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Foreword

Nikolaos Asproulis

Metropolitan John (Zizioulas) of Per-
gamon, perhaps the most creative 
thinker of the contemporary Ortho-
dox Church, was born in a small vil-
lage near Kozani, Greece, in 1931. He 
studied theology at the University of 
Athens, where he received his degree 
in 1955. With a scholarship, he trav-
eled abroad to study at Harvard Uni-
versity, where he received a master’s 
degree. His years in the United States 
were formative for his theological vi-
sion, as he met and worked with Paul 
Tillich and Father Georges Florovsky. 
In 1965, he defended a Ph.D. thesis at 
the University of Athens on the uni-
ty of the Church during the first three 
centuries. Soon he was involved in the 
ecumenical movement, in the frame-
work of the Faith and Order Commis-
sion of the World Council of Churches 
(WCC). From 1970 to 1987, he was in-
vited to teach dogmatic and systemat-
ic theology at the Universities of Ed-
inburgh and Glasgow, and from 1987 
until the beginning of 1990s at King’s 
College London, closing his professo-
rial career at the Theological School 
of Thessaloniki from 1983 to 1992. 
Meanwhile, in 1986, he was elected a 
member of the Holy Synod of the Ecu-
menical Patriarchate and consecrated 
Metropolitan of Pergamon. In this ca-
pacity, he ministered to the Orthodox 
Church as president or member of 
various bilateral inter-Christian dia-
logues, and also as the major voice of 
the Ecumenical Throne for the protec-
tion of the environment.

During his life he published only one 
monographic book—his doctoral dis-

sertation—but became widely known 
because of his much-celebrated Being 
as Communion (1985), a selection of 
texts dealing with a theology of per-
sonhood and a eucharistic ecclesiol-
ogy, as well as its sequel Communion 
and Otherness (2006), a selection of 
texts celebrating otherness in the Trin-
ity, anthropology, and the Church. In 
2023, after his falling asleep in Febru-
ary of that year, his magnus opus, Re-
membering the Future, was published. 
This book is dedicated to his lifelong 
interest, eschatological ontology, a 
topic that has permeated all his work 
in one way or another. His publica-
tions also include a few volumes on 
ecotheology and dogmatics, as well as 
a series of articles on various topics. 
He attained universal recognition as 
a theological figure and his writings 
were greeted with enthusiasm, lead-
ing to their translation into multiple 
languages ​​(English, French, German, 
Spanish, Italian, Russian, and Chi-
nese, among others), while numerous 
doctoral and master’s theses as well 
as articles, essays, and other studies 
were conducted worldwide. Others 
received his work with harsh criti-
cism, especially for his avant la lettre 
interpretation of patristic tradition, 
and questioned the rigor of his inter-
pretations on contextual and philolog-
ical grounds.

Without a doubt, the late Metropolitan 
of Pergamon was an exceptional think-
er and intellectual. He exercised an 
important influence on many eminent 
inter-Christian interlocutors (including 
Colin Gunton, Catherine M. LaCugna, 
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and Joseph Ratzinger, to name only a 
few), who recognized his passionate 
efforts to recapture the common spir-
it of tradition towards Christian unity 
to which Zizioulas himself committed 
himself. Being for decades the official 
theological spokesman of the First 
Throne of Orthodoxy, the Ecumen-
ical Patriarchate of Constantinople, 
he often seemed to dominate the ac-
ademic-theological space, provoking 
fruitful reflection on the first things of 
theology and simultaneously opening 
contemporary Orthodox theology to 
dialogues beyond confessional bound-
aries and beyond the fundamentalist 
reactions that still seem to prevail in 
various Orthodox settings. The basic 
axes of his theological program are 
personhood, as it emerges through the 
rediscovery and rethinking of faith in 
the God the Trinity, and the eucharistic 
and eschatological foretaste of this per-
sonal way of being for humanity and 
for creation, as it has been revealed in 
the person of the resurrected Christ in 
the context of the ecclesial event. 

This special issue begins with the pub-
lication of a text by Metropolitan John 
on eschatological ontology that never 
appeared before in print, a text deliv-
ered as a talk in 1999.

In the next part of this issue, respect-
ed interpreters of Zizioulas’s work 
unpack the existential premises of his 
work by examining the theological im-
portance of the eschaton as a state, con-
dition, and outlook that defines and 
judges everything that exists (Bishop 
Maxim Vasiljević, Nikolaos Asproulis). 
Other authors point to the relevance 
of the Metropolitan’s thinking in ar-

eas with which Orthodox theology 
still struggles to come to terms, such 
as truth-telling as an existential jump 
of the faithful toward enlightenment 
in the divine truth (Aristotle Papani-
kolaou), sexuality and gender (Spyr-
idoula Athanasopoulou-Kypriou), and 
democratic values (Dionysios Skliris). 

The final set of articles explores the 
late Metropolitan of Pergamon’s di-
alogues with eminent representa-
tives of twentieth-century Orthodox 
theology, such as Father Dumitru 
Stăniloae (Paul Ladouceur), Nicholas 
Afanasiev (Anastacia Wooden), and 
Kallistos Ware, the late Metropolitan 
of Diokleia (Aristotle Papanikolaou). 
The latter text examines the interac-
tion between the personal and the 
ascetical, a critical aspect of Ziziou-
las’ theology. This aspect is also dis-
cussed in a review of a recent collec-
tion of texts by Metropolitan John, 
in which he responds to the critique 
that he undervalues the ascetical di-
mension of life in Christ.

The work of the Metropolitan of Per-
gamon is and will continue to be an 
unwavering source of creative and 
refreshing inspiration. It offers a 
constant invitation and challenge to 
contemporary Christian theology to 
come out of its sense of self-sufficien-
cy and to listen to the living existential 
quests of postmodern humanity. The 
Metropolitan of Pergamon can right-
ly be described as a modern father 
of the Church following the model 
of the great thinkers of the Christian 
past, who dared to “innovate names,” 
cultivating and enriching the Lord’s 
vineyard. 


