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The article proves that the widespread use of philosophical ideas is characteristic of liberal 
Orthodox theological comprehension of modern cosmology, carried out by Alexei Nesteruk. Among 
these ideas, the most influential was Kant’s doctrine of things in themselves and his teleology, the 
metaphysical doctrine of analogies, the doctrine of contemplation of the mind, borrowed from Schelling 
teaching and Russian religious philosophy. The theological understanding of these philosophical 
concepts allows formulating a new interpretation of the anthropic principle, the initial conditions 
for the existence of the Universe, and its eschatological future. The form of ideas of Alexei Nesteruk 
was influenced by the phenomenology of Jean-Luc Marion, the post-metaphysical theology of Sergiy 
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Khoruzhy and Christos Yannaras. As postmodern ideas do not define the content of theology of Alexei 
Nesteruk, the theory of Volodimir Hritsyshyn about the postmodern nature of Nesteruk’s speculation 
about cosmology is under discussion. Specifically, these speculations have only a postmodern form of 
expression but are a controversial combination of theologically redefined metaphysical and Kantian 
concepts by themselves.

Keywords: liberal Orthodox, phenomenology, Alexei Nesteruk, modern theology, post-metaphysical 
theology 
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Introduction

Orthodox theological interpretations of the history of the development of the Universe, 
a living being and a human is formed following two opposing strategies: liberal and 
conservative. The first takes into consideration the contemporary scientific picture of the 
world. This strategy is forwarded by those priests who were naturalists in the past. Alexei 
Nesteruk, a deacon of the Patriarchate of Constantinople, the former theoretical physicist, 
has primarily distinguished himself in the last decades. The liberal strategy is an original 
phenomenon, since naturalists who became theologians (Kaleda, Tsipin, Nesteruk, etc.) do 
not borrow Western theological concepts, but create their own ideological systems, in which 
philosophical theories play the leading role. The latter fact, unfortunately, has not attracted 
the attention of the researchers up to this time. Theological reflections of Alexei Nesteruk 
on the topics of cosmology, the anthropic principle, and the beauty of the Universe as an 
“intense phenomenon” are usually evaluated as fundamentally new to Orthodox thought. 
In this case, the work of this theologian attracted the attention of only a few researchers. 
Hennadii Khrystokin and Yuri Chornomorets drew attention to the “mystical empiricism” of 
Nesteruk, his desire to focus on the apophatic theology, and the importance of the experience 
of ecstatic knowledge of God (Khrystokin & Chernomorets, 2009). The researchers also 
critically evaluated the attempts of Nesteruk to prove the existence of God through reference 
to the existence of mystical experience and the availability of rational laws of nature. 
Volodymyr Hritsyshyn points out that Nesteruk puts theology as a universal philosophical 
discourse in the place of philosophy, sees in the human consciousness, especially a religious 
one, the manifestation of self-knowledge of the Universe (Hritsyshyn, 2017).

Oleg Mumrikov approves Nesteruk’s idea that if there existed an ideal time (or the other 
ideal reality) that preceded the visible world, they would have been created anyway. In our 
opinion, these thinkers simplify the positions of Alexei Nesteruk in their way (Mumrikov, 
2013). Theological works of this physical scientist interested researchers as the first attempt 
of the Orthodox theological application of Jean-Luc Marion phenomenology, as well as 
the first Orthodox interpretation of modern cosmological theories, especially of Stephen 
Hocking and Ilya Prigogine. We agree with Volodymyr Hritsyshyn’s opinion that one 
can trace the transition from attempts to adapt theology to the norms of modern thinking 
(“mystical empiricism” of the book Logos and Space (Nesteruk, 2006)) to thinking within the 
postmodern theological paradigm (“existential phenomenology” of the book The Sense of the 
Universe (Nesteruk, 2017) in Alexei Nesteruk’s theology (Hrityshyn, 2017: 155). 

It seems that the combination of Orthodox and Western theological and philosophical 
principles allows Nesteruk to create a kind of “theology of science,” which provides new 
principles for understanding the role of religion in the modern personalistic worldview. In 
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our opinion, the theological system of Alexei Nesteruk is not so original, as its author and 
the mentioned researchers of his works consider. The issues of the theoretical sources of 
theological cosmology of Alexei Nesteruk in philosophy, especially metaphysical one, seem 
to be particularly relevant for the objective assessment of the works of this theologian. In 
our opinion, Nesteruk’s reflections are a vivid example of the philosophizing of Orthodox 
theology at the beginning of the 21st century.

