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Witness through holiness of life.
A quick look into the biography of a concept

Abstract
“Witness through holiness of life” is a phrase often used in theological texts.
ence points in its intellectual biography in Romanian theology (with special
emphasis on the developments brought about by mission theologians from
witness through the holiness of life by considering the phrase in a biblical
and spiritual context.
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is a phrase often used in theological texts. In this study we will analyse the origin of this concept
and we will identify a series of reference points in its intellectual biography
in Romanian theology (with special emphasis on the developments brought
of life by considering the phrase in a spiritual context.

The phrase “witness through holiness of life” begins its career in Romanian
entitled
. It originally appeared in 1978 but
it gained notoriety once it was included in the volume
edited by father Ion Bria and pub-
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lished in Geneva in 19801. The Romanian theologian begins his article with
a surgically precise diagnosis of his contemporary society, acknowledging
the partial failure of the Christian mission; at the same time, employing a
statement by Frances Colte, a Melchite Catholic living in America, he highlights the potential the Orthodox Church has to accommodate the needs
and pursuits of the western world.
ings and what he puts forward is that the whole Church should take ownership of its past failures:
The areas of human society that have become spiritually
estranged from the Church and thus lost any understanding
of Christian faith are very extensive. The degree to which they
are spiritually removed or do not understand the faith varies
from a sort of innocent misunderstanding – related to mental
must ask itself what are the causes of such a situation and particularly whether among them there are not some whose origin
this behaviour and how, in each area, can it either end or reduce
this estrangement?2

Speaking on “the outer mission” carried out among those who have no
knowledge of Christianity he remarks that:
[…] the Church must ask why it is that in the second millennium
it has not been able to win the hearts of such people, except in
a fragmentary way or for short periods of time. One cannot fail
to notice in these situations that people have hardened their
millennium did not.3

with the way in which mission had been previously carried out and he proposes a careful analysis of both this and the constantly changing social context. The increasingly central role of technology and the relentless concern
to satisfy material needs and pleasures has led to the drop in the interest for
craft, eastern religions, Pentecostal glossolalia”4, and this is where the need
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, WCC, Geneva.
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to articulate a clearer message of the Eastern, Orthodox Christianity comes
from, because it could provide the world with a robust answer.
way that seeks to enlarge the authoritarian power of the Church”5. Another
possible failure regards the individualistic mission, one which combines
will for power, pride, and personal views with the truth of the Gospel.
Both missionary forms show the light of Christ in a manner contaminated
by sin. In order to be able to avoid these potential failures, the Christian
overcome the inventiveness of his personal reasoning and the arguments of
his group, as well the thirst for power of his ecclesial institution. “Mission is
unhindered through his word which will then be the pure and powerful
.
The Christian mission was fully carried out by the saints and martyrs who
who gave their lives “and not just the talent of their words, to make known
to others the wholeness of the Christ” they had experienced: even though
in (their) preaching no mixture of personal, group or institutional pride”7.
few words: “And my speech and my preaching were not with persuasive
words of human wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power,
that your faith should not be in the wisdom of men but in the power of God”
8
.
in the belief that holiness is possible, and in the fact that it sees the Church
as a communion in Christ, not as an institution. These values are still alive
Sacraments of the Church. For these values to become visible and for the
1. It must “be open to the uncreated power of God”
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3. It must “fully actualize the character of the Church as communion”9.
seek this experience of divine uncreated power, and through it holiness
and the total gift of self, it is useless to hold conferences on mission and to
develop bureaucratic plans for mission. We will continue to lose souls that
the Church now has. […] Orthodoxy must go beyond its theoretical anthrofound in the complicated circumstances of our daily lives”10. In this context,
his brief text ends with a strikingly rational question: “According to the
known to the world are qualities of their holiness, which show the power
11

an essential work of reference for all those interested in the topic of the witness
through holiness of life12 as an essential part of the Orthodox mission.

Father Ion Bria
and the theologians from Cluj-Napoca
When talking about Romanian missionary theology and implicitly the
topic of the witness through holiness of life, an indispensable reference
is father Ion Bria, who in 1982 published a
13
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See for example: Valer Bel,
[The
Mission of the Church in the Contemporary World 2. Exigences], (Cluj-Napoca: Presa

Profesor Ion Bria” [Mission
in

[The Importance of the Work of

[Missionary Paradigms: from Edinburgh to the Synod of
Crete],
13
Ion Bria,
[Course of Orthodox Missionary
Theology and Practice], (Geneva, 1982).
14
Bria, 52.
15

Press, 2013), 147.
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, Oxford Apostolic Fathers (Oxford, UK: Oxford University
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1): “what the soul is in the body, that is what Christians in the world”.
Christianity brings a new way of living, which has the power to revo1. This “new life” can only be lived in the communion of the Church, as
members of the Body of Christ. The communion is realised and maintained
by the Eucharist, as a joint action of the clergy and the believers.
The Church exists only through the coordination and the har-

the other lives and takes it upon himself to bear their burdens:
be no schism in the body, but that the members should have
the same care for one another” (I Cor. 12, 25)17.

