
  

  Historein

   Vol 16, No 1-2 (2017)

   Greek Historiography in the 20th Century: Opening a Research Agenda

  

 

  

  Review of Trine Stauning Willert's, New Voices in
Greek Orthodox Thought: Untying the Bond between
Nation and Religion 

  Margarita Markoviti   

  doi: 10.12681/historein.9959 

 

  

  Copyright © 2017, Margarita Markoviti 

  

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike 4.0.

To cite this article:
  
Markoviti, M. (2017). Review of Trine Stauning Willert’s, New Voices in Greek Orthodox Thought: Untying the Bond
between Nation and Religion. Historein, 16(1-2), 189–192. https://doi.org/10.12681/historein.9959

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://epublishing.ekt.gr  |  e-Publisher: EKT  |  Downloaded at: 23/08/2025 23:58:12



189

HISTOREIN

V
O

L
U

M
E

 16.1-2 (2017)

NOTES

1  	 This is a review of the Greek translation, pub-
lished in 2013, in juxtaposition with the origi-
nal English edition (New York: Palgrave Mac-
millan, 2011). The page references are from 
the Greek translation. 

2  	 This participation took the form of conscrip-
tion as soldiers of the EES, members of the 
state-organised village guard system, sup-
pliers of the DSE or members of its small 
Turkophone “Ottoman Brigade”, led by leg-
endary Turkish communist Mihri Belli.

Trine Stauning Willert

New Voices in Greek Orthodox 
Thought: Untying the Bond between 
Nation and Religion

Burlington: Ashgate, 2014.  
viii + 197 pp.

Margarita Markoviti
Hellenic Foundation for European and  

Foreign Policy (Eliamep)

What should be the nature of church–state re-
lations? And how can we conceptualise the 
current links between national and religious 
identity in Greece? How does the Greek Ortho-
dox church, moreover, deal with the presence 
of “the other” in an increasingly pluralistic so-
ciety? These very questions have been force-
fully brought to the fore due to the unfolding of 
a chain of events and developments: the grow-
ing waves of migration of people of different 
religions (and origins), the implementation of 
austerity measures and the increasing levels 
of poverty in Greek society, and, lastly, the rise 
to power of the radical-left Syriza party, which 
purportedly bears a modernist agenda that is 
targeting some of the policy domains and in-
stitutions that have long defined church–state 
relations in Greece. Even though the largest 
part of her research was conducted in 2008–9, 
that is, before the advent of the economic cri-
sis in Greece, Trine Stauning Willert, a mod-
ern Greek studies professor at the Universi-
ty of Copenhagen, critically unpacks these key 
questions in this book.

Willert’s book addresses the crucial issue 
of “religious innovation”, specifically within 
Greek Orthodox thought. It sheds light on a 
thus far unexamined and little known dimen-
sion of Orthodox theology in Greece: the theo
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logians and intellectuals who, since the end of 
the previous century, have been advocating  
a renewal of the religion, to embrace both 
Greek Orthodox Christian tradition and western 
European Christian culture. The “denationali-
sation of religion” inherent in this emerging 
group of thought seeks to precisely untie the 
established bonds between nation and reli-
gion, as depicted in the choice of book title. As 
the author herself explains, her objective was 
“not to provide an exhaustive presentation of 
contemporary theological issues in Greece, 
but to illustrate how theological arguments 
and general arguments, based on a religious 
worldview, are put forward in the Greek public 
space as an alternative agenda to both secular 
and other religious worldviews” (17).

The book is based on interviews with those 
Greek theologians who seek to promote the 
modernisation of Greek Orthodoxy, in mi-
lieus such as the Volos Academy for Theolog-
ical Studies or within the Pedagogical Institute 
(since renamed the Institute of Educational 
Policy) of the Ministry of Education, Research 
and Religious Affairs. It also digs into the liter-
ature (magazines, periodicals and books), in-
ternet texts and blogs on religious or theolog-
ical issues, including fiction literature, and is 
attentive to the crucial role of specialised pub-
lishing houses. Willert’s rich selection of texts 
and careful reading of their discourse power-
fully reflects the wider spectrum of contempo-
rary Orthodox theological views, with a special 
focus on the recent antinationalistic and prodi-
versity discourses.

