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When I was a senior in college, work-
ing on my undergraduate honors 
thesis on the theme of primacy in 
the Roman Catholic and Orthodox 
Churches, my mentor, the late Father 
John Meyendorff, told me that I must 
read Metropolitan John Zizioulas’s 
Being as Communion. The book had an 
immediate impact on me, as I could see 
the truth of the way in which Metro-
politan John spoke about personhood 
in terms of uniqueness and freedom 
constituted in particular forms of re-
lations, especially when one reflected 
on our human experience. Metropol-
itan John surely intended us to con-
ceive our experience of God in terms 
of personhood because the category 
of personhood is itself the framework 
within which all our human relations 
are intelligible. Like no other theolo-
gian, he helped me to understand not 
simply that our faith is the truth, but 
how it is the truth.

In my estimation, one of the great-
est insights in Metropolitan John’s 
theology, and the one that will have 
the greatest long-term impact on all 
Christian theology, is his understand-
ing of personhood as a relational hy-
postatic and ecstatic event. According 
to Metropolitan John, personhood 
should not be attributed to any partic-
ular capacity of the human being, such 
as rationality or self-consciousness. 
Personhood is a relational event, in 
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which the human being, and through 
the human being all of creation, is 
constituted as irreducibly unique—
hypostatic—and free—ecstatic. This 
freedom as ecstasis is not a multipli-
cation of choices but a transcendence 
beyond the necessity surrounding 
human beings by the finitude of their 
nature. Personhood is a eucharistic 
event, and, as such, the realization of 
the Greatest Commandment, to love 
God with all of one’s heart, mind, 
and soul, and to love the neighbor as 
oneself; it is an event of communion, 
of unity in diversity, of the one and 
the many. 

I would like to demonstrate how the 
practice of truth-telling is potentially 
a hypostatic and ecstatic event in this 
sense—in other words, an event of 
personhood. The way in which I will 
consider truth-telling was influenced 
by Metropolitan John’s theology of 
personhood. In other words, his the-
ology of personhood helped me to 
see something about the importance 
of truth-telling I never saw before. 
Moreover, this understanding of the 
relation between truth-telling and 
personhood can shed new light on 
certain situations, such as the ones I 
will mention below.

I need to clarify, however, that when 
I say truth-telling, I do not simply 
mean the sacrament of confession, 
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even if what I say about truth-telling 
now can help us move our under-
standing of this sacrament away from 
the legalistic interpretation that dom-
inates Orthodoxy today to a more 
authentically Orthodox understand-
ing in terms of divine-human com-
munion. Truth-telling as an event of 
personhood includes the sacrament 
of confession but is not restricted to 
it. To demonstrate this, I now turn 
to common, everyday examples of 
truth-telling.

When we first meet someone, we do 
not immediately expose to them our 
deepest secrets, the events in our lives 
that we are most afraid to reveal to 
someone, which could include our 
own actions, something that has been 
done to us, or something that has 
happened to which we are indirectly 
related. If I am meeting someone for 
the first time, I will not reveal to them 
such things as that I killed someone 
as a result of an accident with my car, 
regardless of whether it is my fault; 
or that I was raped; or that my uncle 
is an alcoholic. Although we may re-
veal some truthful aspects of our life 
to someone we meet for the first time, 
such as our name, where we live, or 
our job, for the most part we always 
present ourselves to strangers, to 
family members, to friends, and even 
to ourself with a mask on. The mask 
protects us from the penetrating ob-
jectifying gaze of the other, it keeps 
the other from knowing who we real-
ly are, it allows us to control the im-
age that we hope to project onto the 
world and to ourselves. In the fallen 
world, life is one big masquerade 
party, where we parade ourselves in 
“garments of skin.” And yet the mask 
cannot protect us from the projections 
others place upon us, or that we place 
on ourselves. The mask we construct 
to present to ourselves and to the 
world is not real. It therefore functions 

as a blank screen, onto which both the 
person wearing it and those encoun-
tering it can project their own desires 
and fears. In this masquerade party, 
there is a circulation of false images, 
whose end result is the objectification 
of the self by others or by the self, and, 
thus, the constitution of relations of 
non-uniqueness and unfreedom. 

