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Foreword

Thomas F. Torrance (1913–2007) was perhaps the greatest English-
language theologian of his generation. I like to think there were at least 
three T. F. Torrances all rolled up into one: the distinguished Reformed 
dogmatic theologian, the apologetic proponent of dialogue between 
theology and science, and (least well known) the historian of doctrine 
who wrote on almost every major figure from the fourth through the 
twentieth century. He was also a pastor and teacher, an ecumenical 
dialogue partner, one of Karl Barth’s very best students (whom Barth at 
one point hoped would become his successor), the editor of the English 
translation of Barth’s Church Dogmatics, not to mention of Calvin’s 
New Testament commentaries, and the editor and founder of a major 
theological journal, The Scottish Journal of Theology, which still exists. 

Among Torrance’s various theological and ecumenical commitments, 
his profound interest in Eastern Orthodoxy — not only in the legacy of 
the Greek church fathers, but also in face-to-face encounter with Eastern 
Orthodox theologians — cannot be overlooked. Indeed, these latter 
aspects of his work may prove crucial to interpreting his entire legacy 
for present-day theology. I will never forget my surprise when he told 
me that his favorite theologian was not Karl Barth but Athanasius. An 
icon of the great Alexandrian forms the frontispiece of what is perhaps 
Torrance’s best and most accessible work, The Trinitarian Faith (T&T 
Clark, 1988), which is studded with Greek patristic citations.

Torrance drove the lessons he learned from Barth in the direction 
of Eastern Orthodox theology in order to enrich his own Reformed 
tradition. In this he parallelled, to some degree, that other great interpreter 
of Barth, Hans Urs von Balthasar, who raided Barth in order to re-shape 
his own Roman Catholic theology. Today Barth’s legacy is hotly contested 
by scholars who divide over taking him in a “catholic” or a “modernist” 
direction. Barth at least was clear that he intended his massive output as 
a theology for the Church, to be judged and received by the Church, for 
the sake of more faithful mission and preaching. 

Absolutely central to Barth’s vision of theology were the conciliar 
statements of Nicaea and Chalcedon, along with the trinitarian 
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Christology of the Greek Fathers, which he knew and defended. Like the 
Roman Catholic reception of Barth by Balthasar and his heirs today, the 
contemporary Orthodox reception of Torrance’s construal of Barth and 
his legacy, as represented so splendidly in this volume, is testimony to the 
ecumenical character of Torrance’s theology and its immense promise 
for the future.

Eastern Orthodox theology today has enormous contributions to 
make to the broader ecumenical conversation in the areas of Christology, 
ecclesiology, liturgy, theology of baptism and Eucharist, and soteriology. 
It also has much to learn in the process. The success of such contributions 
will depend in part on the ability of Orthodox theologians to make 
themselves heard by exercising not only faithful commitment to their own 
tradition, but also on a necessary spirit of self-critique and sympathetic 
willingness to hear and to embrace all that is orthodox in the offerings of 
their Western Christian interlocutors. 

All these virtues are demonstrated most remarkably in the present 
landmark volume devoted to T. F. Torrance and Eastern Orthodoxy. The 
appearance of this book marks what one hopes will be a new chapter 
in contemporary theological and ecumenical conversation, in which the 
legacy of the great Greek Fathers and the treasures of modern Orthodox 
theology are enlivened and joined with the evangelical message of 
Torrance in his recasting of theology after Barth. Torrance’s offerings 
are here deepened, if possible, by a more thorough confrontation with 
patristic theology. A new path is being charted for ecclesial theology in 
the service of Christ and his Gospel.
 

George Hunsinger
Hazel Thompson McCord Professor of Systematic Theology

Princeton Theological Seminary
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Preface

The year 2013 marked the one-hundredth anniversary of the birth of T. F. 
Torrance (1913–2007). Participatio: The Journal of the Thomas F. Torrance 
Theological Fellowship published its first volume in 2009. In its 2013 
volume for Torrance’s centenary, the editors chose a theme very close 
to Torrance’s heart: the dialogue between Reformed Christianity and 
Eastern Orthodoxy. The volume attracted an international representation 
of Orthodox contributors and led to this present book. The title, T. F. 
Torrance and Eastern Orthodoxy: Theology in Reconciliation, recalls 
Torrance’s 1975 collection of patristic and ecumenical studies, Theology 
in Reconciliation: Essays Towards Evangelical and Catholic Unity in East 
and West (Wipf and Stock, 1996).

Since Torrance’s death, an increasing secondary body of literature 
is emerging from young scholars. Jason Robert Radcliff ’s recent work 
Thomas F. Torrance and the Church Fathers: A Reformed, Evangelical, 
and Ecumenical Reconstruction of the Patristic Tradition (Eugene, OR: 
Pickwick, 2014), could be read as a companion volume to this present book. 
Wipf and Stock Publishers deserve credit for their role in continuing and 
furthering Torrance’s significance and legacy by publishing new books 
about T. F. Torrance, republishing many of his original volumes, and 
making available many of his previously uncollected significant essays 
in their new Thomas F. Torrance Collected Studies (Gospel, Church, and 
Ministry, Vol. 1, ed. Jock Stein, 2012). 

The editors express their gratitude to Jim Tedrick, Managing Editor 
of Wipf and Stock Publishers, for his interest in publishing this new book 
on T. F. Torrance and Orthodoxy. Members of Participatio’s editorial 
staff: Jason Radcliff, Jock Stein, and Russell Vincent Warren have given 
generously of their time to revisit a recent journal issue and convert it 
into a substantially new book. Fr. Matthew Baker especially deserves 
credit for his tireless efforts not only on behalf of this volume but also for 
playing a key role in forwarding Torrance’s ecumenical legacy. 

Todd H. Speidell
Editor, Participatio: 

The Journal of the Thomas F. Torrance Theological Fellowship



vi

Introduction
T. F. Torrance and Eastern Orthodoxy

The sincere and growing interest in Eastern Orthodoxy on the part of many 
Western Christians, Protestant and Roman Catholic, is presently beyond 
doubt. Yet when T. F. Torrance (1913–2007) began his work, this was not 
entirely so. With such figures as Yves Congar, Michael Ramsey, and Jean 
Daniélou, Torrance belonged to a relatively small category of Western 
European churchmen of his time engaged not only with the ancient 
Greek Fathers, but likewise with contemporary Orthodox theologians. In 
this sense, he anticipated important conversations of today, in which the 
Greek patristic theme of deification and the contributions of Orthodox 
theologians attract widespread interest in the Western theological world. 
Although its fruits began to be shown only in later decades, the roots 
of Torrance’s interest in the Orthodox East were prepared long before. 
One wonders about the possible impact of his visits to Athens, Istanbul, 
and the Middle East in 1936 as a recipient of the Blackie scholarship for 
classical studies, during which time he attempted even to master modern 
Greek. His doctoral research on the Apostolic Fathers, while reflecting 
a radically Protestant viewpoint unacceptable to the Orthodox which 
Torrance himself would later leave behind, foreshadowed the patristic 
interests of his later mature work.

By his own account, Torrance’s dialogue with living Orthodoxy 
began within the Faith and Order movement, through interactions with 
theologians like Georges Florovsky and Chrysostom Constantinides in 
various commissions and study groups through the 1950s and early 60s. 
His friendship with Methodios Fouyas, Metropolitan of Axum (Ethiopia) 
and later Archbishop of the Greek Orthodox Church in Great Britain, 
was a crucial context for exchange and collaboration beginning in the 
late 1960s, particularly as regards interest in the Alexandrian Fathers. 
Torrance was closely involved with Fouyas’ “Foundation for Hellenism 
in Great Britain” and with various journals founded by Fouyas under the 
aegis of the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate of Alexandria: Ekklesiastikos 
Pharos, Abba Salama, and Ekklesia kai Theologia. Through Fouyas, who 
had built close cooperative relations with the (“miaphysite”) Ethiopian 
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Church, Torrance’s thinking on Alexandrian Christology had some 
influence on the official dialogue between non-Chalcedonian and 
Chalcedonian Orthodox Churches. Torrance’s friendships with Nikos 
Nissiotis (a former student of Barth) and the Greek-American theologian 
Angelos Philippou are also worthy of note.

Another forum of exchange was teaching. Torrance had important 
relationships of mentoring and exchange with several students of Greek 
Orthodox background at New College, Edinburgh. Among these were 
George Dragas and Constantine Dratsellas. Dragas went on to be 
closely involved with Torrance in the international Orthodox-Reformed 
dialogue, co-drafting with him the agreed statement on the Trinity. 
Dragas recounts how, following the completion of Constantine Dratsellas’ 
first doctorate in Athens, the prominent Greek theologian Panagiotes 
Trembelas told Dratsellas he must study with “the two best theologians 
in the West”: Joseph Ratzinger at Regensburg, and T. F. Torrance at 
Edinburgh. Dratsellas wrote a Ph.D. thesis on the soteriology of St. Cyril 
of Alexandria under Torrance’s direction. Torrance’s Christian charity 
and fatherly devotion toward his students were demonstrated when he 
took a week out of his work to fly to Athens in order to spend several days 
praying at the bedside of Dratsellas, who was dying a premature death 
from a brain tumor.

Torrance was also responsible for introducing to the English-
speaking world the best-known Orthodox theologian on the ecumenical 
stage today: John Zizioulas (1931–), currently titular metropolitan of 
Pergamum. Zizioulas taught as Torrance’s assistant in dogmatics at 
Edinburgh in the years 1970–1973 before moving on to Glasgow. A tacit 
debate between two theologians, of great importance and still being 
carried on by others, runs as a sub-current through their respective 
writings on the Trinity, person and nature, and the Cappadocian Fathers.

The 1970s saw Torrance’s dialogue with Orthodoxy move to wider 
scale. In 1973, he was named “honorary protopresbyter” of the Greek 
Orthodox Patriarchate of Alexandria, an unprecedented gesture, which 
understandably caused consternation among some Orthodox. When 
serving as Moderator of the Church of Scotland in 1976–1977, he took the 
unusual step of making his first foreign visits as Moderator, not to other 
Reformed communities, but to the ancient Orthodox patriarchates of the 
East. At this time, he made a request to Ecumenical Patriarch Demetrios 
of Constantinople to open an official international Reformed-Orthodox 
Dialogue. Torrance’s contributions to this dialogue, especially regarding 
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the doctrine of the Holy Trinity, still call for a deeper consideration 
and assessment. Also of great significance for the Orthodox was 
Torrance’s work on patristic hermeneutics, collected in his 1995 volume, 
Divine Meaning. The present volume constitutes nothing less than an 
international symposium on Torrance’s theology. The authors originate 
from the Orthodox Churches of Bulgaria, Greece, Russia, and Serbia, 
and from the archdioceses of the Patriarchate of Constantinople in Great 
Britain and in the United States. Also contributing are one theologian 
from the non-Chalcedonian Coptic Orthodox Church of Alexandria 
(Emmanuel Gergis), another from the Melkite Greek Catholic Church 
(Mark Mourachian), and two from Protestant traditions (Jason Radcliff 
and Donald Fairbairn).