Willert uses argumentation analysis and 
adopts a historical approach to closely exam-
ine the thoughts and the construction of ar-
guments of those theologians who position 
themselves as progressive in an ongoing dis-
cussion on the constituent features of Greek 
culture, attacking the traditionalist and funda-

mentalist voices in the country. Drawing on 
the work of French sociologist Hervieu-Léger, 
Willert juxtaposes the “amnesia” of west-
ern European societies – a result of secular-
isation – with the significance of commemo-
rative (religious) practices (or anamneses) in 
Greece that serve to preserve both religion and 
the idea of the nation. The book further offers 
a thorough historical analysis of the evolving 
bonds between Orthodoxy and national iden-
tity at different critical stages of the country’s 
history: the establishment of the Greek state 
in 1832 and the proclamation of the autoceph-
alous Church of Greece in 1833; the attempts 
to reconstruct a national identity following the 
collapse of the irredentist Megali Idea (“Great 
Idea”) from the 1920s onwards; the neo- 
Orthodox movement of the 1980s and 1990s; 
the leadership of Archbishop Christodoulos 
and his idea of the Orthodox church as guardian  
of the Greek nation both vis-à-vis the country’s 
Balkan neighbours and the European Union. 
The main focus of the book, namely the emer-
gence of these progressive theologians and 
intellectuals in the second half of the 1990s, 
comes precisely as a reaction to Christodou-
los’ nationalistic rhetoric and to the concept of 
Greekness as rooted in the Orthodox tradition, 
promoted by neo-Orthodox intellectuals such 
as theologian Christos Yannaras. 

So what does this “progressive agenda” of Or-
thodox thought entail? The author critically 
presents the gradual shift of a part of the Or-
thodox milieu in Greece from an anti-western 
and Eurosceptic stance towards a more “mod-
ernising” way of religious thinking. During the 
1990s, these progressive circles sought to set 
a new agenda that “proposes (both) a rethink-
ing of the relationship with the past and its tra-
ditional rejection of modernity” (2). Such voic-
es challenge in many ways the identification of 
religion and national identity – which carries 
with it a strictly nationalist interpretation of Or-
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thodoxy – and put forward instead a univer-
sal or ecumenical understanding of Christiani-
ty (6). In contrast to the antiwestern rhetoric of 
Christodoulos, these intellectuals understand 
Europeanisation and religious pluralism not 
as a threat, but rather as a unique opportunity 
for Orthodoxy to break down the barriers be-
tween “us” and “them” – adopting the principles 
of the “theology of otherness” or “theology of 
diversity” (78) – and to fulfil its mission of evan-
gelisation. In the words of Pantelis Kalaitzidis, 
director of the Volos Academy for Theological 
Studies and key proponent of this agenda: “The 
question for me personally is not Orthodoxy or 
the West, Orthodoxy or Europe, but Orthodoxy 
and the West, Orthodoxy and Europe. Europe is 
our path and our way, our present and future” 
(68).1 Arguing against the homogeneity of the 
Christian Orthodox church in the country, Will-
ert’s analysis thus highlights instead the po-
lyphony found within Orthodox theology and 
the diverse nuances within the church itself. 

Willert further expands her analysis to a key 
policy domain that directly touches on the links 
between national and religious identity, name-
ly public education. In fact, the recurrent pub-
lic debates on the national education system 
in Greece, and particularly religious educa-
tion, reflect the contrasting views on the role 
and place of religion in Greek society as ex-
pressed within the Orthodox church, among 
theologians and politicians, and in civil society 
as a whole. As it is, above all, through public 
education that these new voices seek to put 
their theological ideas into practice, Willert’s 
work crucially studies the very first stages of 
the formation of a new association (Kairos) of 
religious teachers to represent the modernist 
camp in this debate. 

