kasper has documented the broad consensus between 
Rome and the churches of the Reformation in his book Harvesting the 
Fruits.29 Yet not one of these tremendous declarations of consensus on 
matters of faith has led to consensus on matters of order. If anything 
divides the churches now, it is the churches themselves and their self-
description, not the faith they all avowedly share. Th e churches are 
divided because they are divided, an ecclesial snake biting its own tail.
 But even in-house, the ecclesiological problems are rife. Th e dis-
sonance between the church as it ought to be and the church as it 
actually is — in other words, between the church’s proclaimed nature 
and its incommensurate history populated by persons who do not 
always or ever conform to said nature — entails theologians in any 
number of semantic dodges; for instance, saying that the church does 
not sin even if every member of it does and abundantly so! While 
this may piously attempt to preserve the doctrine of the sinlessness of 
Christ, since the church is his body, it introduces such a severance be-
tween the head and the members as to call into question Christian in-
corporation into the body at all, not to mention disregarding Christ’s 
salvifi c willingness to be counted among sinners (Isaiah 53:12; cf. II 
Corinthians 5:21). A distinction between the “visible” and “invisible” 
church is oft en invoked to soothe the dissonance, but this creates as 
many problems as it solves. All too oft en a tribal account of church 
wins the day, deliberately overlooking both the betrayals within the 
walls and the fi delities without.

29 Walter Cardinal Kasper, Harvesting the Fruits: Basic Aspects of Christian Faith 
ain Ecumenical Dialogue (London: Continuum, 2009).
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 And need it be said that ecclesiological statements, whether ecu-
menical or confessional, tend not only to conform to no recognizable 
reality, but on top of everything else commit the cardinal sin of being 
dreadfully boring?
 Th ere are at least three ways that hagiography — the writing of 
the saints, or the branch of ecclesiology that speaks of the hypostases 
rather than of the nature of the church — can help to rescue its fl oun-
dering parent discipline.
 First, if we consider the saints in the restricted sense of “the 
canonized,” “the venerated” (not always identical to the canonized), 
or, to use my preferred, admittedly Lutheran defi nition, “those per-
sons who off ered and continue to off er Christ to others,” they reori-
ent the discipline away from generic statements about the nature 
of the church to a new form in which the hypostatic reality of the 
church — that is, the saints themselves — becomes the focus. Th is is 
an attractively fl exible approach. Here one would draw not only on 
church history (also conspicuously absent from ecclesiology, but that 
is another essay) in order to demonstrate how the saints have formed 
the church, but one would also retrieve and proff er the saints in or-
der that they might become formative of the church; hearken back to 
Th omas’s endorsement of less popular saints. Such an ecclesiological 
approach does not simply try to describe what the church already is 
or ideally ought to be. Rather, it tries to shape, form, and direct the 
actual church. Saints and their hagiographers work in partnership in 
this project; while all those Christians who attend to the saints play 
the vital and selective role of reception. Th us the people of God are 
not marginalized by attention to this subset in their midst but actual-
ly comprise the discerning court of judgment. Th e process also has an 
in-built limit on the widely deplored tendency toward individualism: 
for a Christian never puts herself forth as a saint, but is only received 
as a saint by others aft er her death. In her own lifetime, her attention 
is directed outside of herself, toward her predecessors in the faith.
 Second, if we consider the saints in the broad sense of “all those 
who are baptized and believe” — even if this faith is the size of a mus-
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tard seed or smaller — a hypostatic focus on the saints forces ecclesi-
ology into a more honest reckoning with the real sins committed by 
and in its own body. Th ey can no longer be dodged as somehow not 
touching on the real nature of the church, since they are in reality the 
actions of the church’s own hypostases. Th us the partner discipline to 
hagiography must be hamartiography, which can put an end to the 
embarrassing refusal of the church to take responsibility for its own 
misdeeds. Soteriology will necessarily be a close partner in this task.
 Th ird, the saints hold promise for a practical drawing-near across 
denominational boundaries. If a Lutheran can venerate and claim the 
Catholic Mother Th eresa as a fellow Christian; if a Catholic can ven-
erate and claim the Orthodox Seraphim of Sarov as a fellow Chris-
tian; if an Orthodox can venerate and claim the Lutheran Dietrich 
Bonhoeff er as a fellow Christian: then already the “dividing wall of 
hostility” (Ephesians 2:14) has begun to crumble. In themselves, the 
saints possess the remarkable ability both to embody the particular 
passions and convictions of their own church while at the same time 
stretching beyond that home territory to make meaningful connec-
tions to outsiders. Th ey are living proof that ecumenical commitment 
need not entail betrayal of one’s own. And if the Christian saint from 
afar is recognized as truly a hypostasis of the church, then the church 
to which the saint belongs must necessarily be possessed of the true 
nature of the church, and thus must simply be the same church as 
one’s own. Th e saints do indeed form a golden chain, we may say a 
hypostatic chain, that no amount of discussion about the church’s na-
ture in the abstract and apart from actual instantiation has ever been 
able to achieve.