2. The faith of the Christians must be expressed in an authentic spirituality.
The essential element of Christian piety is not the way, the
technique or the “how”, but rather the substance and quality of this life: they are at the core of the Christian identity.
Therefore, the credibility of spirituality stems from the quality
of the person.18
What sets Christians apart is their spirituality, which to many
may seem a “scandal” because it does not comply with the
spirituality with its own virtues: forgiving those who hate us,
of life” Christians do not preach alienation from the social community in which they live. On the contrary, they are present
in and solidary with the society they live in, fully aware that a
19
.

Father Valer Bel structures his missionary theology through a dialogue
tioned each time). In the second volume of his book “The Mission of the
Bria,
Theology and Practice], 53.
17
Bria, 54.
18
Bria, 54.
19
Bria, 55.

[Course of Orthodox Missionary
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so shine before men, that they may see your good works and glorify your
of the most important means of Christian mission, because through the
personal meeting with God and through living in the divine love, Christians
become the salt of the earth and the light of the world and they help people
21
. The quality of
life has three essential coordinates: a witnessing community, an authentic
spirituality, and an eschatological expectation22. In such a context, the wit-

Spirit radiates from the person preaching Christ. This light
when the one preaching embodies the truth of Christ in his
own life […]. The capacity of the missionary and of the priest
depends not only on their theological and pedagogical qualities,
but also on their personal holiness23.

The topic of the witness through holiness of life is also among the interrequirement of the Christian mission24. Within the context of an analysis

. More precisely, we can talk about a personalistic
that has a martyrial and ascetic dimension and one in which the Church is
a real communion in Jesus Christ (the corrective aspect keeping in check
the institutional dimension of the Church)25.
The witness through holiness of life also concerns father Grigore Dinu
. In
Bel,
the Contemporary World 2. Exigences]
21
Bel, 181.
20

[The Mission of the Church in
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Sonea,
Sonea, 105.

of Mission], in
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[Missionary Paradigms], 101–14.
[The Mission of the Church in
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this text (rich in references from the Philokalia and the writings of contemporary saints and spiritual fathers) he states that “the mission of each
Christian begins with themselves, with them personally taking on the work
of their salvation, by striving to sanctify their own life”27 because “whoever
Christ, but themselves and their own state of passion, even if their words
comply formally and intellectually with the Revelation”28.
secretive, quiet one, operated when a holy life and prayer irradiate”29 the
lives of others.

The Paradigm of the witness
through holiness found in the New Testament
The witness through holiness of life as an essential missionary dimension, or as a form in which word and image meet, is strongly supported
by the New Testament. Jesus Christ, Son of God incarnate, is the Word of
God, as it is stated in the well-known Prologue of the Gospel according to
John: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the
1, 1-3). At the same time, Saint Apostle Paul mentions another quality of

visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or
Man, “created in the image of the One who is the Word and the Image of the
Father, is in his turn word and image, and for his witness to be authentic,
the words must express the internal reality of the person speaking, they
must be born out of an authentic experience of the reality being preached.
If not, words remain mere words and never transcend their sounds (albeit
30
.
which the person preaching the Word of God has succeeded in embodying
the message of the Gospel in their own biography and thus in becoming a
living image, an icon of their preaching.
27
28
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Paul Siladi,
[Word
and Image. Theoretical Bases for a Theology of Communication], (Cluj-Napoca: Presa
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In the New Testament there are clear references to missionary work,
Commission”: “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizteaching them to observe all things that I have commanded you; and lo,
I am with you always, even to the end of the age. Amen” (Mt. 28, 19-20).
Alongside such clear and open calls to engage in missionary work,
we have a whole series of recommendations for what could be called an
“implicit mission” or a witness through holiness of life. In the Gospel of
lows Me shall not walk in darkness, but have the light of life” (John 8, 12).
turn: “You are the light of the world. A city that is set on a hill cannot be
hidden. Nor do they light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on a lampbefore men, that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in

Saint Apostle Peter and Saint Apostle Paul talk about an implicit mission
and about how simply observing the commandments irradiates a light all
around: “that you may become blameless and harmless, children of God
without fault in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation, among
whom you shine as lights in the world” (Philippians 2, 15). Saint Peter in
his turn writes the following: “having your conduct honourable among
the Gentiles, that when they speak against you as evildoers, they may, by
your good works which they observe, glorify God in the day of visitation.
whether to the king as supreme, or to governors, as to those who are sent
by him for the punishment of evildoers and for the praise of those who do
good. For this is the will of God, that by doing good you may put to silence
the ignorance of foolish men” (I Ptr. 2, 12-15).