The first section provides three historical perspectives on Torrance 
and his relations with Orthodoxy. In a lively interview, George Dragas 
recalls his close collaboration with Torrance in various scholarly and 
ecumenical activities, and gives his own Orthodox appraisal of Torrance’s 
Trinitarian theology. This is followed by a memoir by Brendan Pelphrey, 
a student of Torrance in the early 70s and now an Orthodox priest, on 
the impact Torrance made in leading him to Orthodoxy. Lastly, Jason 
Radcliff, author of the recent T. F. Torrance and the Church Fathers 
(Pickwick, 2014), draws from previously unresearched archives to provide 
an historical overview and introduction to the theology of the official 
Orthodox-Reformed dialogue directed by Torrance, posing insights as 
regards the theological shortcomings and enduring contributions of that 
dialogue.

The essays in the central portion of this book combine historical 
and constructive interests. Careful sympathetic and critical attention is 
given to Torrance’s readings of church fathers, as in Vladimir Cvetkovic’s 
essay on Torrance as an interpreter of St. Athanasius. The essays pursue 
Torrance’s insights further in relation to areas and figures of the patristic 
tradition he engaged only suggestively or not at all, as in Cvetkovic’s 
discussion of St. Maximus, Donald Fairbairn on justification in St. Cyril 
of Alexandria, Mark Mourachian on theological realism in Torrance and 
St. Ephrem the Syrian, and Alexis Torrance’s study placing T. F. Torrance’s 
theology of baptism in dialogue with the 5th century desert ascetic St. 
Mark the Monk. 

The palette here is not simply patrological, but “neopatristic.” As 
is appropriate both to Orthodox theology and to Torrance, historical 
patristics and contemporary systematics, as well as natural sciences, 
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converse. Nikolaos Asproulis’ essay examines Torrance and Zizioulas’ 
divergent appraisals of the Cappadocian Fathers, uncovering the debate 
between the two theologians and its import for theological method. 
Affinities between Torrance and the Romanian theologian and confessor 
Dumitru Staniloae (1903-1993) on the theme of the rationality and 
cosmology are explored by Taylor Carr. The pieces by Stoyan Tanev 
and Alexei Nesteruk, both physicists with theological training, extend 
Torrance’s inquiries into the inter-relations of theology and the natural 
sciences with a deeper engagement of the later Byzantine patristic 
tradition up to St. Gregory Palamas as well as more recent thinking in 
physics, addressing themes of energy, space, cosmology, and the anthropic 
principle. Emmanuel Gergis’ study highlights Torrance’s contributions 
to the understanding of the Alexandrian Christology professed by the 
Coptic Orthodox Church, drawing comparisons with more recent Coptic 
theologians and pointing the way towards fuller doctrinal agreement 
between Chalcedonian and non-Chalcedonian churches.

The symposium concludes with several valuable primary 
sources relating to Torrance’s relations with Orthodoxy. Torrance’s 
correspondence with Georges Florovsky is reproduced, with introduction 
and annotation by Matthew Baker discussing the historical context and 
theological significance of their exchanges. Finally, two little-known 
pieces by Torrance, “The Orthodox Church in Great Britain” and “The 
Relevance of Orthodoxy,” are reprinted to close the volume. 

Recently, there are signs of a new genre of studies by English-speaking 
Orthodox scholars, engaging major Western Christian theologians. The 
first-fruits of this new genre were George Demacopoulos and Aristotle 
Papanikolaou’s edited volume Orthodox Readings of Augustine (St. 
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2008), and Marcus Plested’s monograph 
Orthodox Readings of Aquinas (Oxford University Press, 2012). The 
present book solidifies and expands this genre, as the first publication 
of predominantly Orthodox scholars engaging with a modern Western 
systematic theologian. Not insignificantly, the common ground here 
remains the legacy of the church fathers, as a living source for theology 
today. 

This book also revisits a historic theological exchange that up to this 
point remains still very little known, especially outside of Great Britain. 
The discussions between Anglicans and Orthodox in England from the 
1920s onward are familiar to many and the subject of several scholarly 
studies. Yet for all the importance of those exchanges, it might be argued 
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that a far more dogmatically weighty conversation was being conducted 
from a center north of the border. That conversation deserves to be at 
least as well known as the Anglican-Orthodox exchanges that once so 
informed the perception of Orthodoxy in the English-speaking world.

The official bilateral Orthodox-Reformed dialogue inaugurated by 
Torrance is formally concluded, with little hope of revival. The “Agreed 
Statement on the Holy Trinity” produced by this dialogue has received 
neither official acceptance by the holy synods of the autocephalous 
Orthodox Churches nor wide reception by Orthodox theologians. 
Conversely, Torrance’s vision was perhaps always too catholic, and 
Reformed identity too contested, to allow his theology to be considered 
as representative of all Christian bodies claiming that name. This is all 
the more relevant today, when the Barth-influenced return to Nicaea 
Torrance favored has given way to a watery theological liberalism in 
many communities with roots in the Reformed tradition. 

Yet the conversation initiated by Torrance continues elsewhere. New 
generations are discovering his work. Alexei Nesteruk’s recent translation 
of Torrance’s classic Space, Time and Incarnation (Oxford, 1969) into 
Russian promises only wider Orthodox engagement. Torrance’s re-
orientation of Protestant theology after Barth towards the classical 
patristic tradition is now making its mark among some evangelicals. It 
is to be hoped that this will lead some to follow Torrance, and go beyond 
him, into a deeper discovery of the evangelical theology of the Fathers 
and their Orthodox tradition.

As readers will quickly discover, not all that Torrance held is 
acceptable to the Orthodox.1 The disagreements are real, and they are not 
trifling. But the affinities also are significant. Orthodox theologians have 

1  One point of disagreement not treated in this book would be the theology 
of holy orders. See Thomas F. Torrance, “The Ministry of Women: An Argument 
for the Ordination of Women,” Touchstone Magazine, Fall 1992, and the reply by 
Patrick Henry Reardon, “Women Priests: History and Theology – A Response to 
Thomas Torrance,” Touchstone Magazine, Winter 1993. The exchange concludes in 
“On the Ordination of Women: A Correspondence Between Thomas F. Torrance 
and Patrick Henry Reardon,” Touchstone Magazine, Spring 1993. Accessible online 
at www.touchstonemag.com/docs/navigation_docs/archives.php. See also Thomas F. 
Torrance, Royal Priesthood: A Theology of Ordained Ministry (revised edition: A&C 
Black, 1993). Torrance’s positive but still fundamentally “presbyterian” understanding 
of episcopate, while reflecting a view strangely not too far from the common Latin 
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much to gain from Torrance on multiple fronts: his forceful and lucid 
presentation of Athanasian-Cyrilline Christology, especially regarding 
the high priestly work of Christ; his creative development of early patristic 
hermeneutics, and rigorous treatment of theological epistemology, 
in response to modern challenges; his patristic-inspired forays into 
theology-science dialogue. One hopes, likewise, it will be evident from 
this volume that those who have learned their theology from Torrance 
still have more to learn from Orthodoxy — not least, from a more 
extensive and less jaundiced consideration of later Byzantine patristic 
tradition, with its ascetic and liturgical dimensions, which Torrance 
surveyed preciously little. The theological dialogue begun by this great 
Scotsman and his Orthodox friends ought to continue, and move to a 
deeper level. This modest offering is an opening in that direction.

Matthew Baker
January 18, 2015

Feast of Sts. Athanasius and Cyril of Alexandria

understanding of episcopacy from the medieval period up to Vatican II, would 
likewise be judged inadequate in the eyes of Orthodoxy. 
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Part I

Historical Background 
and Memoirs

Chapter 1

Interview with Protopresbyter George 
Dion. Dragas regarding T. F. Torrance

Matthew Baker [hereafter MB]: Father George, I’ve been blessed to have 
known you for a number of years now, during which time we have 
enjoyed many conversations together about a common interest: your beloved 
friend and teacher, Thomas Torrance. Please tell our readers a little about 
yourself, where you’re from, and when and how you came to know Professor 
Thomas Torrance.

GDD: Matthew, thank you for facilitating this interview, which is very 
important for me, because Professor Torrance, of blessed memory, has been 
much more than a friend and teacher to me. He was a mentor, a guide, 
a supporter, a caring father, a key person in my life and career, whose 
memory is always alive in my heart and mind and to whom I owe a great 
deal for what I am today. If I write my memoirs or biography, as students 
and friends have been urging me to do, T.  F. Torrance will be shown to be my 
great companion and benefactor in many pivotal circumstances and events. 
I will restrain myself in answering this interview in a detailed fashion, as I 
would have liked, and stick to your questions, answering them succinctly 
and focusing on Torrance himself and his extraordinary person and 
work, rather than on what he means to me personally.
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As regards myself, I was born and raised in Athens, Greece, 
where I received my first education in science, and developed my 
theological interests and aspirations. At a crucial moment in my 
life I went to Scotland, basically to learn English, which I had found 
impossible to learn in Greece. But thanks to a scholarship I received, 
through the support of an unexpected (really, God-sent) philhellene 
friend, Principal Norman Porteous, Professor of Old Testament, Hebrew 
and Semitic languages, I ended up not only learning English, but also 
earning a theology degree from Edinburgh University. It was there at this 
university that I first heard of and met with Professor Torrance, and it 
was Principal Porteous who urged me to become acquainted with him. 
Torrance was one of my professors, to whom I was greatly attracted from 
the beginning, and who embraced me and became my supporter, mentor 
and guide for many years long after. There were at that time, in the 1960s, 
a very noticeable number of international students from all over the 
world that attended his lectures, many of whom had come to do research 
under him.

MB: As a young theology student in a foreign country, what were 
your first impressions of Torrance? How did he conduct himself – in personal 
interactions, in the classroom? What kinds of things did you learn from him 
then?