Testing the Hagiographical Approach. It is fi tting to 
conclude this essay with a sample of what I have in mind. As it is 

counterintuitive to the usual ways of approaching ecclesiology, sev-
eral pitfalls threaten that must be avoided. Th e fi rst and most likely is 
once again to reduce the saint in question to a “lesson,” to an abstract 
truth that the saint has been given the task of demonstrating through 
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her life and witness. One would then be in a position to take the les-
son and discard the saint, and the kingdom of heaven would be pop-
ulated with principles instead of people! It is indeed to be expected 
that any given saint will be seen to embody values and commitments 
common to other saints; that is, aft er all, how the aforementioned 
ecclesiologies have been able to recognize them as saints at all. Still, 
the question to the saint ought not be, “What are the lessons I can 
extract from your life?” but “What is the church that God is creating 
by raising you up as His witness? In what ways do you uniquely off er 
Christ that your brothers and sisters in the church may receive Him?”
 Th e stress on the unique giving-of-Christ by the saint points to 
another pitfall of hagiography. In our eff orts to avoid the colorless 
lumping-together of the saints, we may go to the other extreme and 
put undue attention on a saint of our choice, one particularly loved 
or admired. Th ough such a use of the saint may come to obscure 
Christ himself, that is not the particular error I have in mind. Rather, 
I mean the isolation of one saint from the whole cloud of witnesses 
to which she belongs. A unique saint is not an isolated saint. Avoid-
ing collectivity does not mean also avoiding community. Each saint 
is unique and irreplaceable but not exhaustive of the church and the 
Christian life. To make her unique witness, a saint will necessarily be 
to some extent “unbalanced.” Th e balancing will come not from her 
own resources but by her placement within the whole communion of 
saints. Th us no single saint ever has the last word, or even the loudest 
word, on being-in-Christ. Th ose who receive her witness should be 
free to do so exuberantly and gratefully — but also with due concern 
to receive the witness of other saints as well.
 Finally, a few remarks on method. Traditionally, hagiography 
has taken the form of biography; one could even say that hagiog-
raphy is the historical predecessor to biography. Th e implied diff er-
ence between the two forms lies not only in the subject — less “wor-
thy” persons may be the subject of a biography — but also in the 
approach of the hagiographer to the subject. In short, it is assumed 
that hagiography is motivated to distort the truth in order to present 
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a pristine halo on a faultless Christian (if not to make up subjects 
entirely; thus the 1969 removal of the fi ctitious St. Christopher from 
the Roman Catholic sanctorale30). However, since the seventeenth 
century, the Jesuit scholarly community known as the Bollandists 
has applied the highest scholarly eff orts to separating out pious ac-
cretion from reliable fact in the lives of the saints, and they still set 
the standard today. As twentieth-century Bollandist Hippolyte Dele-
haye wryly remarked,

the eulogy of a saint admits of no blameworthiness; and as 
saints are subject to human infi rmities, the hagiographer who 
wishes to respect the truth is faced with a task of considerable 
delicacy. His faithfulness in this matter depends largely on his 
state of mind. His concern is to edify: and if, for example, he can 
persuade himself that the saint’s failings, before or even aft er his 
conversion, so far from tarnishing his glory actually enhance 
the triumph of God’s grace, why, then, the hagiographer will not 
leave his subject’s human side in the shade, and will avoid put-
ting him on so high a peak that others are discouraged from em-
ulating him. But there is a school of hagiographers who would 
gladly expunge St. Peter’s denial from the gospels, in order not 
to tarnish the halo of the leader of the apostles.31

Hagiography need not lead to distortion of the facts; theologically 
speaking, it positively should not.32 And a more generous understand-
ing of God’s grace at work in earthen vessels will expand the range of 
potential saints and their formative potential for the church.33