Statement of basic materials

Our investigation aims to make a systematic analysis of theoretical sources of theological 
cosmology of Nesteruk as a part of the Orthodox theology of the postmodern age.

Nesteruk began his professional activity as a theoretical physicist who worked at Leningrad 
research institutes and in the group of Ilia Prigogine and then as a theologian, who devoted 
his life to the problems of religion and science dialogue. In the book Logos and Space, 
Nesteruk admits that the discussion was usually carried out with the help of philosophy, 
which summed up the “scientific picture of the world” and correlated it with theological 
concepts. Instead, today’s theology itself claims to have the status of a universal philosophical 
discipline that does not require mediation for dialogue and science. Paradoxically, but 
theology is conceived not as a certain number of theoretical concepts, but as an experience 
of theoretical contemplation, similar to the phenomenological one (Nesteruk, 2006: 49-54, 
60-68, 76-79). Thus, the emphasis is placed on a philosophical interpretation of theology in 
order for theology to replace the philosophy in the mediation between religion and science, 
i.e., the reinterpretation of theological thinking in the spirit of phenomenology. However, 
“theological contemplation of the world” did not ensure the specific results, which could be 
verified. And therefore, Nesteruk combines philosophy and theology without eliminating the 
philosophical component in the book The Sense of the Universe (Nesteruk, 2017). According 
to our estimations, the basis for Nesteruk’s theological reflections was mainly a variety of 
philosophical theories that we will try to prove.

The first source of Nesteruk’s theology was Kant’s doctrine of “things in themselves.” 
Namely, God, a human, and the world as a whole were evaluated in the book Logos and 
Space as an apophatic (unknowable) reality (Nesteruk, 2006). The inability of consciousness 
to perceive these realities was conceived both quantitatively and qualitatively. For example, 
it is impossible to perceive the “dark matter” in the Universe; the past of the Universe is 
conditionally perceivable, especially its initial moments of existence. The personalization of 
God and a human make them unreflective for consciousness. These elements (“dark matter” 
in the Universe, “personalization” of God and a human) determine the infinity of the process 
of getting to know these “things in themselves.” Indeed, modern physics in relation to the 
Universe, and contemporary psychology and philosophy in relation to personality, which 
is more and more open, but realizes the infinity of such cognition. According to Nesteruk, 
qualitative unperceivability of God, a human and the world is connected with the spontaneity 
of creativity. The free impulse of the creativity of God and a human is fundamentally 
apophatic reality. In his opinion, it does not matter to what extent science and theology 
open the harmonious beauty of the world created by reason and freedom; this beauty will 
still be incomprehensible. Paradoxically, but this beauty is incomprehensible because of the 
excess of its manifestation, but not because of its concealment. To legitimize this theory 
in his book The Sense of the Universe Jean-Luc Marion uses the doctrine of “saturated 
phenomenon.” However, the only inspiration for Nesteruk’s theory of quantitative and 
qualitative unperceivability was exclusively the doctrine of Immanuel Kant about “things in 
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themselves.” Indeed, the theologian constantly refers to the texts of Kant and interprets the 
phenomenology of Marion, through the prism of Kantianism, and not vice versa.