If a relationship is to move beyond 
this economy of objectification, this 
exchange of false images, it can only 
do so through truth-telling. To tell the 
truth is to remove the mask in order to 
allow both the self and other to be pres-
ent in their uniqueness; to tell the truth 
is to free oneself of the necessity of the 
mask. It is only by dropping the mask 
that a relationship can go beyond the 
false projection of images and move 
toward authenticity, intimacy, trust, 
and love. If I desire an authentic rela-
tionship with the one in front of me, 
then I must tell that person the things 
I most fear to say to anyone. It is only 
by revealing those truths that I move 
the relationship beyond superficiality, 
that I can have the intimacy, trust, and 
love I crave with the other in front of 
me. And because I desire such a rela-
tionship, in order to remove the mask, 
I must speak the truth and, once that 
truth is spoken, it can never be taken 
back. It hovers in the midst of the rela-
tionship with the power to change the 
relationship forever. Truth-telling is a 
relational event. 

The power of this truth-telling will 
now depend on the listener. If the 
truth received is manipulated and 
used against the listener, then that 
relationship is potentially destroyed, 
and the one who spoke the truth will 
put on the mask again and will be 
mistrustful of showing weakness or 
vulnerability in future relationships. 
Once the truth is spoken, the listen-
er has the potential to render the one 
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who speaks the truth non-unique and 
unfree. If the truth spoken, however, 
is received with care for the one who 
speaks, with trust and with love, then 
that exchange of spoken truth and 
loving reception has moved the rela-
tionship past the simple circulation 
of false images and projections. The 
speaking of truth that is lovingly re-
ceived becomes an event of freedom 
and uniqueness, freedom from the 
necessity of the mask. The unmask-
ing is the realization of the unique-
ness of the self in all its truthfulness. 
This freedom and uniqueness of the 
person only occurs in relationships of 
truth that make possible the deepen-
ing of love.

This phenomenology of truth-telling 
as an event of freedom and unique-
ness helps to explain why the Church 
identifies Christ as God’s Word. God 
the Father has revealed to all that 
God is in the Word, has revealed the 
being of God in the person of Christ. 
This spoken Word cannot be taken 
back from God. It is irrevocable, it 
hovers in between the uncreated and 
the created, waiting for the listen-
er’s response. This listener is all of 
creation, but there is no living being 
who can listen and respond to this 
Word the way the human being can. 
The power of the Word to transform 
the relationship between the uncre-
ated and the created, to remove the 
mask we place before God as a re-
sult of our fallen condition, depends 
on how we respond to the truth that 
God has spoken, the truth that God is 
in God’s Word. In this relationship, 
unlike relations with other humans, 
it is not so much that our response 
has the power to render God unique 
and free. Rather, it actualizes a rela-
tionship with God that renders our 
own self as unique and ecstatic. God 
has irrevocably spoken the truth of 
God’s being in the person of Christ, 

and our own desire for freedom and 
uniqueness ultimately depends on 
how we listen and respond to this 
truth. This response must include the 
truth of ourself to ourself, to others, 
and to God. God does not respond 
to false images. He shatters them as 
he did the golden calf, or, rather, he 
allows them to remain in their own 
state of fragmentation. 