30 Lawrence S. Cunningham, A Brief History of Saints (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), 34.
31 Hippolyte Delehaye, Th e Legends of the Saints, trans. Donald Attwater (Port-
land, Oregon: Four Courts, 1998), 54.
32 See the brief but important discussion by Ludolf Müller, “Th e Th eological 
Signifi cance of a Critical Attitude in Hagiography,” Ecumenical Review 15/3 
(1963): 279 –282.
33 See especially the challenging “new hagiography” of such theologians as Law-
rence S. Cunningham, Robert Ellsberg, Elisabeth Behr-Sigel, and Michael Ple-
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 Still, it is not a natural fi t to incorporate biography into system-
atic theology, as we have already observed. How can it contribute, 
and perhaps more importantly, why should it become an essential 
component of ecclesiology? Th e fundamental answer is provided by 
the genres of the New Testament. We do not have only the dizzying 
Christ hymn of Colossians 1 or the testimonies to Christ as hilasmos 
for sin in I John or the typology of Adam and Christ in Romans 5. 
First and foremost we have four Gospels: four biographies or hagiog-
raphies. Th e glorious assertions about Jesus as Lord, savior, and re-
deemer would not be good news to the world if the person who bore 
them were other than the poor child born to an oppressed people, 
who taught with authority, healed with mercy, fed with bounty, and 
challenged the powers of both earth and hell to the point of self-sac-
rifi ce on the cross. It is never enough to assert that someone or some 
community is holy; such has the air of ideology, if not deception. Th e 
holiness must be demonstrated in concreto.
 I will try now to do exactly that with three Christian saints of 
the past fi ve hundred years: fi rst Juliana Lazarevskaya, a Russian Or-
thodox saint of the sixteenth century; then Mary Guo Li, a Chinese 
Catholic martyr saint of the nineteenth century; and fi nally Dag 
Hammarskjöld, a Swedish Lutheran statesman and author of a post-
humously published journal from the twentieth century.
 Juliana Lazarevskaya (1530–1604) does not fi t the usual profi le of 
a female Russian saint, as Elisabeth Behr-Sigel has pointed out.34 Th e 

kon, among others.
34 Elisabeth Behr-Sigel, “Juliana Lazarevskaïa: Une sainte laïque à l’aube des 
temps modernes,” in Prière et Sainteté dans l’Eglise Russe, new and augmented 
ed., Spiritualité Orientale 33 (Paris: Cerf, 1950; reissued by Bégrolles-en-Maug-
es: Abbaye de Bellefontaine, 1982), 109–113. See also Serge Schmemann, “Soul 
of Russia,” National Geographic (April 2009). Schmemann is a direct descen-
dent of St. Juliana through his mother’s line. Th e life of St. Juliana, written by 
her son, can be read in an English translation rendered by Isaac E. Lambertsen 
from Th e Lives of the Saints in the Russian Language, As Set Forth in the Menol-
ogy of Saint Dmitri of Rostov, supplemental vol. 2 (January –April), Th e Lives 
of the Russian Saints (Moscow: Synodal Press, 1916), 5–18, available online at 
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few holy women who have reached canonization have generally been 
either royalty or consecrated religious, but Juliana is an exception as 
a wife and the mother of many children. Orphaned young and always 
devout, Juliana heard in her wedding sermon the charge to “make 
of their family a little church,” and she did exactly that. She not only 
won over her skeptical upper-class in-laws and raised her children in 
the faith; she also devoted extraordinary time and eff ort in service of 
the poor of the surrounding area, sewing clothes for them and feed-
ing them out of her own allotment of the household’s food. When 
plague struck, she tended the sick and dying when no one else would 
come near; she even saw to the burial of their contaminated bodies. 
She refused to make use of the household servants for her own needs, 
except when social visits required her to do so; but when the guests 
had left , she would bow down before the servants and say, “Who am 
I that I should be served by others, who are also created by God?” 
In a socially rigid society, Juliana practiced in Christlike manner the 
boundary-crossing born of love and service that marks the presence 
of the gospel. In this she was strengthened by the recitation of the 
Jesus prayer and a vision of St. Nicholas sent by Christ himself to 
defend her against evil. Th e church that God is building up on earth 
is also the church of Juliana Lazarevskaya, who held together those 
things so oft en torn asunder: the active life and the contemplative 
life, the way of marital love and the way of diaconal love, care for one’s 
own children and care for the needy outside the family. She gives 
Christ still through the healings associated with her relics and her 
story of gentle but unstinting love for the abandoned.
 Mary Guo Li (1835–1900) is counted among the 119 “martyrs of 
China” canonized by John Paul II, which includes Westerners resi-
dent in China but a great many more Chinese nationals who had 
come to Christ through faith and baptism. And these 119 are but a 
small number of the total number of Chinese martyrs for Christ.35 