The second source of Nesteruk’s theological reflections was the combination of the 
postulates of the theories of the anthropic principle and the provisions of the Orthodox 
mystical theology on the similarity of a human not only with God but also with the world. 
According to the theologian, the existing Universe is adapted to the appearance of a 
reasonable human subjectivity that will perceive it. Thus, the anthropic principle turns into 
the principle of openness of the Universe to the consciousness of the subject that contemplates 
and understands. The availability of conditions for life is a definite prior degree of readiness 
of the Universe for the appearance of rational existence. Instead of anthropocentricity in 
the sense of adaptability to human life, Nesteruk postulates subjective centricity in the 
sense of adaptability of the Universe to the functioning of consciousness in it. In this case, 
human embodiment contributes to the cognition and plays a specific symbolic role, since 
it represents the matter of the Universe, collected in the specific “synopsis.” According to 
Nesteruk, a person is not a special living being, in relation to which the Universe is only 
an “environment” of his existence. He is “coessential” with the Universe, introducing it as 
a whole in his subjective integrity. Nesteruk tries to prove that the Universe has a certain 
orientation not only to the appearance of life but to the emergence of consciousness, 
inherent to the Universe. And the bigger mystery is the actual existence of the Universe 
and consciousness, rather than their mutual coherence between themselves: “It is known 
that the so-called anthropic cosmological principle tries to express the connection between 
the conditions of human physical existence and the fundamental physical parameters that 
determine the possibility of the existence of stable systems in the Universe, including the 
embodied consciousness itself. The anthropic principle gives, in fact, a trivial statement. 
However, it gives it a quantitative form, about the consubstantiality of the Universe and its 
observers (this is expressed, for example, through the so-called exact adjustment of physical 
constants numerical values of which are critical turn out to be critically agreed with the fact 
of the existence of terrestrial forms of life). However, even in this case, the very fact of the 
presence of this consubstantiality in its noetic and noematic givenness, i.e., the fact of its 
presence of this in its reflexive consciousness, is not subject to discussion and attempts to 
explain, since, perhaps, it cannot be explained at all. But it is this facticity of the Universe 
capable of containing life, as well as the facticity of the life itself, that is responsible for 
the necessary conditions for the possibility of individuals, i.e., the multitude of conscious 
subjects uniqueness of which cannot be reduced to something natural“ (Nesteruk, 2017: 370). 
In these reflections, Nesteruk tries to move from scientific and ideological explanations of 
the harmony of the world to the theological explanations of its existence. God is conceived 
to be the source of actual givenness of the world, life, consciousness, personalism (Nesteruk, 
2017: 371). It seems that the dependence of Nesteruk’s theology on the phenomenology of 
the givenness and the bestowing of Marion is manifested in this transition from thinking 
about “what” of the world to the way of its givenness. However, the schematic understanding 
of the phenomenological concept of the French thinker is that it is more likely to speak 
about the similarity of Nesteruk’s thoughts to the Medieval theories of the delineation of 
the essence and existence of the world, with the proofs of the existence of God from the 
analysis of the phenomenon of the existence of the world. The central confrontation between 
science and theology manifests itself in the fact that science attempts to explain the existence 
of the Universe with the help of natural reasons. The theology of Nesteruk abstracts the 
very existence of the world and proposes to interpret this existence as a consequence of 
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supernatural givenness or bestowing: “Cosmology cannot accept the conclusion about the 
unperceivability of the actual randomness of the Universe and persistently tries to eliminate 
this problem, appealing to the original conditions in the Universe, assuming that they 
contain” information “about its present and future states” (Ibid.). The scientific explanation 
of the basic properties of the material state of the Universe from the moment of a Big Bang 
up to today is a reliable basis for science. In contrast, the appeal to the “actual randomness of 
the Universe” is philosophical theorizing, since it is quite possible that the emergence of the 
Universe was due to the necessity, but not by chance. 

At least science must do everything to identify the necessary causal links to the genesis 
of the Universe, and should not refuse this intention in favor of the thought about the 
randomness of the existence of the Universe until there are sufficient grounds for such a turn 
of thought. The investigation of the initial state of the Universe is still largely explained both 
at the present stage of its development and its very genesis, and it would be rather strange 
to leave these investigations in favor of philosophical and theological speculation. It turns 
out that Nesteruk suggests finding a harmony between the theological and scientific world 
outlook, at least at the expense of refusing from scientificity, which will lead exclusively to 
illusory reconciliation in a certain philosophical and theological perspective. The transition 
from speculation about essential features of the Universe as adapted to the existence of a 
human and explained by the supernatural causality to speculation about the existence and 
actual givenness of the world is significant in the sense that it confirms the weakness of the 
theoretical foundations for modern theology in its dialogue with science.

