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Who Am I? 
Refocusing the Identity Search

Inga Leonova

LIVING TRADITION

Our society is in the throes of identity 
politics. Debates about what consti-
tutes identity, what are “acceptable,” 
“assumed,” and “constructed” iden-
tities often reach war-like intensity. 
The pressure to self-identify within 
prescribed parameters and the social 
consequences of choosing a govern-
ing identity create a form of social 
neurosis. And the neurosis is com-
pounded by the currently fashionable 
academic concept of intersectionality. 
Instead of providing a healthy alter-
native to the atomized identity nar-
ratives, intersectionality compounds 
the neurosis by supplying sociology 
with the lens of privilege and victim-
hood, furthering the fragmentation of 
the social fabric.

Within a reductive climate of nar-
rowly defined identities, the ancient 
response “Christianus sum” presents 
a new challenge, since within the 
realm of identity politics it is too of-
ten perceived as a specific political 
statement.

So. . . Who am I? When pondering the 
question of my own identity, I inevi-
tably come to the conclusion that it is 
not only a social construct but also a 
relative and often reactive one, large-
ly dependent on the environment 
within which I presently find myself. 
For instance, in the United States, I 
am a naturalized American from the 

Soviet Union, and my Russian and 
European identity is important both 
to my perception and my functioning 
in the American context. Zooming in 
on this American identity, I am also a 
naturalized Yankee, especially as per-
ceived by my compatriots from the 
South. Yet when I find myself within 
a Russian or European context, I am 
unquestionably an American, both 
in how I respond to that context and 
how I am perceived. In the Orthodox 
Church, I am, if not a cradle, then a 
nursery school Orthodox of 63% Jew-
ish ethnicity, which shapes much of 
my church identity, both actively in 
how I respond to the ingrained Or-
thodox antisemitism and reactively 
in often being perceived as slightly 
suspect. Yet among the ethnic Jews, I 
am considered a Christian renegade, 
a “vykrest” in Russian, a traitor. I am 
also a woman who, depending on 
whom you ask, does not know her 
proper place in the Church or, con-
versely, is a maverick.

All these mosaic pieces, and many 
others, are what ultimately comprise 
my social identity. This is the empir-
ical reality that challenges the atom-
ized identity struggles of our times. 
None of us is reducible to a single or 
even governing identity marker; no 
human is one-dimensional. This re-
ality also refracts in the theology of 
personhood of such theologians as 
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John Zizioulas or Georges Florovsky 
in the sense that a Christian person, 
while being an individual, is also a 
communal being, not dissolved in the 
impersonal mass of beings but inter-
penetrating with other persons in the 
act of Eucharistic communion. 

In the context of these myriad identity 
markers, I am reminded that, by vir-
tue of my baptism, I have experienced 
a mystical alteration of my person, 
and that somehow, by the word of 
the Apostle, “It is no longer I who live 
but Christ who lives in me.” What do 
these challenging words mean? Is my 
identity replaced and consumed by 
the mystery of accepting Christ into 
my being? Certainly not—and Paul 
himself is the perfect example of it. 
His identity as a Christian is defined 
by his acceptance of Christ yet his 
individuality, his personality, is en-
fleshed in his writings as surely as if 
he were our contemporary. In other 
words, Paul, the unique human being, 
is transformed by “putting on Christ” 
into the “real” Paul without loss of 
uniqueness. Rather, his personality 
unfolds fully and is made manifest in 
the fulfillment of God’s will.

I believe that the understanding of 
“Christianus sum” is the keystone of 
Christian anthropology. As such, it 
needs to challenge and be liberat-
ed from the constructed typology of 
the “good Christian” that at times 
overwhelms our anthropological dis-
course.

We are all aware of catechetical truths. 
Christ takes up his dwelling in our hu-
man person when we surrender our 
will and our ego to his will when we 
“put on Christ” as an active response 
to his offering. From the perspective 
of identity, this translates into the act 
of imitating Christ. I would like to ex-

amine the topic of Christian identity 
in light of Father Alexander Schme-
mann’s exegesis of the Beatitudes 
presented in a series of talks for Radio 
Liberty in the 1970s.1 Taken as a theo-
logical corpus, these brief and simple 
talks constitute a holistic exposition 
of Christian anthropology, defining 
what it means to bear the image of 
God in a human person. Their mes-
sage of Christ as the center of identity, 
while fundamental to Christian tradi-
tion, stands in sharp contrast to the 
anthropomorphic focus of contempo-
rary identity discourse. 