GDD: Having spent a year in the philosophy department, learning 
English and studying philosophy, I passed the Hellenicum (Higher 
Greek) and the Hebraicum (Higher Hebrew) and acquired the Attestation 
of Academic Fitness (the Scottish equivalent to the English GCE – a 
prerequisite for enrolling in the University) by sitting Higher exams (in 
Greek and Science), I entered the first year of Theology – thanks to my 
first benefactor, Professor Porteous, who guided me in my first year 
in Scotland. Professor Torrance taught Christian Dogmatics in the 
second year, but his name, along with that of Karl Barth, resounded in 
the corridors of New College and in the Student’s Residence annexed 
to it, especially at meals. It was precisely this constant talk of “TFT,” – as 
students called him – that made me venture a secret entry into one of 
his introductory lectures. This was the first time I saw him and heard 
him speak. Having entered the classroom on the second floor, I was 
surprised to see a Greek Archimandrite sitting among the students. 
I approached him, asked for a blessing and introduced myself to him. 
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He was Fr. Cornelius from the Brotherhood of the Holy Sepulcher in the 
Orthodox Patriarchate of Jerusalem (now Geron Metropolitan Cornelius 
of Petra). He told me that Torrance was a brilliant professor and that 
he had been sent there just to follow his lectures. I learned from him 
that there was also another Greek student, an assistant to Professor 
Panagiotes Trempelas of Dogmatics in the School of Theology of the 
University of Athens, Constantine Dratsellas, who had also been sent there 
to do a doctorate under Torrance’s guidance on St. Cyril of Alexandria’s 
Soteriology.1 Torrance lectured on Christology and Soteriology. He spoke 
freely, but he also passed out lengthy lectures in typed form. I still have 
them all and treasure them as a great heirloom, although most of them 
have now been published: my fellow-student and friend Robert Walker, 
a nephew of Torrance, has recently edited them in two impressive volumes 
on the Incarnation and the Atonement.2

I was captivated by that first lecture to the extent that I ran to his 
office afterwards to introduce myself to him and to seek his permission to 
attend his classes, although I was at this time only a first year student. This 
was my first full encounter with him, which I cherish as a momentous event 
because he gave me the starting point to my studies. He let me into his office 
expressed his happiness that I was a Greek and then, showing me an icon 
of St. Athanasius,3 which was placed in the center of his room, he told me 
that this was “the theologian” that I should make my primary mentor. The 
emphasis on St. Athanasius had already emerged in the lecture that I had 
attended. I clearly remember his statement, that if we wish to become 
theologians we must read and absorb three great books: Athanasius’ 
De Incarnatione, Anselm’s Cur Deus Homo and Kierkegaard’s Philosophical 

1  I established a life friendship with both Archimandrite Cornelius Rodousakes 
and Constantine Dratsellas. Shortly afterwards I typed Dratsellas’ Ph.D. thesis, with 
my two little Greek and English typewriters, as I was eager to learn what a Ph.D. 
thesis was all about. It was entitled Questions of the Soteriological Teaching of the 
Greek Fathers with special reference to St. Cyril of Alexandria and was published in 
the Journal Θεολογία (Athens 1969).

2  The Incarnation: The Person and Life of Christ, edited by Robert T. Walker 
(Paternoster Press and IVP, 2008), and Atonement: The Person and Work of Christ, 
edited by Robert T. Walker (Paternoster and IVP Academic, 2009).

3  This icon was an original, painted by a well-known Greek iconographer, Rallis 
Kopsidis. It had been given as a gift to Torrance by another Greek theologian, 
Angelos Philippou (or Philips), whom Torrance praised to me as the most brilliant 
of the Greeks, due to his extraordinary Oxford DPhil thesis on “The nature of evil 
according to Gregory of Nyssa”. I had the privilege later to read his thesis and to meet 
him in America.
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Fragments. These books, he said, bring us face to face with the basis of 
Christian Dogmatics, the event of the Incarnation, the fact that God has 
become man. Without this basis we could not really understand Christian 
doctrine.

With regard to Torrance’s interaction in class, I would say that it 
was overpowering. He taught with tremendous conviction and profound 
erudition. He sounded like a prophet who communicated the word of God 
that was coming down from heaven into the class. Sometimes I felt that his 
lectures were like attending a Liturgy. It was word, imbued with sacramental 
quality. It was like a full river that moved constantly and consistently. But at 
the same time there was gentleness to it all, which came out in his answers 
to all sorts of questions raised by keen, confused, or even disagreeable 
students. On the whole, students’ reactions to him were positive, but there 
were also some negative or lukewarm. I consider myself one of his luckiest 
undergraduates, because on numerous occasions he invited me to have 
lunch with him at a small Chinese restaurant behind New College, where 
we discussed the theological questions that I constantly raised. He had no 
other free time to address my questions and chose this option because he 
did not want to disappoint me. He also invited me to accompany him to 
several important debates and special lectures in the University and on 
one occasion he enrolled me in the Edinburgh University philosophical 
society, in the David Hume Tower, and encouraged me to participate in the 
open debates that were conducted there involving students and professors. 
There were, of course, other students who enjoyed the same kindness, but 
I always thought that I did better, because of my keenness to raise questions 
and clarify the profound points of his teaching.

MB: If I recall correctly, your first publication was a translation into Greek 
of one of Torrance’s articles. Which article was that and where was it 
published? How did this all come about?

GDD: The article I translated into Greek was “The Implications of 
Oikonomia for Knowledge and Speech of God in Early Christian Theology,” 
which was originally published in Hamburg-Bergstedt, Germany (1967) 
in a volume dedicated to Oscar Cullmann on his 65th Birthday.4 My 
translation into Greek was published in the Journal of the Patriarchate of 

4  See Auszug aus Oikonomia: Heilsgeschichte als Thema der Theologie, edited by 
Felix Christ (published by Herbert Reich Evang. Verlag GMBH, Hamburg-Bergstedt, 
Germany 1967), 223–238.
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Alexandria Ekklesiastikos Pharos, which was reactivated at that time by 
Archbishop Methodios (Fouyas) of Aksum.5 As to how this came about, 
I recall that I was given an offprint of this article by Iain Torrance, TFT’s 
son, and I was so fascinated in reading it that I translated it into Greek 
with the intention to publish it. The opportunity for publishing it arose 
in Edinburgh when I met with Archbishop Methodios for the first time. 
He had come to Edinburgh with Patriarch Nikolaos VI of Alexandria and 
Archbishop Athenagoras (Kokkinakis) of Thyateira and Great Britain 
to receive honorary Doctorates at the University – an event prompted by 
Torrance. The article was reprinted in a revised form much later (1995) 
in Torrance’s volume on patristic hermeneutics entitled Divine Meaning 
– a volume which Tom very lovingly dedicated to my wife Ina 
and me. What fascinated me about this article was the constructive 
theological and epistemological character of Tom’s reading of patristic 
hermeneutics. I should add that hermeneutics is one of Torrance’s 
special contributions – an amazing contribution that fully flourishes in 
his books Divine Meaning and Theological Science.

MB: After finishing your BD at Edinburgh, you did a Masters at 
Princeton Theological Seminary. Torrance was at that point a visiting 
scholar in Princeton, and Georges Florovsky was also teaching there. If 
memory serves me right, you had the unique benefit of having them both as 
readers for your Masters thesis. How did all this work out? What was your 
topic? And what was the relationship like between Torrance and Florovsky?

GDD: At my graduation in 1970, Torrance gave me a letter, written to 
him by the external examiner Eric Mascall of King’s College London, 
which placed me at the top of the finalists in Dogmatics and suggested 
that I should be encouraged to pursue further studies. As a result 
of this, Torrance called me and suggested to me that I consider going 
to Princeton to work with Florovsky on Athanasius. He also suggested 
that I concentrate on the disputed authorship of Athanasius’ two 
treatises Against Apollinaris. In his view, these two treatises were genuine 
Athanasian works, but had been characterized as pseudepigrapha because 
they were an obvious obstacle to a 19th century scholarly casuistry that 
saw a latent Apollinarianism in Athanasius’ Christology – a point that 
had been and still is adopted in the general manuals of Dogmengeschichte. 

5  See Ekklesiastikos Pharos, vol. 51 (1969–70), 32–48, 186–200.
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Torrance praised Florovsky as the only theologian who would make him 
think twice if he disagreed with what he proposed or wrote, and advised 
me that it would be an excellent opportunity for me to get into the great 
Athanasius, whose theological legacy he considered fundamental in his 
efforts for theological reconstruction, having Florovsky as my guide.

In September 1970 I met Florovsky at Princeton University for 
the first time, and he accepted me as a postgraduate student working 
on Athanasius’ anti-Apollinarian treatises. He praised Torrance as a 
leading theologian to whom Orthodox theologians ought to listen very 
carefully and said that he was delighted that I had been his student. Being 
at this time a visiting professor at Princeton Theological Seminary, where 
I had been enrolled for a Th.M. degree, Florovsky could be, and accepted 
to be, my supervisor. By divine providence, it happened that Torrance too 
was visiting professor at Princeton Theological Seminary in the following 
year and he too acted as my advisor. My thesis, reviewing and evaluating 
the debate between supporters and opponents on the paternity of the 
two “Athanasian” anti-Apollinarian treatises and defending the former, 
was accepted unanimously by Florovsky and Torrance, both of whom 
encouraged me to work further on it and produce a Ph.D. thesis. I 
followed their advice two years later, having published a summary of 
my Princeton Th.M. thesis in Archbishop Methodios of Aksum’s journal 
Abba Salama.6

MB: You taught patristics from 1974 to 1995 at the University of 
Durham. You also wrote your Ph.D. dissertation on Athanasius Contra 
Apollinarem there. Did Torrance have anything to do with your going to 
Durham? What was his involvement with your dissertation? I know he 
wrote the introduction when it was published in 1985.

GDD: After Princeton I went to Greece for a short interim, and in the Fall 
of 1973 I returned to Edinburgh to continue my research on Athanasius’ 
two treatises Contra Apollinarem under the direction of Torrance. I had 
hardly finished my first Ph.D. year when at the prompting of Professor 
Tom I applied for a Lectureship in Patristics in Durham University. 

6  See “St. Athanasius’ two treatises Contra Apollinarem: second thoughts 
on the research of the critics,” Abba Salama, 6 (1974), 84–96. This essay has 
been reprinted in my collection of Athanasian essays, entitled: Saint Athanasius of 
Alexandria: Original Research and New Perspectives (Orthodox Research Institute, 
Rollinsford NH, 2005), 133–150.
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My referees were Torrance, Florovsky and Archbishop Methodios 
Fouyas. In September 1974 I started teaching at Durham and a year later 
transferred my Ph.D. registration from Edinburgh to Durham, where 
I continued my research on my own. This new development was decisive 
for my future career and although I recognize the grace of God in all this, I 
have no doubt that Torrance was God’s primary agent. It was Torrance that 
introduced me to Athanasius and supported me in Edinburgh. It was he 
again that sent me to Princeton and introduced me to Florovsky who 
sealed my commitment to Athanasius and the Fathers of the Church. 
It was Torrance who also introduced me to Archbishop Methodios 
Fouyas in 1970, who later came from Ethiopia to baptize my two sons 
in Durham and a little later ordained me to the priesthood in 1980 when 
he became Archbishop of Thyateira and Great Britain and made me 
a close collaborator in his ecclesiastical and academic pursuits. Finally, 
it was Torrance who suggested to me the topic of my Ph.D. thesis and 
fully appreciated and recognized the tremendous labor that I put into 
it – including pioneering literary research using computers – and its 
significance for Patristic studies, calling it an epoch-making work, 
whereas others who came to know it tried to suppress it or passed over 
it in silence because it signaled a radical revision of the set views on 
Athanasius’ Christology in the standard manuals of the early history of 
dogma (Grillmeier, Kelly, etc.).