This book constitutes the first scholarly at-
tempt to soften the strict dividing lines that 
characterise the debate on religion, educa-

tion and national identity, which have thus far 
distinguished a religious nationalist, conserv-
ative camp, on the one hand, and a secular-
ist, Europeanist position on the other. Indeed, 
at the time that this review was being written, 
these “new voices” that the author eloquent-
ly exposes have entered public discourse in 
Greece, gradually becoming permanent ac-
tors who have determined, to a great extent, 
the course of events. Willert’s book also con-
vincingly places the Greek case in a wider con-
text and explains how this change in Orthodox 
thought in fact exemplifies global trends in the-
ology. Accordingly, one witnesses how religion 
and theology accommodate the cultural con-
ditions of late modernity, challenging the par-
ticularistic paradigm of national religions and 
adopting the universal discourses of reflexivity, 
pluralism and fluid identities. 

In spite of its focus on theology, this book tar-
gets a wide, interdisciplinary audience that is 
interested in the overarching questions of the 
relations between national and religious identi-
ty and the church and state in Greece. The book 
is important for both the international and the 
Greek reader, as it represents a significant 
break from the past in terms of how we think 
about and how we study religious thought in 
Greece and abroad. However, the book falls 
short from addressing other factors that affect 
the debate, including the currently influential 
secularist voices and their impact since 2010, 
as well as the sociopolitical factors that shape 
the context within which such debates flourish. 
Syriza’s rise to power, for instance, does indi-
cate the significant role of the respective po-
litical and social developments in the course 
of events. At the same time, Willert’s asser-
tion that Archbishop Ieronymos’ intervention in 
the debates on religious pluralism is moder-
ate, especially compared to his predecessor’s, 
needs to be further nuanced and reconsidered 
in the light of his increasingly intransigent dis-
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course. The book would have also benefited 
from a more balanced approach, as by under-
mining the “old voices” and their recurrence 
within the debate, it fails to contextualise this 
refreshing new case study within the longue 
durée history of religious ideas. 

Overall, Willert’s book is a most valuable con-
tribution to the current literature, as it offers 
a well-written and sober synopsis of both the 
historical and current developments in Greek 
Orthodox thought. The author’s analytical ap-
proach and careful consideration of these del-
icate topics provides original and much need-
ed insight into the passionate debates and the 
changes (and the limits thereof) in terms of re-
ligion and national identity in Greece. 

NOTE

1  	 Taken from a lecture by Kalaitzidis on “New 
trends in greek orthodox theology: challeng-
es in the movement towards a genuine re-
newal of Christian unity” at the University of 
Vienna, 15 May 2012. 

Maurizio Isabella and Konstantina 
Zanou, eds 

Mediterranean Diasporas: Politics 
and Ideas in the Long 19th Century

London: Bloomsbury Academic, 
2016. xiii + 217 pp.

Molly Greene
Princeton University

This edited volume of ten essays, plus an in-
troduction and an afterword, grew out of a se-
ries of workshops held in Nicosia and Lon-
don, organised around the theme of diasporas 
and national consciousness. Often such en-
deavours, in their final published version, are 
somewhat lacking in cohesion but happily that 
is not the case here. As Tom Gallant explains 
in the very useful afterword, the authors want 
to write a transnational intellectual history of 
the Mediterranean through the device of biog-
raphy, and every essay does that. Each author 
focuses on one or several individuals to ex-
plore a set of common questions. 

As I understand it, the authors have the fol-
lowing goals, laid out nicely in the introduction 
written by Maurizio Isabella and Konstantina 
Zanou. They are certainly correct that the nine-
teenth century remains the orphan of Medi-
terranean historiography. Historians are not 
quite sure what to do with it in the age of the 
nation-state and thus they “give the impres-
sion that the Mediterranean ceases to exist as 
a category of historical analysis when we en-
ter modern times” (3). The volume’s first aim, 
then, and it is an ambitious one, is to make the 
case that the Mediterranean continues to be a 
relevant framework after 1800. The editors of 
the volume deliberately set out to bring togeth-
er historians who – in spite of the geographi-
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