This interrelation between truth-tell-
ing and personhood as an event of 
uniqueness and freedom has polit-
ical implications, which can be seen 
clearly in a negative way in totali-
tarian regimes. The most obvious 
example is the lack of free speech in 
former communist countries, most of 
which were policed by agencies such 
as the KGB and the Stasi, who spied 
not only in other countries, or on for-
eigners in their home countries, but 
on their own citizens. As chillingly 
dramatized in the 2006 film Das Leben 
Der Anderen, this policing of speech 
created a situation where citizens 
feared to speak any truth, not only 
to strangers, but often also to friends 
and family members. Within such 
societies, the possibility for manip-
ulating the spoken word against the 
truth-teller was maximized. There 
was limited opportunity for relation-
ships of trust and, hence, for vulner-
ability and intimacy. In short, societ-
ies where truth-telling is not simply 
suppressed but actively policed al-
low limited capacity for personhood. 
It is difficult to imagine growing up 
in a society in which one is social-
ized constantly to discern what one 
may or may not say, where to say 
it, and to whom. Every listener po-
tentially symbolizes the terror of the 
state, evoking, ultimately, a question 
or even fear in speaking any kind of 
truth. Vulnerability and trust in the 
form of free speech could mean im-
prisonment, torture, and death. 
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The interrelationship between truth-
tell-ing and personhood as an event 
of uniqueness and freedom is espe-
cially evident in the United States 
in the experience of soldiers who 
returned from combat either in Af-
ghanistan or Iraq.1 Most of these sol-
diers experience symptoms of what is 
called Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(PTSD). Jonathan Shay, a leading psy-
chiatrist in the treatment of combat 
veterans, calls war the “undoing of 
virtue.” These combat veterans find it 
difficult to be in any kind of relation-
ship: they cannot be in crowded spac-
es, such as restaurants or bars—places 
where most of us find some comfort—
they have trouble sleeping at night 
because they have trained themselves 
to be constantly on alert, they do not 
sleep next to their wives for fear of 
having a nightmare that would put 
them in such an uncontrollable state 
that they would wake up and kill the 
person beside them.

In one story I heard, a combat veter-
an named John got into an argument 
with his fiancée, whom he loved very 
much. They were fighting over some-
thing very minor: a bus schedule. He 

became so enraged that he could not 
keep himself from being taken over 
by a combat mode of being, and he 
started to slash his fiancée with a knife. 
He became unconscious, and when he 
awoke, he could not remember what 
he had done. The first thing he asked 
was whether he had killed his daugh-
ter (he had not). These combat veterans 
want desperately to return to loving 
relationships when they return from 
war, but their military training, togeth-
er with the experience of violence in 
war, makes it difficult for them both 
to give the love they want to give the 
people closest to them, and to experi-
ence the love that people want to give 
them. In other words, the asceticism of 
war, which includes military training 
plus the experience of combat, makes 
it difficult for them to be in relations of 
uniqueness and freedom. The asceti-
cism of war is depersonalizing.

A combat veteran must engage in a 
new kind of asceticism, one that un-
does the effects of the asceticism of 
war. Part of this asceticism must entail 
the practice of truth-telling. Although 
the psychological literature warns 
against any facile equation between 
truth-telling and healing, there is gen-
eral agreement that narrating trau-
matic experiences is a precondition for 
moving beyond the effects of trauma. 
Much as in Alcoholics Anonymous, 
the healing power of truth-telling 
depends on the person to whom it is 
directed, that is, the listener. Over the 
years, psychiatrists have discovered 
that the truth-telling of combat trau-
ma is most effective when the commu-
nity of listeners consists of those who 
know, either directly or indirectly, the 
effects of combat trauma. The rebound 
effect of truth-telling depends on the 
symbolic/iconic significance of the one 
listening. In the end, the veterans heal 
each other. Theologically, the veterans 
are iconically charged to presence the 

1 See Aristotle 
Papanikolaou, “The 
Ascetics of War: The 
Undoing and Redo-
ing of Virtue,” The 
Wheel 12 (Winter 
2018): 44–50.

Käthe Kollwitz, 
Woman with Dead 
Child, 1903. Etching.
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divine to each other, even in the midst 
of, and because of, their shared suffer-
ing. Amid truth-telling to each other, 
the combat veterans help each other 
to love and to be loved, which means 
to exist ecstatically in relation to all 
they have suffered in war, and to be 
constituted as unique and irreducible 
persons, even after the depersonaliz-
ing effects of war. 