MB: Did you continue to see Torrance frequently while you were teaching 
in England?

GDD: Yes, we met often and exchanged letters frequently. In 1973–74, 
when I started my doctorate in Edinburgh, I was his research assistant. 
Then, in ‘74, through his insistence, I applied to Durham and with his 
support I was elected lecturer in Patristics at Durham University. He 
was delighted, as this was close to Edinburgh. All through the 1970s, I 
visited him on many occasions as I gave lectures to different societies 
in Scotland. Every time I crossed the border I visited him. In 1976, 
I published an essay devoted to him, on the significance of his being 
made Moderator of the Church of Scotland, at the request of Archbishop 
Methodios of Aksum.7 In 1978 I was present with my wife at the Guildhall 

7  “The Significance for the Church of Professor T. F. Torrance’s Election as 
General Moderator of the Assembly of the Church of Scotland,” Ekklesiastikos Pharos, 
58 (1976), 214–226.
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in London, when he received the prestigious Templeton Foundation 
Prize for Progress in Religion. Again in 1978, he introduced me to 
the Brussels based Académie Internationale des Sciences Religieuses, 
of which he was the president. As a matter of fact, I was invited for three 
successive years to address the themes of the year for this assembly, and 
as a result I was voted in as life-member and then elected to serve as vice-
president during the years 1981–1984. Also, in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, I served as priest in Glasgow while teaching in Durham, and my 
wife and I would visit him on several occasions on our way back to England. 
Every new essay or book he published, I was among the first to receive a 
copy. He supported me twice to become a professor of Church History in 
Scotland – in Aberdeen and in Edinburgh – and he nearly succeeded, except 
for the fact that his opponents got in the way. And of course, we also met 
many times in the context of the official Orthodox-Reformed Theological 
dialogue in the 1980s and early 1990s. At a gathering of family, friends, 
colleagues and former students at Carberry Tower for his 80th birthday in 
1993, I toasted him with a paper, which was also published in Archbishop 
Methodios’ journal Ekklesia kai Theologia.8

MB: Who were some of the other important theological figures connected 
with Torrance during this period?

GD: Some of the important figures associated with him during the 
period of our interactions were John Zizioulas, Roland Walls, and 
James Torrance, his assistants, John McIntyre and his other colleagues 
in the Faculty of Theology in Edinburgh, Alasdair Heron, Donald 
McKinnon, Eric Mascall and many important professors in Europe 
and America, especially those connected with the World Alliance of 
Reformed Churches and the Brussels-based International Academies of 
Philosophical and Religious Sciences. His Orthodox connections 
included Methodios Fouyas, Chrysostom Constantinides, Constantine 
Dratsellas, Nikos Nissiotis, Angelos Philippou,  a m o n g  others. I am 
aware that there were a great number of theologians who corresponded 
with him, but what is most impressive in this connection is his prompt 
response to each of them. I remember him telling me that he responded 
to all his incoming mail on the day it arrived, before going to bed, and 

8  “Professor T. F. Torrance on his 80th Birthday,” Ekklesia kai Theologia 12 (1993), 
566–76.
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this certainly applied to me, as well. He used a unique typewriter, because 
it had mixed Greek and English letters –n=η, e=ε, p=ρ, etc.!

MB: Methodios Fouyas was the Archbishop who ordained you to the 
priesthood in 1980. It seems to me that his relationship with Torrance was 
one that ran rather deep. What kinds of scholarly and ecumenical activities 
did they engage in together?

GD: Fouyas did his doctorate in the 1960s in Manchester, before 
becoming a bishop in the Patriarchate of Alexandria. Fouyas’ Doktorvater, 
Arnold Ehrhardt, was a friend of Torrance. When I first met Fouyas in 
Edinburgh on the occasion of his receiving the doctorate in 1970, he told 
me that he had exchanged extensive correspondence with Torrance and 
that my name was frequently mentioned in his letters to him. Tom 
and Methodios collaborated through the 1970s and 1980s and in 
various academic and publishing ventures, including Fouyas’ journals, 
Ekklesiastikos Pharos and Abba Salama, Texts and Studies and Church 
and Theology. I was also involved in several of these.

In 1973, Tom visited Addis Ababa for the “Year of St. Athanasius” 
(d. 373) celebrations with Methodios, who was at this time Archbishop 
of Aksum. Tom delivered lectures there, which were later published in 
one of Fouyas’ journals, and I believe he subsequently visited Alexandria 
at this point as well. On this occasion he was given the honorary title of 
Protopresbyter of the Patriarchate of Alexandria, and a pectoral cross, 
which is a sign of the office of protopresbyter. This unprecedented and 
unusual event caused some controversy among the Orthodox at the 
time. It was officially explained, however, that this honor was an 
ad hoc event, and did not in any sense establish a precedent. It was, 
rather, a spontaneous act of honoring a person who had made such 
incredible contributions to the understanding of the legacy of the Church 
of Alexandria, and especially of St. Athanasius the Great, bishop of 
Alexandria, as well as to the rapprochement of Reformed Christians to 
Orthodoxy.

When Tom was elected Moderator in 1977, it was through Fouyas’ 
mediation that Tom was able to visit the Patriarchate of Alexandria and 
other Orthodox Churches – an unprecedented event; he was the first 
Reformed Moderator to visit in his term of office Orthodox Churches 
along with sister Churches of the Reformed tradition. Further close and 
extensive collaboration took place in the 1980s, after Methodios became 
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Archbishop in England. This was also the period of the Official Orthodox-
Reformed dialogue.

It was also Tom who arranged for Methodios to give the opening 
sermon to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland in May 1981, 
which was later published as a pamphlet and was distributed to all the 
parishes in Scotland. Accompanying Fouyas as his chaplain, I distinctly 
remember how Fouyas, the Orthodox Archbishop in Britain, charmingly 
asked the Moderators of the General Assembly, who entertained him to 
tea in the Moderator’s official Edinburgh residence, why they used the 
term “Assembly” instead of “Synod,” since that is what it was, and the 
latter was the ancient term? And why not say “Bishops” or “Archbishops” 
since that is what Moderators of Presbyteries and of local Presbyterian 
Churches were? “Of course, Tom Torrance,” he said, “would really like to 
be Patriarch of Alexandria, and that we cannot give him; but we would 
recognize him as Patriarch of Scotland!” “My dear Methodios, you are too 
kind to me,” Tom replied afterward.

MB: Torrance was elected Moderator of the Church of Scotland in 1976. 
It was shortly after that he also made the first motions to open up 
an international theological dialogue between Reformed and Orthodox 
Christians. You participated together with Torrance in the 1980s and early 
1990s in numerous meetings of this dialogue. Please tell us something 
about all this.

GDD: As Torrance explains in his introduction to the first volume of the 
official dialogue papers, the roots lay in the Faith and Order movement 
in the 1950s – he particularly mentions here his dialogue with Florovsky 
and Constantinides in that context. Then, there developed in the early 
1970s in different countries various local discussions between Orthodox 
and Reformed. But the specifically international dialogue grew more 
directly out of Tom’s friendship with Fouyas and his connections with 
the Patriarchate of Alexandria.

In 1977, Torrance paid official visits as Moderator of the Church 
of Scotland to Ecumenical Patriarch Demetrios in Constantinople, and 
then, accompanied by Fouyas, to Archbishop Seraphim of the Church 
of Greece, Archbishop Makarios of the Church of Cyprus, Patriarch 
Nikolaos VI of Alexandria and Patriarch Benediktos of Jerusalem, 
indicating his interest in the Orthodox Churches and proposing 
rapprochement of Orthodox and Reformed through theological 
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dialogue. When in Constantinople he submitted to the Ecumenical 
Patriarch an official proposal from the Geneva-based World Alliance of 
the Reformed Churches (WARC) for joint theological dialogue between 
Reformed and Orthodox. The official response of the Patriarch was 
positive and suggested that a delegation of Reformed Theologians from 
the WARC visits the Fanar in order to discuss the matter further and 
specify procedures. Thus, in 1978 a Reformed delegation headed by the 
President James I. McCord of WARC and including Torrance visited the 
Patriarch and the appropriate Committee of the Patriarchate headed 
by Metropolitan Chrysostom (Constantinides) of Myra and they agreed to 
hold initial Consultations to explore the prospect of holding an official 
theological dialogue (three of these were actually held in 1979, 1981 
and 1983). On this occasion President McCord also submitted two 
Memoranda for the proposed Dialogue, which explained the Reformed 
position and suggested that the dialogue should begin with the doctrine 
of the Trinity. TFT was behind these Memoranda and there is a story 
to tell which to me marks a sort of “new phase” in my relation to him.

Earlier in that same year we were at a meeting of the Academie des 
Sciences Religieuses. During an interlude he approached me and said 
to me, “George, I need your opinion about something. Can we meet 
privately for half an hour or so?” “Yes, of course,” I said. We met in 
my room, and he presented to me a Memorandum – actually the second 
Memorandum, which McCord later presented to Patriarch Demetrios. 
“Read it,” he said, “and tell me what you think. Be frank and critical.” I 
read it. It was detailed, and in the heart of it there was a specific proposal 
that the theological dialogue should start with the doctrine of the Trinity 
according to the Nicene theology of Athanasius and Cyril and not that 
of the Cappadocian Fathers. He justified this by pointing out certain 
serious problems that Orthodox theology had developed over the years 
by over-reliance on the Cappadocians to the neglect of the Alexandrians 
and more or less suggested that the dialogue with the Reformed 
theologians would supply the answers to the problems of the Orthodox!

