Section 2 (moderated by Angela Berlis)

9:00 - 9:30, Liza Anderson, Identity Politics and Apophatic Anthropology

Apophatic theology reminds us that whatever we can say about who God is must also be
balanced with statements indicating the dissimilarity between God and the identity we have just
asserted. God is always greater than anything the human mind can grasp, and the images evoked
by words can become idolatrous just as much as any image that is painted or carved in stone.
Language, even revealed language, conceals as much as it reveals.

We need this same insight when it comes to theological anthropology. Increasingly, identity
markers such as gender, race, or sexuality have become key to theological method and also to
how people approach social and political engagement. Theology is never done in the abstract,
but it comes out of a specific contextual location. This has largely been a positive development,
because one of the insights of apophatic theology is that you cannot start with the negation. You
must begin with a positive assertion or description. However, if we stop at the assertion of
identity, it actually contributes to further polarization by reifying the differences between
groups of people and failing to recognize how different people within each identity category
are from one another. We need an apophatic turn in theological anthropology in order to affirm
human diversity without reducing the complexity of each human being to a set of labels or
stereotypes. We must remember that we are ultimately mysteries to one another, and indeed
usually do not even fully understand ourselves.

9:30 - 10:00, Eduard Sablon Leiva, Sophiology as a Decolonial Theological Resource

This paper argues that the sophiology of Fr. Sergei Bulgakov can function as a constructive
decolonial theological resource for the development of postcolonial theologies, even though
Bulgakov himself cannot be strictly classified as a decolonial or postcolonial thinker. While he
did not employ the analytical categories of contemporary decolonial or postcolonial thought,
his theological system offers conceptual tools that resonate with key concerns of present-day
decolonial theologians.

Bulgakov’s sophiology presents an open and creative theological system capable of engaging
modernity, Western intellectual traditions, and socio-political thought without succumbing
either to rationalist reductionism or to defensive traditionalism. In contrast to forms of Orthodox
fundamentalism that sacralize a closed and self-sufficient conception of tradition, Bulgakov
understands theology as a living, dynamic, and systematic reflection grounded in divine
Wisdom (Sophia). His concept of vseedinstvo (all-unity) reconceives universality not as
imperial uniformity or civilizational supremacy, but as a Christologically grounded ontological
communion of creation.

Such an approach implicitly critiques centralized geopolitical or ecclesial “sacred centers.”
Universality, in this framework, is not monopolized by a particular culture, nation, or
patriarchate. Sophiology thus provides metaphysical resources for disentangling Orthodox
theology from imperial narratives and for articulating a vision of tradition that is at once faithful
and creative.

The paper identifies both convergences and tensions between Bulgakov’s sophiology and
contemporary decolonial theological approaches. It argues that his theological vision can
contribute to and enrich the development of postcolonial theologies in the twenty-first century.
Reinterpreted in this light, Bulgakov’s sophiology may be understood as a constructive
framework capable of guiding postcolonial reconfigurations of Orthodox theology and beyond.



10:00 - 10:30, Vera La Mela, Kenosis and relational unity: Re-reading early Chiara Lubich
for ecumenical theology

Within ecumenical theology, dialogue is widely regarded as a crucial means of preventing
antagonism and polarisation both within and between faith communities. The philosophy of
dialogue identifies self-emptying (kenosis) as a necessary condition for genuine encounter.
Among the many theologies of kenosis, feminist theologians have pointed out how some
models of kenosis have been used to legitimise patterns of submission and the abuse of power.
This paper argues that kenosis is not a uniform ideal but takes different forms depending on the
relational dynamics within a faith community. The nature of unity, whether horizontal or
vertical, shapes the ethical demands of self-emptying. The argument is developed through an
examination of the early writings of Chiara Lubich (1920— 2008), founder of the Focolare
Movement and its spirituality of unity. Drawing on Anna Mercedes’ theory of power structures,
the paper discusses the implications of distinct forms of kenosis emerging from different power
dynamics within interpersonal and communal relations. Finally, the paper offers perspectives
for the critical discernment of theologies of kenosis in relation to different models of ecumenical
dialogue.