For Schmemann, the Sermon on the 
Mount becomes central to the un-
derstanding of what constitutes the 
encounter of “Christ and the human 
‘I.’” In his exegesis on the Beatitudes, 
Schmemann uses the Sermon to es-
tablish the outline of Christian an-
thropology. At its center is the human 
being as the image of God. Defining 
what constitutes that image is what 
defines humans as they were created 
by God in an act of love for commu-
nion with Him and the world. 

In Schmemann’s exegesis, the Beati-
tudes present the perfect vehicle for 
outlining this anthropology because 
the person described in the Beatitudes 
is the image of Christ, the true Adam. 
Christ tells his followers: “Be perfect 
as your heavenly Father is perfect,” 
and he tells them what it means to be 
perfect, to be Christ-like, to be people 
of the Kingdom of Heaven rather than 
people of the kingdom of this world. 
The person in the Beatitudes does not 
behave, but rather is—a distinction 
that creates a sharp contrast to what 
risks becoming a pseudo-Christianity 
as oppressive as secular materialism. 
Or, more precisely, the behavior of 
this person is rooted in his essence as 
a being rather than merely informed 
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The Wheel, Issues 1-4, 
Spring 2015-Winter 
2016.



     37The Wheel 39  |  Winter 2025

by the constructs of morality or some 
other external framework.

So who is this “new Adam” that 
emerges from the Beatitudes? 

He is “poor in spirit,” driven not by 
ego but by the awareness of the awe-
someness of God and the futility of 
the bounds of the material world. 
For Schmemann, the kind of poverty 
that Christ speaks about is “the kind 
of internal freedom from everything 
that habitually enslaves a human be-
ing, making him inwardly blind and 
deaf to what is crucial—to the very 
essence of human life, to its authentic 
content.”2 It is the spirit that lacks the 
clutter of worldly pursuits and pos-
sesses the space to be filled with the 
Word of God and his will.

He is the one who mourns the trage-
dy of the fallen world and separation 
from God, the catastrophe of broken 
communion, and the yearning for its 
restoration. This is a crucial remind-
er of the historical reality of Christ’s 
incarnation and sojourning in the 
world. He partakes in the sorrow 
and forsakenness of post-lapsarian 
humanity, even to the point of tears 
and sweating in blood, crying out to 
the Father, “Why have you forsaken 
me?” And it is this complete reali-
zation of abandonment that brings 
with it the brokenness of spirit. Yet in 
Christ, from this brokenness rises not 
despair but rather yearning for the 
Father, the joy of looking toward the 
ultimate reconciliation that will not 
be taken away.

He is meek, relating to others with 
love and patience, seeking commu-
nion. One who is meek is “capable of 
living not by reaction, but by a deep, 
free, loving relationship with the oth-
er, seeing in him not the manifestation 

of his person, but the person himself, 
seeking not to overpower him, not to 
defend oneself from him, but to com-
mune with him.”3 So it is meekness 
that enables one to see the core identi-
ty of the other, rather than the contex-
tual facets of many identities.

He hungers and thirsts after righ-
teousness—in other words, he is nev-
er satisfied with living in a construct-
ed reality and its untruths that lead 
one away from the “one thing need-
ed,” from the love of God and neigh-
bor. This constructed reality is present 
even in the Church when it reduces 
Christ to Christianity, to religious law 
and morality, which can never satisfy 
this hunger and thirst for the higher 
truth. Hunger comes from the inade-
quacy of nutrition in the world, from 
the awareness that the true bread of 
life is beyond measurable riches, be 
they material or behavioral.

He is merciful, which Schmemann 
singles out as perhaps the most need-
ed in the suffering world. Mercy is 
the opposite of justice, the opposite of 
due reward. Schmemann emphasizes 
that mercy is not condescension, but 
love, that knows no judgment. A mer-
ciful person is capable of “discerning 
a living face in every human being,”4 
and “looks into the face of the guilty, 
into the depth of his eyes and knows 
that man is in essence inexhaustible.”5 
Mercy is the challenge to the judg-
mentalism of religion, and perhaps 
one of the hardest challenges to ev-
eryone’s judgmentalism that comes 
from our ego and self-righteousness. 