After I read it, Tom asked: “Well, what do you think, do you agree?” 
I said: “I don’t.” He said: “Why? Tell me.” I replied: “Professor Tom, this 
will not fly. Let me go through it and explain why.” He listened to me for 
a half an hour without saying a word, while I went sentence by sentence 
through his memorandum. Among other things, I said: “No Orthodox 
would approve of this opposition between the Alexandrians and the 
Cappadocians – we do not see the Fathers this way. Likewise, when you 
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first go to approach an Orthodox Patriarch to ask him for a dialogue, 
you should not come with criticisms about his Orthodox theologians 
and their theological tradition. Rather, you should first present your 
credentials as Christians and state that in faithful obedience to the will 
of Christ you approach the Orthodox with a wish to be reconciled. You 
need first to explain to them who you are, what you believe and practice 
as Reformed Christians, that you have ordained clergy and sacraments, 
synods and so forth, and what all these mean to you.” I also suggested 
that he give the patriarch a copy of the Reformed Prayer Book as a gift. He 
was baffled, and asked: “Which Prayer Book? Every Reformed Church has 
its own.” “All of them that your delegates represent(!),” I said. Then after 
being silent for a moment, he replied: “George, can I ask you a favor? 
Can you write a memorandum as if you were the Reformed, requesting 
a dialogue with the Orthodox?” On his insistence I did so and sent it to 
him a little later. He revised it and used it for his memorandum to the 
Ecumenical Patriarch. After he returned from his visit to the Phanar in 
July 1979, he wrote me a letter and thanked me for my help with the 
memorandum. He said that he presented both memoranda, the one that I 
wrote and the one that he wrote and I did not agree with! And, he added, 
Patriarch Demetrios was delighted with both! Patriarch Demetrios was 
a gentle, benign man, to whom Torrance later dedicated an edited book 
of essays, The Incarnation, commemorating the 1700th anniversary of the 
2nd Ecumenical Council in 1981, in which I also had an essay. In practice, 
these essays were yet another way of emphasizing the First Ecumenical 
Council (Nicaea 325) over the Second (Constantinople 381).

Two more initial exploratory consultations for the international 
Orthodox-Reformed Dialogue took place at the WARC headquarters 
in Geneva in 1981 and at the Patriarchal Center in Chambésy in 1983, 
where papers were offered dealing with the Trinity and with authority 
in the Church. TFT was a contributor and chief player. It was only 
after this point that the process started to invite all the autocephalous 
Orthodox Churches to send delegates for an official bi-lateral 
dialogue between the Orthodox Church and the World Alliance of 
Reformed Churches (WARC). The Professor of Canon Law at Aristotle 
University in Thessalonica, was president of the dialogue on the Orthodox 
side; Lukas Vischer, the new President of the WARC, who succeeded 
President McCord of Princeton, was on the Reformed side. The first 
official theological consultations took place in Leuenberg in 1988, then in 
Minsk in 1990. The papers from these meetings and the two memoranda 
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presented by the Reformed to the Ecumenical Patriarch can be found in 
the two published volumes of the dialogue papers, which Tom edited.9

MB: The International Orthodox-Reformed Dialogue produced an 
Agreed Statement on the Holy Trinity in 1991. Regarding the former 
statement, which I believe you had a hand in drafting together with 
Torrance, I have been asked why it is the Orthodox today seem to take no 
notice of it, or else have forgotten it. Could you enlighten our readers on the 
status of this document, its particular nature and scope?

GDD: With the agreement of the plenary, the Statement on the Trinity 
was drafted by Tom and myself during the year 1989, revised at a 
meeting of the dialogue in Geneva in 1991 and was finally ratified and 
made public in 1992.

Tom and I had been appointed to prepare a draft to be considered by 
the joint Commission at its next meeting. The process of writing up 
this document was an interesting one. We had hardly come back from 
the first Consultation in Switzerland when, two or three weeks later, I 
received a full draft from Tom. “George, I have done my piece, and I need 
your reaction!” I phoned him, and said that I need a little time, given 
my many other academic responsibilities, and also regularly travelling 
every week to Glasgow from Durham to take care of the church services 
and other pastoral needs there. He phoned me several times expressing 
his eagerness to get my reaction and collaboration in order to produce 
the agreed statement draft in good time. He was quite determined to get 
things done quickly – a typical characteristic of “Torrancian” behavior!

My concern was that his draft of the statement was much too 
Reformed and “Torrancian.” There was terminology there which, while 
claiming to be patristic and Athanasian, was in fact full of neologisms, 
which would be unfamiliar to the Orthodox. Thus, to avoid the 
confrontation which was inevitable, I produced my own full draft, 
explaining that this presented a more Orthodox approach and should 
be considered along with his Reformed draft! It hardly passed a week 
when I received a new draft from Tom, which had married the two. Tom 
attempted to assure me that my concerns had now all been taken care of, 
and we could now have a meeting to go over it together and then send the 
document to the members of the joint commission, so that it could be 

9  Thomas F. Torrance, ed., Theological Dialogue Between Orthodox and 
Reformed Churches, 2 vols. (Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press, 1985, 1993).
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used at the next meeting. He suggested that we meet at his home the 
following Monday; after my morning services in Glasgow, I could spend 
the night at his place and we could do the work early in the morning 
before I returned to Durham.

I really did not fully agree with his new, combined statement. 
It was still dominated by his original draft, and mine was just watered 
down at crucial points. My main problem was his insistence of putting his 
“Athanasian-Cyrillian axis” (his term) against the “Orthodox Cappadocian 
deviation” (his term also). So I prepared my strategy very carefully for 
our meeting. We met at his home in Edinburgh. He was up early; he had 
prepared breakfast, and he said that everything was ready (two clear copies 
placed on a table!) for our discussion. He probably sensed that I wasn’t 
keen on the meeting! Ι will never forget the moment when he looked at me 
and said: “I’m all ears, George.” “Professor Tom,” I said, “I appreciate very 
much your prompt responses and the hard work that you have put into 
this document. I understand your position very clearly, having been your 
student for several years. Nevertheless, I have serious questions and doubts 
about its structure. It is still dominated by your Reformed understanding of 
the Fathers – a point that we have discussed before. But the main problem 
I have with this new document is the terminology. Although this is in 
accord with your perspective of doing theology in reconstruction, which is 
a very fine ecumenical prospect for rapprochement, some of the key terms 
you use are not found in the patristic theology of the Orthodox and stand 
in contradiction to what they hold to be the case.”

I was not sure how best to explain this, other than by translating the 
draft into Greek for him to see in order to show precisely the difficulty 
of translating his problematic terms, and how unacceptable some of this 
terminology was to the Orthodox. To give an example: it would be most 
odd to speak of “hypostatic essence,” or “personal essence,” or “essential 
hypostasis” in Greek – the language in which the Fathers to whom 
Torrance appealed allegedly wrote: hypostatike ousia, prosopike ousia, 
ousiodis hypostasis? These phrases are strange, and do not appear in the 
Fathers. This is just but one example. Other problematic examples could 
be produced from some of his language regarding “the divine monarchy” 
and “the doctrine of perichoresis.” These neologisms are unheard of in 
any Orthodox patristic or theological manual. And this was more than a 
merely terminological problem. The real problem, it seemed to me, was 
a certain tendency almost to cancel out the distinction between essence 
and hypostasis, which is basic to Orthodox patristic theology. Tom’s 
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indefatigable energy produced another revised common draft, which 
was presented to the next meeting in Minsk. I was unable to attend 
that meeting, but apparently a further revision was requested by the 
Orthodox! We did this together, and at another joint meeting of us two 
with the two co-chairmen in Geneva a final Statement was produced. 
This was approved by the full Commission at Kapel (near Zürich) in 
1992 and was included in the second volume of proceedings that Tom 
published in 1993.

As regards this official Agreed Statement on the Trinity several 
things should be known. It was a general and balanced agreement on 
initial points, which was not accepted as if it clarified all problems or 
questions. The critical question of the filioque was never actually discussed 
in the dialogue: in fact it was strategically left for later – and that was on 
my advice to Tom, because I said, “If you start with the filioque we will never 
get anywhere.” Further, it must also be understood, that in the Orthodox 
Church, it is not enough that all the autocephalous churches send official 
delegates to a dialogue and sign on to an agreed statement. This is still an 
initial step, although a significant one. For such a statement to be considered 
authoritative by the Orthodox requires official acceptance by the holy 
synods of all the Orthodox autocephalous churches, which constitute one 
conciliar Orthodox Catholic Church. On a final note, I would add that 
the commentary on the Agreed Statement, which Tom published in the 
second volume of dialogue papers as well as in his book Trinitarian 
Perspectives, although it is entitled “A Common Reflection on the Agreed 
Statement,” was pretty much all a work of Tom but was respectfully received 
by the full Commission. So, it was all a significant exchange, and a starting 
point, which still calls for further work and discussion.

MB: Could you summarize then, if possible, your view of some of the 
criticisms that Orthodox theologians might perhaps legitimately raise 
against Torrance’s Trinitarian theology?

GDD: Torrance emphasized the monarchy of the whole Trinity against 
the unique monarchy of the Father. This emphasis was supported by his 
employment of his doctrine of perichoresis (or co-inherence) of the three 
persons with reference to the origin of the persons themselves, against 
the explicit patristic doctrine of the Father being the “source” or “cause” 
of the persons of the Son and the Spirit. Both of these emphases are based 
on Torrance’s premise that what God is in his revelation, that also he is 
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“antecedently and eternally in himself,” a premise that Torrance shared 
with Barth, Rahner, and with many Western theologians more generally, 
namely that the Trinity as revealed in the economy is wholly identical with 
the essential Trinity in eternity.

From the Orthodox point of view, this simple tout court 
identification is not acceptable or adequate, because God does not 
reveal his essence, or what He is, in his economic activity, but rather 
reveals Himself as the Trinity of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, 
through his energies. For the Orthodox, all the Fathers, Alexandrians 
and Cappadocians, and not only the Greek-speaking, but also the early 
Latin Fathers (Hilary, Ambrose, etc.), state that we do not know what 
God is (his essence – ousia), but that he is (his existence – to einai). Tom 
in fact accepts this statement when he says that theological statements 
“are not descriptive, but indicative.” What he does not, however, go on to 
say, is that this “indicative” is based on God’s acts (energies – energeiai) 
towards us in creation and salvation (in the economy), which, while they 
are not separated, cannot be simply identified with God’s eternal essence. 
Actually, this distinction is found precisely in St. Athanasius, as well as all 
the Greek Fathers after him. It was also acknowledged even by some of the 
medieval doctors in the West.

Torrance suspected a hint of Origenist subordinationism in the 
Cappadocians and especially in St. Basil. However, “cause” (aition, aitia) 
in St. Basil and later Fathers does not mean that the Son and the Spirit 
are somehow less than, or subordinate to the Father. In my view, however, 
the Basil against whom Torrance reacted was the Basil of Zizioulas – he 
was reacting against the position which Zizioulas claimed to derive 
from Basil. Zizioulas not only defended, quite rightly, the monarchy of 
the Father in the generation of the Son and the procession of  the 
Spirit, but also went further – rather unwarrantedly – and claimed that 
the person (hypostasis) of the Father is the cause of the common divine 
ousia. In a way, he subordinated the divine ousia to the hypostasis of the 
Father. Torrance opposed this and pointed out, also rightly, that in the 
Nicene terms which Athanasius defended, the Son is from the essence of 
the Father (ek tes ousias tou Patros) and one in essence (homoousion) with 
the Father, which means that there is and can be no division between the 
cause and the effect in God which the monarchy of the Father suggests. 
But Torrance, too, went further than this, and claimed – also rather 
unwarrantedly – that Athanasius did not see the Father as the cause of the 
Son because the homoousion implies that there can be no subordination 
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as suggested by the scheme of cause and effect. What he meant was the 
opposite to Zizioulas, namely, that the hypostasis is subordinated to the 
ousia. I remember my objecting to Tom’s statement that the Godhead (the 
term he prefers for translating ousia) is a “person,” a concept that emerges 
in a sentence in the Agreed Statement on the Trinity.