The third source for Nesteruk’s theology was the metaphysical theory of analogies. As 
we have seen from the previous analysis, the researcher makes an analogy between human 
creativity and God’s creativity. This central metaphysical concept is supplemented by 
speculation about the similarity between freedom, wisdom, unperceivability, personalism of 
God, and a human. It should be mentioned that Nesteruk does not speak only about God a 
lot. In general, he admits that modern theology has made a transition from anthropocentric 
to theocentric thinking. At the beginning of the 21st century, theologians contemplated God 
not in terms of subjective experience. Still, on the contrary, God as Trinity in his activity 
becomes the starting point for the reflection on the world, society, which should reflect life in 
the Trinity. Surprisingly, but Nesteruk says almost nothing about God as Trinity. According 
to him, God remains an apophatic creator whose common features are perceived by analogy 
with the features of the human subject. Contemplations that were not confirmed can provide 
the credibility of the reflections. Thus, metaphysical judgments by analogy are masked 
by phenomenological contemplations. Still, it is done without any proof since there is no 
description of contemplations in the texts of the theologian, there are only reflections. At the 
same time, Nesteruk honestly admits that all contemplative and mystical experience I relation 
to God can only confirm the existence of God, but does not provide any reliable knowledge 
of God. The situation seems paradoxical when Nesteruk systematically contemplates about 
the laws of nature as a reflection of the divine Logos. Still, almost nothing says about the 
rationality of God as such. It is more than strange for a theologian to refuse completely 
to describe God. Therefore, the reader can only imagine God by analogy with the human 
intelligent and free creative subject.

The fourth source for Nesteruk was the methodology of theological reflections by 
Sergey Khoruzhy in his work On the Phenomenology of Ascesis (Khoruzhy, 1998). The 
experience of “boundary states” is the source of universal knowledge in this work. Based 
on the phenomenological and hermeneutical analysis of this kind of experience, a human is 
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described as open to the transcendent, as being dynamic, rather “energetic” than substantive. 
However, it is necessary to point to a significant difference between the theological projects 
of Nesteruk and Khoruzhy. The latter considers “boundary experience” as the experience 
of “synergistic states,” in which human energies interact with the energies of God and 
the world. The Orthodox theology of the beginning of the 21st century does not accept 
neopalamism, and speculations on “energy” and “synergy” are no longer of interest to such 
theologians as Nesteruk, Hart, Manoussakis, etc. The search of ontology that would be free 
from the naturalistic understanding of the activities of the subjects as “energies” leads to the 
development of personalism, according to which the person is open to perception and the 
reality, is fundamentally recognizable, even with the preservation of some apophatic “core” 
of individualism.

The fifth source for Nesteruk was the contemporary philosophy of science in its 
comprehension with the help of anthropology of culture. The central position in the book 
The Sense of the Universe sounds like this: “Cosmological theorizing, as the permanent 
encoding of the Universe with the help of symbols, uses logic and connections that are not 
directly related to the object of cosmology, but rather to the sense and purposes of a human” 
(Nesteruk, 2017: 165). Thus, the study of cosmology should give Nesteruk the truth about 
a human who perceives, but not about the Universe. According to Nesteruk’s conception, it 
is the analysis of cosmology as the highest embodiment of the scientific consciousness of a 
human that will allow perceiving a human as a place of revelation about God, which created 
him in his image and likeness. The attempts of cosmology to know the Universe reveal the 
impossibility of his knowledge, a person feels that he faces the prospect of an infinite process. 
In Nesteruk’s opinion, this allows a person to realize one’s own finality and the fact of his 
creation entirely and, therefore, is open to the recognition of the existence of an absolutely 
infinite God (Nesteruk, 2017: 164-165).

Consequently, based on the postmodernist position that cosmology speaks about a human, 
but not about the Universe, Nesteruk develops this position metaphysically in the spirit of 
modern liberal theology of Protestantism. A similar contradiction occurs in the assessment 
of the Big Bang theory. On the one hand, Nesteruk acknowledges the cosmology of the Big 
Bang as a substantiated scientific theory. On the other hand, he sees a narrative in it, which 
allows organizing the existing knowledge through the theory of the creation of the world 
through the product of the supernatural cause of the singularity point. Nesteruk criticizes 
alternative explanations of the emergence of a singularity point. He believes that the theory of 
multiversity, the theory of the pre-existence of the ideal time, or the whole ideal space are not 
justified by metaphysical theorizing. Special attention is paid to criticizing the corresponding 
theories of Hoking and Prigogine, with the help of which these well-known scholars try to 
avoid the need in the hypothesis about God. In the case of accepting the theory of the Big 
Bang, the hypothesis of God is the easiest explanation. There is no reason to consider this 
explanation to be more likely than others, except that other hypotheses look far-fetched and 
complicated. However, in the history of science, the most straightforward explanations were 
not always valid. Also, the argument regarding the simplicity of explanation would seem 
natural if Nesteruk accepted the discourse of analytic philosophy and theology.