stjuliana.com/the_saints_life.html (accessed October 15, 2012).
35 For a fuller treatment of the subject, see Paul Hattaway, China’s Christian 
Martyrs (Oxford: Monarch, 2007).
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Th e earliest instincts of the church were still able to hold together 
ecclesiology and hagiography, for already in the late second century 
aft er Christ Tertullian penned the now-famous aphorism that “the 
blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church.” Th e martyred saints 
have continued to be a formative reality of the church, and never 
more so than in the twentieth century — the same century in which 
the church made a massive leap out of its longterm ethnic confi nes 
and became, at last, truly global: a fact to which the Chinese martyrs 
bear extraordinary witness. Mary Guo Li herself was the matriarch of 
a three-generation family of Catholics and the driving force behind 
her family’s resistance to apostasy during the bloody Boxer Rebellion. 
Her husband was murdered fi rst and her house burned to the ground. 
At this, Mary prepared herself for her own death with the rosary, de-
votional reading, and fasting. Her life was fi nally taken from her at 
the age of sixty-fi ve along with those of three of her daughters and 
four of her grandchildren. Her fi nal words to them were, “Don’t cry; 
we are going to heaven to enjoy eternal life.”36 Th e church that God is 
building up on earth is also the church of Mary Guo Li, a church that 
is meant for all people everywhere, “in all Judea and Samaria, and to 
the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8). She gives Christ in the example of 
fi delity to her Lord unto death, which strengthened her own relatives 
as they faced execution alongside of her and continues to strengthen 
those who respond to her faithful courage.
 Dag Hammarskjöld (1905–1961), being a Protestant, has not been 
canonized by any church body, though he is commemorated by some 
Lutheran churches. And during his lifetime, his Christian faith was far 
from apparent. Indeed, relative silence about his Christian commit-
ment was, in his understanding, part of his very calling to be a Chris-
tian in the morally fraught and ambiguous task of being an interna-
tional statesman. Hammarskjöld was the second General Secretary of 
the United Nations, following a diplomatic career in the service of Swe-
den. During his tenure as General Secretary he dealt with a number of 

36 “St. Mary Guo Li,” Magnifi cat 14/5 (July 2012): 107.
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highly tense situations; for instance, securing the release of downed 
American pilots in China and dealing with the Suez Crisis. He died 
under circumstances that remain suspicious and unresolved, in a plane 
crash in southern Africa, during the course of duty. Th e sensitivity of 
being an international diplomat, not to mention its demanding sched-
ule, made it all but impossible for Hammarskjöld to be a publicly pro-
fessing Christian involved in the common life of a local community. 
His very silence on the subject, however, made his posthumously pub-
lished journal, known in English as Markings, all the more powerful a 
testimony; no one expected this man to have been, essentially, a mystic 
in secret. Markings reveals a longterm love of the Psalms in the Book of 
Common Prayer’s translation and an ongoing struggle to make sense of 
the life and death of Jesus Christ. It shows as well a habit of relentless 
self-examination and self-criticism, alert to every self-indulgence that 
would endanger Hammarskjöld’s service to humanity, oft en expressed 
in the second person as a dialogue of the soul with itself. It is the in-
terweaving of religious interiority with a publicly scrutinized secular 
career that makes Hammarskjöld’s witness so remarkable and unique; 
in his own words, he had found that “[i]n our era, the road to holiness 
necessarily passes through the world of action.”37 Th e church that God 
is building up on earth is also the church of Dag Hammarskjöld, who 
in faith dared a service to the world that challenged his integrity at ev-
ery moment, put a cloak over his beliefs, and involved him in morally 
ambiguous situations. He gives Christ now through his long-private 
faith now made public and is a model of humility and honesty to those 
who struggle in a compromising profession.
 In these three brief examples, we see that hagiography shift s 
ecclesiology’s habit away from generalized statements toward narra-
tive. A story may have a moral at the end, but the morals here can-
not stand without the story from which they derive. Narrative invites 
more than summary conclusions; it invites imagination, empathy, 

37 Dag Hammarskjöld, Markings, trans. Leif Sjöberg and W. H. Auden (New 
York: Vintage, 2006), 122.
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and further storytelling as the hearers fi t their own lives into the larg-
er story.38 Bringing into ecclesiology the stories of the saints — more 
and less sinful, canonized or not, remarkable and ordinary — may go 
far to build up the body of Christ and knit its fractured members 
back together.

38 Narrative theology has, of course, been a major theme of late twentieth-cen-
tury theology; among others, see Hans W. Frei, Th e Ecclipse of Biblical Narra-
tive: A Study in Eighteenth and Ninenteenth Century Hermeneutics (New Haven: 
Yale, 1980). Again, we may wonder why narrative made its way back into so 
many other theological subdisciplines and yet steered clear of ecclesiology.