The difference between Torrance and Zizioulas here can be 
understood in terms of the alleged difference of the two “Nicene” 
Creeds, which is spelt out in the Western manuals of Dogmengeschichte: 
The Creed of Constantinople 381 changed the phrase “ek tes ousias tou 
Patros” of the Creed of Nicaea 325 to say simply “ek tou Patros,” which is 
how we recite the Creed today. Tom, for very specific reasons, favored 
a return to the earlier formula; Zizioulas, contrariwise, saw the later 
formula as a great advance upon the earlier, and invested it with his own 
perception. But in my view, there is no contradiction between these 
two formulae, and both Torrance and Zizioulas read too much later 
modern debate into the phraseology of these two formulae - as if they 
imply the priority of the person/s over the Godhead or the Godhead over 
the person/s. Nowhere does Athanasius deny the unique monarchy of 
the Father within the Trinity, or attribute the monarchy to a perichoresis 
of the three persons, as Torrance seems to claim. But, by the same token, 
nowhere does Basil say that the person or hypostasis of the Father is the 
cause of his own essence, which implies the absolute monarchy of the 
Father in the Divine Trinity, as Zizioulas seems to claim. To my mind, 
there is a false dialectic at work here in this debate. And it is also, on 
both sides, because both play Fathers against Fathers – something that 
St. John of Damascus precisely warned against in his De Fide Orthodoxa 
– but also say too much about the relation of ousia to hypostasis in the 
patristic doctrine of the Trinity, which is unwarranted in the teachings 
of the Fathers. In others words they say more about the Trinity ad intra 
than is warranted by the patristic tradition, Torrance because of his 
emphasis on ontological unity and Zizioulas because of his emphasis of 
the ontology of person.

Dear Matthew, as you and I know, there has been in recent years a 
great deal of academic discussion on Torrance’s and Zizioulas’ expositions 
of the doctrine of the Trinity. I am convinced that we need another 
interview, in order to go into further details on this much-debated 
issue. One point I want to stress is this: that both theologians have 
contributed greatly to the revival in modern theological discussions 
between Eastern and Western theological traditions of the significance 
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of the doctrine of the Trinity and of the early Fathers of the Church. 
As to the way forward, I would repeat what Torrance’s main concern 
has been throughout his theological teaching and writing: that we need 
to cut behind the divisions that have been solidified in the divided Eastern 
and Western Traditions. To do this, in my view, means to rediscover the 
consensus patrum, by following the call of Father Florovsky, Torrance’s 
greatly respected friend, and Zizioulas’ respected mentor, to return to the 
sources, the Fathers, and produce a “neo-patristic synthesis.”

MB: Is there anything more that you’d like to add regarding this 
good and brilliant man in Christ, your teacher and friend Professor Tom 
– his personality, piety, life and mind? Or, if you like, what are your last 
impressions of him?

GDD: Iain Torrance once said to me something that answers this 
last question perfectly: “People like my father are unique and appear 
extremely rarely in the history of the Church.” The dedication, the vision, 
the faith, the generosity, the piety, the brilliance – there is hardly any 
virtue that graces a human being that was not remarkably evident in 
Professor Tom. I was blessed with exceptional teachers and mentors, but 
this one seems to be always with me. When I left Britain for America in 
1995, Professor Tom gave me his blessing, so to speak, but not without 
expressing his regret that he would be “losing” me. I assured him that 
this would never happen. My mother, who just reposed in the Lord this 
year, had also expressed a similar sentiment when I left Greece, to which 
I always responded that the bodily separation had made the spiritual 
intimacy immensely greater. Just as with her and with my father, so with 
Tom: physical separation and even death seem to be a secondary incident, 
which does not affect my feelings and my continued joy for having had 
them as dear mentors and companions in my life. In the Orthodox 
tradition, we remember the departed by singing “Eternal memory” – 
Aionia e mneme. Such is Professor Tom’s memory for me.
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Chapter 2

God and Rationality: A Reminiscence
Brendan Pelphrey

Professor T. F. Torrance – even now I cannot bring myself to call him 
“Tom,” as did his friends, or “TFT,” as do theologians – was one of the 
most important influences on my life, and a significant reason why my 
wife and I eventually became Orthodox Christians. I think of him often, 
especially when I am teaching. Sometimes my wife reminds me, now that 
my hair has gone white, to go into a meeting with the bearing of Professor 
Torrance.

I was, however, neither his best nor his favorite student. That category 
was left, I always thought, for those who were getting their second PhD, the 
first one being in a field like particle physics or mathematics, or perhaps 
theology. Some of my fellow students had already studied his work, and 
had come from different parts of the world to hear him lecture. But when 
I met Professor Torrance I had never heard of him or, for that matter, 
of the Orthodox Church or the church fathers whose works he taught.

In the Fall of 1971 I arrived at Edinburgh with my wife and six-week-
old son. Why we came was untypical, certainly not something we had 
long planned or expected. I had just been discharged from the US Army 
after two years’ service as a medic during the Vietnam War. What to do 
now? I conferred with my former philosophy professor, Oets (“O.K.”) 
Bouwsma, an elderly Christian man who had been a friend of Ludwig 
Wittgenstein. I had been drafted out of his philosophy classes in graduate 
school at the University of Texas, and deeply respected him. Originally 
at the University of Nebraska, during his career Professor Bouwsma 
seemingly lectured from time to time everywhere: at Harvard, Yale, 
Princeton, Berkeley, Oxford, and Cambridge. As an emeritus professor 
at the University of Texas, he let his Christian faith show and impressed 
me most with his guided reading of The Brothers Karamazov. When I 
was being sent off to Vietnam he mailed me a postcard from Berkeley 
which read, “remember Herzenstube.”
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It was a reference to the Brothers: Dr. Herzenstube – whose name 
means “Heart-room” or, “Room in the Heart” – understood Mitya’s 
innocence, as opposed to those who tried to view Mitya in terms 
of the godless science of Freud or Dr. Claude Bernard. (Bernard, an 
early pathologist in France, thought that all human behavior could be 
understood in terms of neurological activity.) Dr. Bouwsma’s reference 
was also to the fact that I had left the study of medicine – specifically 
psychiatry – to come back to his classes in philosophy.

I wanted to leave the country, I said. Where should I continue 
to study philosophy? Oxford? Cambridge? Prof. Bouwsma thought 
for a while and shook his head. These days, he said, he would not 
recommend studying philosophy anywhere. Maybe theology? And 
then he brightened up. “Edinburgh! That’s where you should go.” And 
so we did.

In retrospect, I realize that Dr. Bouwsma knew exactly where he 
was sending me. A life-long, pious member of the Christian Reformed 
Church, he knew about the work of T. F. Torrance. Perhaps more to the 
point, he also realized that I was struggling with issues of faith, not simply 
philosophy. His answer was to point me towards the study of the church 
fathers.

Now at Edinburgh, I was still leery of too much “Christian” 
theology. I tried to play it safe by enrolling at the same time in the 
Old College, the University of Edinburgh, as well as at New College. 
My plan was to study comparative religions, concentrating in Divinity 
Studies at New College and taking courses in Hinduism and comparative 
religion at the Old College. As it happened, however, if one wanted to 
study comparative religion at that time it was required to study Christian 
theology as well, which in those years meant Dogmatic Theology. That 
is how I wound up in lectures by Professor Torrance, Chair of the 
Department of Christian Dogmatics. Thankfully, he did not spend his 
time exclusively with graduate students, but threw himself directly 
into lectures to the incoming freshmen.

Those first lectures were an extraordinary experience. In my 
youthful exuberance, I used to run the two miles or so from New College, 
down the Mound and past Princes Street, to our flat in Leith, to tell my 
wife about what Professor Torrance taught that day. He was turning my 
thinking upside-down, I would say – borrowing a phrase which we heard 
often in his lectures. He outlined concepts of the Trinity, the Incarnation, 
Salvation, Resurrection – and physics – in ways I had never heard.
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Soon, I dropped my courses on Indian religion and, when it was 
possible, set aside the courses in Divinity Studies. Previously I had 
not thought about Dogmatics and certainly not about Karl Barth, but 
now I was one of Torrance’s faithful students. I took careful notes, which 
I still have. And I read everything I could find, wading into Barth, Calvin, 
the church fathers and even, in self-defense, all the works of Luther, since 
I was one of the few students at Edinburgh with a Lutheran background. 
(In the classroom, Professor Torrance would occasionally poke fun at 
my Lutheranism in gentle ways, pointing out for example that Calvin 
was a careful theologian, while Luther was a pastor who simply reacted to 
events around him. Sometimes, the Professor referred to me as “Extra-
Calvinisticum,” in a teasing reference to the Lutheran’s position on the 
omnipresence of the risen Christ.)

Today it seems strange to say that Professor Torrance’s lectures were 
stimulating, because in fact much of what he said must have gone right 
over our heads, especially since a large number of the students were 
just out of secondary school. Never one to use a two-syllable word 
where a four-syllable word would do, he also emulated German syntax 
in his lectures and on paper. Anyone who has poured over his essays 
and books knows his penchant for a single sentence which could take 
up most of an entire page, perhaps with a bit of Greek, Latin, German, 
Hebrew, or French thrown in, along with the requisite quotations from 
Athanasius, Einstein, or Niels Bohr. I remember once trying to locate 
the verb in a very, very long sentence. Following at last a careful search 
as in the German along a complicated argument the theology of God of 
which it was trying to explain at last on the next page I, at the very end, 
the verb found. But once you worked it out, Torrance was shining a light 
onto some mystery that earlier had not made sense, and now seemed 
perfectly clear. His favourite exercise, I think, was to bring topics into 
relationship which before seemed mutually exclusive – most famously 
the studies of modern physics and theology. Because I was a bit older 
than many of the students, and already had a degree in philosophy as 
well as several years’ study of science and medicine, it often fell to me 
to “translate” what we had just heard to the younger students in the class. 
This was a salubrious task, because it forced me to try to condense and 
understand the lectures, and to remember them by repeating them.