He is pure in heart, or, in other words, 
a whole person. His heart is chaste, 
free from the fragmentation and con-
fusion of competing passions, moods, 
and desires. Schmemann says, “The 
word purity is exceptionally mean-
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ingful in Christianity, signifying 
much more than simply an antithesis 
to moral (especially sexual) licentious-
ness, and far surpassing the limits of 
morality per se. Purity is an internal 
quality that could be best defined as 
‘wholeness’.”6 In a way, true chastity 
is antithetical to moralism. And it is 
the free heart that enables us to recon-
nect with our true self, the inner free-
dom and wholeness that are the place 
of God’s love and light. The pure in 
heart shall see God because the eyes 
of a pure heart are seeing clearly, as 
the eagle looks at the sun.

He is a peacemaker in a sense that far 
surpasses the worldly understand-
ing of peace as the absence of active 
conflict between competing interests 
and priorities. Christ’s peace is the 
reconciliation of the tragic divisions 
within one’s very being, the compet-
ing passions, the inner discord, and 
confusion. This peace is closely re-
lated to the image of the pure heart, 
one in which the strife has ceased 

and love reigns. A peaceful heart is 
one that will not be satisfied with a 
simple compromise and “peace trea-
ty” that is always at the risk of fail-
ure. The peacemaking of a Christian 
goes beyond the reconciliation of the 
adversaries but strives for the foster-
ing of brotherhood and communion. 
Schmemann is forceful in pointing 
out that the seeming inconsistency of 
Christ’s rhetoric about the bringing of 
the sword and about the blessing of 
the peacemakers is, in truth, the dec-
laration of the war on everything that 
divides and deceives. 

And finally, this new Adam, this 
whole person is one who is perse-
cuted for righteousness’ sake. This, 
again, is a reminder that we live in 
a world that is hostile to Christ and 
Christians because it lies in the em-
brace of sin and lies. One of these lies, 
and it is one that is very familiar to 
all of us, is that of usefulness. It is a 
lie that says that our human destiny is 
to be useful and that our justification 

6 Alexander 
Schmemann, “Talks 
on the Beatitudes: 
Blessed are the pure 
in heart,” The Wheel, 
Fall 2015, 57.
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is utilitarianism. This is a lie that has 
infected Christianity itself in the form 
of emphasizing praxis, good works, 
beyond communion and loving rela-
tionships. Schmemann says that this 
isn’t true, that. . . 

“Not usefulness but truth is the 
primary concern of man, and the 
meaning, the value of this truth 
are so great that for the sake of 
truth, one has to be ready to en-
dure exile and suffering. Chris-
tianity teaches that it is here, in 
the free search for and discovery 
of truth, that the divine dignity 
of man and his royal calling are 
contained.”7 

Only the one who accepts the inevi-
tability of suffering and the cross on 
this journey is the one who puts on 
Christ and restores one’s core created 
identity.

It is essential to emphasize that the Be-
atitudes do not constitute a set of rules 
of proper behavior. They challenge the 
prison of Christian moralism as sure-
ly as they challenge the misconstrued 
moralism of the Torah. Rather, they re-
veal what Christ meant when he said, 
“I am the Law.” The law is a person, 
not a codex. In Schmemann’s words: 

“They paint the concrete, living image 
of a human person, presenting not a 
program, but an inner inspiration for 
his life; not a moral code of rules and 
regulations, but life as it is lived, or at 
least wants be lived by one who fol-
lows Christ.”8 And in light of this, our 
pedestrian anxiety of “how can one be 
Orthodox if one is branded as outside 
the norm” becomes absurd, utterly 
meaningless, or harmful if one feels 
forced to assume a “normative” iden-
tity. The person depicted in the Beati-
tudes is a whole person who may be a 
mosaic of myriad identity components 
that are in communion within one 
Christ-centric being. The confound-
ing challenges of self-identification 
that torment our young generation are 
resolved in the person who “puts on 
Christ,” not as an external garment of 
commandments, but a new skin of a 
whole self, grounded in that one hu-
man who came to define humans in 
the fulness of our uniquenesses.

Thus, the answer to the question “Who 
am I?” begins with discerning who we 
are as desired and created by God, car-
rying his image and likeness. This re-
alization is what Christ enables by his 
incarnation as a human being in which 
he embodies us as we are meant to be 
from the beginning of time.  
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