Witness through holiness of life
at the Ascetic Fathers
The overview of the topic of the witness through holiness of life must be
completed with the brief mention of how it was understood by the ascetic
fathers. The Christian calendar lists two main categories of saints: martyrs
ics, ascetics. The courage
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probably the most powerful form of implicit mission in the early centuries.
of the martyrs is the seed of a new life31.
After the edict of 313, which gave the Christians the freedom to practice
their faith, the monastic life begins to take shape as a form of perpetual
by the Christian monastics and ascetics. The crucible of Eastern monastiThe emblematic texts of the Egyptian monasticism are collected in the
Apophthegmata Patrum32.
The commandment to go and engage in an active mission (Mt. 28, 19-20)
monastic life33

34

always” . Abba Alonius says something along the same lines: “If a man
does not say in his heart, in the world there is only myself and God, he
will not gain peace” .
35

even more radical with regard to the importance of seclusion and personal
ascetic practice:
the world and the converting of the multitude of heathen peothy eyes to detach thyself from the bonds of sin, than to detach
the subdued unto liberty from those who subject their bodies.
Prefer to make peace with thyself, in harmony with the trinity
within thee: body, soul and spirit, rather than to appease those
who are angry at thy teachings37.
31
Q. Septimi Florentis Tertulliani Apologeticus, the text of Oehler annotated, translation
by Alex. Souter with introduction by John E B Mayor, Cambridge University Press, 1917,
lation.htm
32
Benedicta Ward,
(Mowbrays, 1975).
33
For further details see: Paul Siladi, “Missionary Theology in the Apophthegmata
Patrum,” in
[Unity and Identity. Romanian Orthodoxy Between Eastern Communion and
Dialog with the West], ed. Vasile Stanciu and Paul Siladi, vol. 1, 2 vols. (Cluj-Napoca: Presa
34
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Arsenius 1 in Ward,
Arsenius 2 in Ward, 9.
Alonius 1 in Ward, 35.

, 9.
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duction and registeres by A. J. Wesnick, published by the Royal Academy for Sciences,
Amsterdam, 1923, 32.
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The solitude of the ascetic fathers is neither cantankerous, morose, nor
inner peace belong to Saint Seraphim of Sarov:
Acquire the Spirit of peace and thousands around you will be
saved. When a man enters into a peaceful state, he can give out
from himself and also upon others light for the enlightenment
of the mind38.

The force the holiness has to irradiate is also described in the Synaxarion

of the church year. According to the Synaxarion two of these saints had a

devoted himself to feats of the strictest abstinence, and after he had reached
such high virtues and performed so many miracles, this man of God still
saw himself as being beneath all men”39. When he reached the apex of his
spiritual life Saint Simeon “reposed in peace, while deep in prayer, at the
.
Another saint commemorated by the Church on September 1 is Saint
40

following the example found in the biography of Saint Anthony the Great.

that remote place: “There he thought to dwell in prayer away from people,
a monastery”41.

Conclusions
These few examples amply show how the witness through holiness
of life is an essential characteristic of the Christian, and especially of the
Orthodox, mission. In the article we analysed at the beginning, father
[Saint Seraphim of

38

Sarov. A Spiritual Biography]
39
Macarios Simonopetritul,
40
41
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Macarios Simonopetritul, 42.

[Synaxarion.

,
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ituality, something that manifested itself over all generations. We are
left, however, with this question: If we are not holy, what can we do?
Should we abandon our mission? Should we consider ourselves no longer
compelled to answer this call addressed to each baptised Christian? The
Paterikon provides us with a possible answer. Whereas Amma Syncletica
(12) says that
in the “practical” life. For if someone who owns a ruined house
receives guests there, he does them harm because of the dilapidation of his dwelling. It is the same in the case of someone
those who come. By words one may convert them to salvation,
but by evil behaviour, one injures them42,

who teaches without doing what he teaches is like a spring which cleanses
and gives drink to everyone, but it not able to purify itself”43
In other words, you could be of some help to others, even though you
are not doing much for yourself, even though you do not practice what you
preach. And this is so because Christ is the ultimate basis of all preaching
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