Nevertheless, it must be said, I did not impress the Professor very 
favourably in the beginning. Early on, I asked for an appointment to 
complain about my grade on an essay, the subject of which (I shall 
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always remember) was “The Christian Apprehension of God.” It was 
marked “60,” in red, and I was chagrined. The Professor kindly agreed to 
see me, immediately raising an eyebrow at my “hippie” flared jeans and 
Carnaby-street tie. I asked him what was so terribly wrong with my essay, 
that it earned only a D-. Here I was, cowed by coming back to university 
after so long an absence in the Army, and I was nearly failing already.

He took the paper from me, re-read it quickly, and marked out the 
“60.” Very deliberately, he re-marked it “65,” underlined the new number, 
placed a full stop (period) after it, and then wrote a large B inside a circle. 
“My dear boy,” he said, looking over his famous half-lens reading glasses, 
“why are you disappointed? That 65 is a B. Didn’t you know?”

Years later, he would write a scathing letter to an authority figure 
in my Lutheran Church in America, who had been under the impression 
that I was imbibing Calvinism in some obscure college in Scotland. After 
pointing out, in the most gracious way possible, the apparent ignorance 
of the Lutheran gentleman regarding both universities and theological 
matters, Professor Torrance went on to say in his letter that the 
standards in our American theological colleges were abysmally low. I 
was doing A-level work, he said, while in America, even theological 
students at Princeton were producing what he would regard as 
C-level work at New College. After that I was not bothered any more by 
Lutheran theologians, and I have kept my copy of that letter to this day.

In preparing for this reflection, I located a keepsake from Edinburgh: 
a little green New College booklet which lists the professors and students 
at New College for the year 1975–1976, my last year there. Professor 
Torrance appears first in the list. It was a nod, without doubt, to the fact 
that he was respected all over the world, and had brought together at 
New College some of the best minds in theology at the time.

I felt that all the professors at New College were exemplary, but 
for that brief period the lectures offered in Dogmatics could not be 
equalled anywhere. Students came from English universities, from 
Tübingen, from America, from Africa, India, and Taiwan to hear 
Professor Torrance, assisted by Fr. Roland Walls from the Community 
of the Transfiguration, Fr. Noel O’Donoghue from Ireland, Prof. John 
Zizioulas (now, Metropolitan John of Pergamon) from Greece, and Dr. 
Gian Tellini from Italy. It was an unforgettable time.

Professor Torrance’s lectures were precise, challenging, 
delightful, and always very professorial. At that time in Scotland 
it was not the norm for students to ask questions or to interrupt a 



2   G o d  a n d  R at i o n a l i t y :  A  R e m i n i s c e n c e 23

lecturer, especially a senior professor. There would be time for questions 
at the end of the hour, although it was often difficult to pose sensible 
questions because of the volume of information we were receiving. 
But I remember an American student (it would be an American!) who 
once kept interrupting Professor Torrance’s lecture with “I think 
this” and “I think that.” Finally, our professor’s patience wore thin. 
Looking sternly over his reading glasses, he interrupted the interruption. 
“Mister Brown,” he said in exasperated but very measured tones, “I do 
not care what you think!” The class was shocked into silence and 
the lecture continued without further interruption. But of course he did 
care. A highlight of any semester were the hours devoted to what he called 
quaestiones disputatae. A proposition would be given to us, and the 
debate would begin. Sometimes he brought in other professors for these 
lively discussions: Professor Zizioulas, or his close friend and friendly 
rival, Fr. Roland Walls. Sitting like a panel at the table in front of the 
room, they would challenge one another, and us, with problems. Students 
took turns taking notes at these and at the Dogmatics seminars, and I still 
have some of my type-written notes, corrected in Prof. Torrance’s own 
hand, which were to be distributed to the participants.

I especially remember one: Did Jesus heal the sick through his divine 
nature, or in his human nature? When it was his turn, Prof. Zizioulas 
banged his hand on the table. “What is human?” he thundered. After 
a long silence – we were afraid to say anything at all, I think – a lively 
discussion followed. Students and panel eventually agreed that true 
humanity is divine, and that the divine nature had emptied itself without 
change, into humanity – and that Prof. Torrance’s presentations on the 
hypostatic union as understood by St. Athanasius were, indeed, the 
truth.

Professor Torrance’s friendship with the well-known hermit and 
contemplative, Fr. Roland Walls, was legendary. Yet the contrast between 
the two men could not have been greater. Torrance was always the 
Professor: dignified in his bearing, impeccably dressed in tweed jacket 
and tie, reading over his carefully-prepared notes in class, interrupting 
himself only to write on the blackboard – often in Hebrew, Greek, or 
German.

Fr. Roland was quite the opposite: holes in his sleeves, rumpled and 
looking much like a street-sleeper, apt to close his eyes and pray during a 
lecture as to tell us stories about some saint, or read from Henri Nouwen 
or Julian of Norwich or even from the teachings of the Buddha. Famously, 
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Fr. Roland had once been turned away from a church where he was 
supposed to deliver the sermon, by the doorkeeper who thought he was 
a bum. But, as has been observed by those who knew them both, the two 
men were not only friends but were in many ways remarkably alike in 
personality.

Both men were deeply prayerful in their own ways. Neither 
could abide what Fr. Roland called “nonsense” in the study of theology. 
They read the same things and enjoyed conversation about anything, 
theological or not, although neither would have made any distinction 
between “secular” and “sacred.” And it was Prof. Torrance’s genius to 
invite Fr. Roland to lecture in Dogmatics at New College – something 
for which Roland insisted he was not prepared, his studies at Cambridge 
having been in New Testament. As faculty members they loved to argue 
with each other, but often explained the same things to their classes at the 
same time, though in entirely different ways.

Prof. Torrance would lecture about the hypostatic union, citing 
all sorts of references from the 2nd century to the present, throwing 
in quotations from the Old Testament, from Athanasius’ Contra 
Arianos, from Barth, Bohr, and various theories of particle physics. Fr. 
Roland would chide us the next day about allowing too much theological 
“nonsense” to get in the way of our practice of prayer, in which we would 
meet the Incarnate God. They were speaking about the same thing.

Ultimately Fr. Roland would become my mentor and spiritual guide 
for many years, until his death in 2010. At New College, however, I 
kept one foot in each camp: the “dogmatics circle” around Prof. Torrance, 
and the “prayer-circle” around Fr. Roland. As a student, both in the years 
preparing for the BD Honours and then for the PhD, I would listen to 
Prof. Torrance on some subject – let’s say, Gregory of Nyssa on the divine 
Darkness – and then take a bus to see Fr. Roland at his skete in Roslin, to 
work out how St. Gregory could make a difference in practical life.

It is not that Prof. Torrance did not pray, however, far from it. 
We always began classes with prayer, and his piety and, if I may say, 
his mysticism would show through even when he was attempting to be 
professorial. He would read to us from the works of John Calvin and 
John Chrysostom, mixing them up a bit; or from Calvin and John of the 
Cross; and ask us to identify who wrote what. We always got them nearly 
all wrong, and he would smile and say, “You see, Calvin was a mystic, not 
a Calvinist.”
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Once, I became the subject of some debate between these two 
mentors, Prof. Torrance and Fr. Roland, who were generally perceived as 
polar opposites by the student body and who frequently tussled over the 
fate of us students in faculty meetings. It seems they had a difference 
of opinion over my program. Later, Fr. Roland took me aside and said, 
“I told Tom that you were a breath of fresh air. I think he feels you have 
opened the window too far.”

I still do not know with certainty what that meant, but it had to do 
I think with loyalty, or not, to the study of Dogmatic Theology. Unlike 
the fellows who had previously worked on nuclear bombs but who 
were now at New College to argue about the relationship of science to 
theology, I did not remain entirely in the Dogmatics department under 
Professor Torrance’s direction. In the first year I had gotten interested in 
the Christian ethics of Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Helmut Thielicke, having 
encountered them in the Department of Christian Ethics and Practical 
Theology.

Prof. Torrance, on the other hand, seemed very cool about 
the entire Department. To be blunt, he did not support the idea that 
there is such a thing as “Christian Ethics.” Eventually, however, he 
encouraged me to complete the first Joint-Honors degree to be offered 
at New College, combining Dogmatics with Practical Theology and 
Ethics. Always one to think in terms of relationships rather than analysis 
(which he characterized as “tearing things apart”), I think he secretly liked 
the idea of exploring ethics through the lens of dogmatic theology. And 
then there were the stories we heard from him about his personal life. He 
told of growing up in China, the son of missionary parents. I particularly 
enjoyed the tale about his father wanting to buy a horse to pull a cart, 
somewhere in western China. Not getting his tones quite right, his 
father asked for a “maa” (horse), and his Chinese servant kept looking 
at him incredulously. Finally the Chinese man said, “But you are already 
married!” Rev. Torrance had been saying that he needed an “ahmaa” (old 
woman) to pull his cart. Capping this story, the professor told us that he 
sometimes still dreamed in Mandarin. Now, many years later and having 
spent ten years in China myself, I have the same experience and wish he 
could have lived long enough for us to discuss it once more.

After I finished my studies in Scotland, my wife and I were privileged 
to meet Professor Torrance again in other places. He graciously came 
to my parents’ home in Austin, Texas, when he was giving a visiting 
lecture in Austin at the Presbyterian Theological Seminary. We sat on 
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stools at my mother’s purple bar and he told anecdotes about his life. 
One of these had to do with the time Fr. Roland shut himself up in his 
hut at the Community of the Transfiguration.

At the Community in Roslin, Scotland, there was a common-house 
in the front of the property, and a little fence that separated it from the 
back part of the property where the individual huts, and the chapel-hut, 
were. Although there were no locks on any doors, everyone respected 
silence and a closed door. But one day, Fr. Roland had shut himself up in 
his hut for so long that the brothers became worried. Silence, yes, but too 
much solitude was too much.

There was no telephone at the Community, so I do not know 
how, but eventually someone telephoned Professor Torrance to ask if he 
could get Roland to come out of his hut. The Professor drove there 
immediately, he said, and knocked loudly on the door. Silence. He 
knocked again. Silence. Finally he shouted, “Roland, this is Tom. You 
come out this minute!” The door opened, and Fr. Roland chided him: 
“You don’t have to shout, you know!” These and many other stories kept 
my parents entertained until well into the night.

During our years in Hong Kong, Professor Torrance appeared 
again when he was there to give guest lectures for one of his former 
students, a Chinese national who was then a professor at one of the 
local theological seminaries. It felt strange to meet my former Scottish 
professor at a Chinese café in Hong Kong, and later I talked with my 
friend, the Dean of the Anglican Cathedral, about it. At one point I 
complained that, as a professor of theology at the Lutheran Seminary, I 
did not have anywhere near the gravitas of my famous former professor, 
the translator of Barth’s works and an aficionado both of the ancient 
Eastern fathers and of modern science. He told me not to worry. “Your 
job,” he said, “is not to be a Professor Torrance, but to interpret him to 
people who wouldn’t understand him otherwise.”