Meanwhile, he categorically refuses to think within the limits of the analytical tradition, 
giving the exclusive advantage to phenomenology. Of course, phenomenology cannot 
contemplate anything not only concerning the moment of the Big Bang but also about 
the significant period of development of the Universe in a state of singularity and after it. 
According to Nesteruk, the combination of some of the provisions of the contemporary 
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philosophy of science and phenomenology is possible due to anthropology. This idea is 
typical of modern Orthodox theology: it is expressed by Khoruzhy (Khoruzhy, 1998: 204) 
and Filonenko (Filonenko, 2017: 84). It is based solely on making analogies between 
procedures of falsification and the apophatic method of theology, verification and cataphacy, 
hypothetical thinking, and poetics. 

However, the main pre-condition of theology — the experience of bestowing of the 
existence of the Universe and human — remains inaccessible to the scientific worldview, 
and is only limitedly verified in phenomenology. The sixth source of Nesteruk’s theology 
was the religious philosophy of Christos Yannaras, namely, the “Orthodox” interpretation 
of Heidegger’s understanding of existence, its openness to the world, truth as the 
unconcealedness of being, language as the home of existence, etc. Using the philosophical 
ideas of Yannaras and Heidegger does not clarify, but only makes the combination of 
apophatics and phenomenology complicated in the concept of Nesteruk, although helping 
the theologian more confidently describe the world as the one that involves the existence of 
a human, and a human as a contemplator of the world. The paradox lies in the fact that the 
post-metaphysical language of Yannaras’s philosophy is used to express the contradictory 
combination of metaphysical concepts about the world and God with a completely traditional 
for existentialist ideas about a human.

The seventh source for Nesteruk’s theology was the combination of Kantian teleology 
and the Chardinian mysticism of humankind and Universe deification. According to the logic 
of the theologian, the adaptability of terrestrial conditions to human existence indicates that 
space was supposed to be “inhabited by humans.” But this goal has only an intermediate 
nature, since wisdom in the Universe should be maximal, and the Universe must exist as 
incorporated in the person of the God-man. According to Nesteruk, the perfection of existence 
means to be personalized, and the Universe as a whole must have such an accomplishment. In 
general, Orthodox theology is characterized by a restrained attitude to the legacy of Teilhard 
de Chardin (Strugovtschikov, 2004). It is believed that the doctrine of the theological 
aspiration of the Universe to humanization and the theoanthropomorphism has the features of 
hidden pantheism and contradicts the doctrine of the creation of the Universe. Nesteruk offers 
a similar to the Chardinian doctrine, but without deepening into the theory of evolution, 
solely on the basis of a combination of cosmogenesis and theology.

“Life” and its development to consciousness are understood not in the paradigm of 
evolutionary ascension, but within the phenomenological understanding of living and 
consciousness as a consequence of affection from the point of view of the supernatural. 
According to Nesteruk, such phenomenology of life and consciousness is quite developed 
by Michel Henry and should only be theologically interpreted. The theologian does not want 
to notice that the French phenomenology, actively developing the doctrine of living and 
consciousness as a consequence of affectation, passive synthesis, etc., undergoes a crisis. 
There is a transition to post-phenomenology (Sholokhov & Yampolskaya, 2014), or at least 
expressing demonstrable doubts in the validity of the entire path of French phenomenology 
after Emmanuel Levinas (Yampolskaya, 2013). Regarding the danger of falling into 
pantheism, Nesteruk believes that this problem is far-fetched. Everything that arises as a result 
of a Big Bang — matter, energy, space, time, life, consciousness — everything is created and 
infinitely different from God, who is solely the creator. At the same time, everything created 
exists due to the total presence of the uncreated, supporting its existence. The laws of nature 
are the rationality that points to such a presence. The harmony and beauty of the Universe 
are also a manifestation of this kind of presence. Considering all the autonomy created, it 
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exists and develops in the fold of the uncreated, as its symbolic embodiment. According to 
Nesteruk, the more the world is the embodiment of the “laws of nature,” the more it represents 
God, and even more — the more it is open to the fullness of the eschatological presence of 
God in the world, to the existence in eternity. Typically, all these speculations are romantic 
and metaphysical ways of theology development. It is impossible to substantiate such 
reflections phenomenologically or scientifically in the same way as Schelling’s speculation 
in “Philosophy of Art.”