The experience of combat veterans 
highlights the need for Orthodox the-

ology to begin speaking about an as-
ceticism of personhood. Although the 
realization of personhood as a hypo-
static and ecstatic event occurs in the 
Eucharist through the eschatological 
in-breaking of the Holy Spirit, St. Maxi-
mus the Confessor, in his Four Hundred 
Chapters on Love, teaches us that the vir-
tue of love must be learned. It requires 
humans to engage in ascetical practic-
es that allow us to acquire the virtues, 

which then form the building blocks 
for acquiring the virtue of virtues, 
which is love. St. Maximus offers a re-
lational understanding of the virtues 
in which virtues build relationships, 
while vices destroy relationships. He 
says, “All the virtues assist the mind 
in the pursuit of divine love” (1.11).2 
This acquisition of love is the realiza-
tion of a eucharistic mode of being in 
the world, in which the person relates 
to others in the world so as to enable 
further realizations of this eucharistic 

mode of being in others and through-
out all of creation. This asceticism of 
personhood is not judgmental or legal-
istic; but it is a living of the truth even 
in relation to those who have yet to dis-
cover it. This asceticism of personhood 
is a struggle to overcome all that which 
obstructs the realization of our unique-
ness and freedom, which includes our 
own insecurities and fears, as well as 
the sin that is committed against us. 

2 Maximus Confes-
sor, Selected Writings, 
trans. George C. 
Berthold (New York: 
Paulist Press, 1985), 
36. 
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Mothers, 1921–22. 
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One such practice that must be a part 
of the asceticism of personhood is 
truth-telling. As I have tried to suggest, 
truth-telling, the symbolic role of the 
listener, and the cultivation of virtue 
are interrelated. The effect of the prac-
tice of truth-telling is the cultivation 
of virtues, understood as an increased 
capacity to love, the dynamic of which 
depends on the symbolic role of the lis-
tener to whom truth is spoken. There 
can be no authentic relation to God 
without truth-telling to ourselves, to 
others, and to God. There is an even 
deeper theological significance to the 
necessity of truth-telling as part of an 
asceticism of personhood that attempts 
to undo the effects of something like the 
asceticism of war. First, it reveals that 
God meets people in the truth of their 
concrete, historical situation. In the 
case of combat trauma, it is not a matter 
of first undoing the effects of war and 
then going off to the desert to achieve 
theosis. Undoing the effects of violence 
is itself the desert in which combat vet-
erans find themselves in their struggle 
to (re)experience the presence of the di-
vine. The ascetical struggle toward di-
vine-human communion is entrenched 
in a particular history and a particular 
body, which then demands the virtue 
of discernment on the part of the com-
munity of combat veterans, the mental 
health professional, the priest, even 
family and friends in order to extricate 
the combat veteran from the grip of the 

demonic. As argued by Jonathan Shay, 
“Modern combat is a condition of en-
slavement and torture.”3 The forma-
tion of communities of virtue, which 
presuppose truth-telling, mitigates 
and breaks the cycle of violence.

Second, sin committed by us and sin 
that is done to us cannot be forgotten, 
repressed, or denied. It is part of the 
fabric of the universe that the truth 
must be recognized, or it will haunt 
us in other forms. It is only by inte-
grating the truth of sin into our story 
that it can then be neutralized in its 
effect. In the end, God is the God of 
truth, which includes the unique and 
particular truths of our own story; 
if God is truth, then God is found in 
the verbal recognition of the truths 
of our narrative, no matter how hor-
rific those truths may be. Although 
“neither death, nor life, nor angels, 
nor principalities, nor things present, 
nor things to come, nor powers, nor 
height, nor depth, nor anything else 
in all creation, will be able to sepa-
rate us from the love of God in Christ 
Jesus our Lord.” (Rom. 8:38–39), to 
love and to experience being loved 
by God and neighbor, which means 
to be persons as hypostatically unique 
and ecstatically free, depends ulti-
mately on the practice and virtue of 
honesty, which includes the courage 
to acknowledge and accept the truths 
of our own story.  

3 Jonathan Shay, 
Odysseus in America: 
Combat Trauma and 
the Trials of Home-
coming (New York: 
Scribner, 2002), 160. 
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