What did he teach that was so hard to grasp? Lamentably, perhaps 
too many things, since after his death the New College faculty seemed no 
longer capable of presenting studies of his calibre. (The faculty gradually 
abandoned Dogmatics altogether and slid into what was called “divinity 
studies,” which I regarded as a sort of amalgam of contemporary 
theological perspectives and political correctness.) But essentially, 
Professor Torrance was shedding light, as I see it, on three things:

First, all knowledge – and particularly science itself – is grounded in 
exploring and grasping what is, rather than in what we think. It requires the 
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“self-disclosure” of what is (Being) to the investigator; it is not merely 
logical constructs and it is certainly not thinking about thinking. That 
being true, theological knowledge is therefore grounded in the Being 
and Acts of God, God’s self-disclosure, and not in logic or emotion or 
even faith (Torrance constantly referred to “ontology,” what is, rather than 
“psychology,” what we think or feel).

Second, true knowledge is gained through reconciliation and 
relationships, not through analysis and the logical breaking-apart of 
things. Therefore, knowledge of God involves an experiential relationship 
with God, not merely thinking about God (or rather, what we think of as 
“god”). It involves drawing near to Reality and humbling ourselves before 
it. Ultimately, theological knowledge means our human existence coming 
into reconciliation with God’s Being, begun from God’s side through the 
Incarnation, obedience, and Resurrection of Christ, and answered in our 
own lives. (He frequently cited Barth’s dictum about God’s Yes! to our No.) 

Finally, theology is truly the queen of the sciences. It carries us beyond 
ordinary logic into the ana-logic, or higher Logic, of God. To obtain 
knowledge in any form of science requires a measure of self-emptying: 
recognizing that our concepts are only hypotheses that may or may not 
dimly reflect reality. When the object of inquisition is the Divine Being, 
Who is above our ability to think or grasp, we must empty ourselves 
through repentance and wait for the self-revelation of God to us.

Then, when God reveals Himself to us, we are ourselves transformed. 
Putting this all together, we have something very practical. Let God reveal 
Himself to you, as is promised in the book of Hebrews. (Professor Torrance 
never tired of quoting the passage, “For whoever would draw near to God 
must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him.”) 
Empty yourself in obedience to God, and wait for Him. God cannot 
be fully understood (that is the apophatic side of theology) but God has 
revealed Himself: that God is a mystery of the Trinity, that He has emptied 
Himself into humanity, that death has been overcome.

And God can be experienced, through and in the sacramental 
life of the Church. Let the power of the resurrection of Christ draw you 
into a relationship with God, and therefore with all humanity and with 
yourself. Above all, partake of the Eucharist, which is at the center of the 
Christian life and which shapes us into the image of Christ.

These dimensions of his lectures were all carefully drawn from the 
writings of the church fathers, especially the Cappadocians. He never 
tired of speaking about Athanasius, Basil, and the Gregories – Gregory 
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of Nyssa and Gregory the Theologian (to whom he mistakenly referred 
as “Gregory Nazianzen,” as textbooks did universally at the time). This 
insistence upon the careful theology of the Nicene and Post-Nicene 
Fathers, with some reference to those who went before them, led me and 
perhaps other students directly to the Orthodox Church. It kept us from 
succumbing to the whims of contemporary theologies that kept being 
promulgated in the decades that followed.

On a visit to America, in an encounter with students at a prestigious 
Lutheran seminary during those years, I asked the young men (at that time 
there were not any women) what they were studying most. They answered, 
“Modern theology.” Foolishly, I replied, “Since the Reformation?” They 
were startled. “No, since the 1960s,” they said. Then they asked me what 
we were studying. “Ancient theology,” I said. “Before the Reformation?” 
they asked. “No,” I said, thinking of Torrance: “Before the fifth century!”

Finally, there were music and the arts. I know that most of us may 
not think immediately of music when we think of Dogmatic Theology, but 
Professor Torrance did. He constantly appealed to Mozart, as opposed 
to Bach and Beethoven. The reason was that Mozart, the Professor said, 
was inspired by angelic hymns and soared into the heavens, “above 
logic” and certainly above symmetry. Mozart was unpredictable. In 
the face of Mozart, Bach’s measured and perfectly symmetrical chords 
seemed tedious. So, he said, we should be careful that our theology 
would be more like Mozart and less like Bach.

We also had to think about painting and sculpture. Torrance 
compared painters like Reubens, Rembrandt, or even Renoir with Suerrat, 
Picasso, Mondigliani, and Pollock. What is happening in pointillism and 
later, in abstract and expressionist painting? he asked rhetorically. The 
disintegration of culture, he would answer with a smile, before we had 
the opportunity to make our remarks; the tearing apart of thought, as 
opposed to laying bare Reality, by attempting to understand it on its own 
terms.

Performance art was also coming into vogue, so one day he 
discussed a recent performance. The “artist” had smashed a grand 
piano with a sledge-hammer. This, our professor thought, demonstrated 
beyond doubt that western society had fallen completely apart. No 
longer able to synthesize and to see relationships, which are the real 
nature of thought itself, we had fallen into analyzing everything to 
pieces until we could only smash things.



2   G o d  a n d  R at i o n a l i t y :  A  R e m i n i s c e n c e 29

The Professor’s impassioned speech about the disintegration of form 
in art was given more than once, but it was always gripping. It required 
a lengthy detour into discussions about the nature of language, the 
Socratic dialogues, Realism, and Nominalism. What is art, indeed, if it 
is not looking deeply at something and framing it, so that it can be seen 
in a new way – not destroying it? What is theology, if it is not listening to 
God rather than analyzing our own ideas about God and smashing this 
“God” to pieces?

Not many years after finishing at New College, my wife and I were 
recruited to be missionaries in Hong Kong. I was to teach Systematic 
Theology at the Lutheran Theological Seminary, which had students 
from all church backgrounds from many parts of the world. Shortly after 
arriving, I was asked to draw up an entire Systematics curriculum. This 
posed an insurmountable problem for me, however, in light of Torrance’s 
teaching. Is there such a thing as “Systematic Theology”?

Both Professor Torrance and Fr. Roland taught that true theological 
thought is not “systematic,” because God is not “systematic.” Systematic 
Theology, Prof. Torrance said, was a scholastic left-over from the 
Middle Ages, unthinkingly embraced by modern theologians who 
were attempting to reason their way to God. But God is above-
logic, unpredictable except in hindsight, not to be confined by careful 
propositions. Of course I always wanted to ask the Professor why, if that 
were so, both Barth and Torrance managed to write so much careful 
“systematic” theology – enough to choke Jonah’s fish. But I didn’t ask 
that. Instead, I turned instinctively to the church fathers, as our Professor 
taught us. Thus it happened that on my first official day at the Lutheran 
Seminary, in my first assignment, I found I was not really Lutheran at all. 
I drafted a series of courses and syllabi which my Professor would have 
approved, I think, as “Dogmatic Theology” – the historic teaching of the 
Church. We were going to read the church fathers, whose works happily 
had been translated long ago into Chinese by Presbyterian missionaries, 
just around the time of the Torrance’s service in China. We would 
explore the theology of the Cappadocians, rather than reasoning our way 
through the usual maze of special and general revelation, anthropology, 
the fall, justification and the like, with an addendum that may or may not 
mention the Holy Trinity. We would begin with the mystery of the Trinity 
and go from there.

The outline of courses I would eventually teach was not really mine, 
therefore, but stemmed from Torrance’s lectures, as well as from a letter 
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from Fr. Roland. Roland had written, “Teach them the mysteries of the faith 
– the Trinity, Creation, the Incarnation, the Sacraments, the Apocalypse. 
And give them plenty of Bible to hang it on.” Similarly, Prof. Torrance had 
given the students an essay in our first week, which stated plainly that 
(in opposition to most theology then going around) Dogmatics begins 
in Christ, not in ourselves, in the mystery of God, not in some construct 
about general and special revelation.

In the end, this was both an Orthodox proposition, much 
like the outline of chapters in The Orthodox Way by Metropolitan 
Kallistos (Ware), and also, I think, the real direction of all those 
lectures by Professor Torrance. We were exploring mysteries beyond our 
comprehension, but not beyond the experience of the Church. We were 
inquiring into the Mind of God, which had been revealed, inasmuch as we 
could bear it, by the Incarnate Logos.

Today, I often remember Professor Torrance when I am in a 
classroom, when I am counselling someone (I suggested one of his 
books, God and Rationality, to a young Jewish woman just yesterday) or 
at the Divine Liturgy. He was always a gentleman and always a scholar, 
but he wore a crumpled wool hat to school because he was unabashedly 
Scottish. He tried to look stern, but could not really bring himself to 
do it; his smile was winning. He pointed us to Scripture and to the 
Tradition of the Church – which, at least for me, meant the historic One, 
Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church, the Church of Orthodoxy – and 
away from ourselves, into the awesome mysteries of God, the Church, 
and the Sacraments. I picture Professor Torrance standing behind his 
wooden lectern, smiling after making an especially remarkable point. I 
imagine his voice: “There . . . we considered the doctrine of Christ from 
its aspect of mystery, from its source in the eternal decision of God, 
and from the aspect of those who in the church are drawn by the Spirit 
into communion with Christ, and participate in the mystery hid from 
the ages, but now revealed and set forth in the Gospel of the Incarnate 
Saviour. There we considered the doctrine of Christ sub specie aeternitatis, 
in the light of His divine glory, in terms of His relation in Being and Person 
to the life of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in the eternal communion 
of the Trinity . . . We try to do this by penetrating into its inner logic – not 
by arguing logico-deductively from fixed premises, but by seeking to lay 
bare the precision embedded in the intrinsic of the subject-matter.”1

1  From “The Hypostatic Union,” a summary of lectures handed out to the stu-
dents on mimeographed legal-size sheets, in about 1972.
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In closing I wanted to cite an especially favourite Bible verse of 
Prof. Torrance’s that would begin our day in his classroom. Both T. F. 
and J. B. Torrance liked to quote from the Letter to the Hebrews, and it 
seems nearly impossible to single out one passage over another. Perhaps 
this will do, as in my mind I can hear him reading aloud: “Therefore, 
brethren, since we have confidence to enter the sanctuary by the blood 
of Jesus, by the new and living way which he opened for us through the 
curtain, that is, through his flesh, and since we have a great priest over 
the house of God, let us draw near with a true heart, in the assurance of 
faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our 
bodies washed with pure water . . .” (Hebrews 10:19–22).

Memory eternal, Professor Torrance!
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