Discussion

Thus, Nesteruk’s theology is characterized by a significant influence of philosophical 
ideas, since the theologian paradoxically combines the ideas of Kantianism and metaphysics. 
At the same time, there are such post-modernistic features of Nesteruk’s thinking as an 
arbitrary transfer of philosophical theories into the theological context and the rejection of 
consistent argumentation as a way of constructing the text. In this case, cosmology in its 
proved theories refers to the field of reasoning, and unproved cosmological constructions 
regarding the beginning of the Universe are interpreted as the embodiment of the aspirations 
of reason and its theology and free synthesis of ideas. In our opinion, if we take into account 
the Kantian distinctions, modern physics and cosmology continuously go beyond the scope 
of intelligence, applying reason in all its manifestations. At the same time, the mind of a 
cosmologist or physicist is clearly deprived of the theological contemplation or mystical 
experiences regarding the integrity of the Universe, which Nesteruk attributes to reason, 
unlike understanding. In opposition to limited Western rationalism, the Orthodox theology of 
Nesteruk repeats the old methodological method of Russian religious philosophy, introducing 
the intermediate gap of metaphysical meta-rationalism between the scientific rationalism and 
religious fideism (mysticism). At the same time, the reader should have the impression that 
the sources of the doctrine of contemplation of the mind are phenomenology and patristics, 
and not the Russian religious philosophy and Shelling’s teaching. However, Nesteruk does 
not refrain from referring to Semen Frank and Petr Florensky, and, therefore, reveals true 
theoretical sources of his ideas.

Nesteruk himself considers the goals of his theological project to be accomplished. 
Namely, in his opinion, there can be no contradictions between theology and cosmology, 
since they are the product of one consciousness, and only reflect two different experiences of 
it (Nesteruk, 2017: 470). To make such a conclusion, the theologian recognizes the presence 
of the transition from reason to mind in the whole cosmology. And it is precisely at the level 
of reason in Kant’s sense and Shelling’s contemplation; there is no contradiction between 
cosmology and theology (Nesteruk, 2017: 470-471). At the same time, Nesteruk forgets that 
he limited scientific cosmology to discretion, and attributed to it only the desire for cleverness 
in the sense of Kant and Shelling teaching. Now, only the ideologues of modern secularism, 
which makes cosmology primitive, are accused of limitations of cosmology by the spheres of 
discretion (Nesteruk, 2017: 470). Nesteruk’s conclusions are quite metaphysical and strange 
even for theology that the Universe implies the constant presence of an observer, and the 
material must exist only as a world of life for individuals who are called to perceive the 
Universe (Ibid.). Such postulates could be born only as a result of a tendentious interpretation 
of the modern philosophy of science (the first) and phenomenology (the second).
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Conclusions

This analysis does not allow considering the modern Orthodox theological comprehension 
of cosmology to be successful. However, the discourse of contemporary cosmology and 
physics presented in the works of the leading Orthodox theologian, Alexei Nesteruk, is 
significant regarding the fact that his analysis reveals a considerable dependence of Orthodox 
phenomenology on metaphysics. Thus, regarding all the attempts to think “after Martin 
Heidegger” and “after Jean-Luc Marion,” the Orthodox theology of Alexei Nesteruk remains 
within the theory of analogies, as well as primitive variants of Plato and Shelling teaching, 
which was characteristic of Russian religious philosophy in the past. Nesteruk’s theology, 
being postmodernist by the form, remains, in fact, within the paradigm of liberal theological 
thinking and religious and philosophical metaphysics of the modern age.
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