
MYSTERIES OF THE CHRISTIAN EAST  

Professor James S. Cutsinger 
                                    

The aim of this seminar is to introduce students to the visual, 
musical, literary, dramatic, and cinematic arts of Eastern Orthodox 
Christianity. 
 
Topics include the symbolic language of iconography, the transformative power of liturgical 
chant, and the organic relationship between the sacred space of the Byzantine church and its 
liturgical worship. Special attention will be given to the various ways in which these arts are 
linked to the science of Hesychasm, a form of Christian mystical practice long associated with 
the Holy Mountain of Athos in Greece. 
 
Readings include a short story, a novel, and a selection of poems, as well as a number of 
theological, philosophical, and historical essays drawn from a variety of recent and contemporary 
authors (monastic, clergy, and lay) who were, and are, attempting to live out the ancient faith of 
the East in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The course also includes two films. 
 
Spring break will feature an off-campus excursion to two monasteries in Arizona, St Anthony’s 
Greek Orthodox Monastery (a men’s sodality) and the Holy Monastery of St Paisius (a women’s 
community). Two exquisite oases set in the moonscape of the Sonoran Desert, these monasteries 
follow in the Athonite and Hesychastic traditions. Here students will gain firsthand experience of 
the mystic arts of the East.  
 
Readings 

Two texts are required. The first, Mysteries of the Christian East: Literature, History, Music, 
Theology, Art, and Spirituality, a collection of writings selected and edited by James S. 
Cutsinger, will be made available to each student as a PDF. The second, Laurus, a novel by 
Eugene Vodolazkin, can be purchased at the USC Bookstore.  
 
 
Method 

The seminar will be conducted primarily as a Socratic discussion. Each class begins with a 
question about the reading for the day, and students are expected to join with the instructor and 
each other in a shared conversational inquiry. A premium is placed on precision, explanation, 
and defense. Students will be held doubly accountable: for courteously listening to the 
contributions of others and for patiently justifying their own observations.  
 
While it is sometimes thought that Socratic conversation is less rigorous than a more didactic and 
professorial style, its rigor is simply of another kind. In the serious cross-examination of a 
challenging text, the course of conversation is often unpredictable; it is certainly less linear than 
in the “traditional” classroom. But the intellectual commitment required, the daily vigilance, 

  

 



demands a preparation and yields a mental fitness not promoted by other forms of learning. 
These advantages will be pressed to the full in this course. 
 

Requirements 

1. Reading. In keeping with Socrates’ observation that “it is better to deal thoroughly with a little 
than unsatisfactorily with a lot” (Theaetetus, 187e), reading assignments, while often dense and 
demanding, are relatively short. Students will wish to study the assigned texts closely and 
carefully; underlining important words and passages and maintaining a dialogue with the authors 
through copious marginal comments are essential preparations for class discussion. 
 
2. Attendance, both prompt and regular. In keeping with the University’s “ten percent rule”, there 
will be a penalty of one letter grade per absence for unexcused absences in excess of two. And 
attendance means punctuality; tardy arrivals and seminars are a disastrous mix. 
 
3. Constructive participation. For obvious reasons, this course is not for students who prefer an 
education they can simply ingest as the passive takers of notes; it is for those who enjoy the acts 
of thinking and reflection and argument. Frequent contributions to class discussion are not 
merely desirable; they are essential. One third of the final course grade will be based on class 
participation. 
 
4. Essays. Students will write three essays of 5-6 pages each. Neither book-reports nor research-
papers, these essays should be viewed instead as continuing conversations with the authors. 
(Early submissions will be most gratefully accepted.) Professor Cutsinger’s Breviary of English 
Usage, which can be found on his website under “Teaching”, will be used in his commentary on 
these essays. Grades received on the two best essays will be used in calculating the final course 
grade (one-third each). 
 
5. Travel. Spring break will feature an off-campus trip to the two Orthodox monasteries 
mentioned above: St Anthony’s and St Paisius. Departing Columbia on Saturday, March 4, we 
will return on Friday, March 10. Participation in this trip is required of all those taking the course 
for honors credit. 
 

Schedule 

Jan. 10, Introduction   Jan. 12, Mysteries, 1 
 
Jan. 17, Mysteries, 2   Jan. 19, Mysteries, 3 
 
Jan. 24, Mysteries, 4   Jan. 26, Mysteries, 5 
 
Jan. 31, Mysteries, 6   Feb. 2, Mysteries, 7 
 
Feb. 7, Mysteries, 8   Feb. 9, Mysteries, Poems A-K 
 



Feb. 14, Mysteries, 9   Feb. 16, Mysteries, 10 
 
Feb. 21, Mysteries, 1 1  Feb. 23, Chant (no reading assignment) 
 
Feb. 28, Mysteries, 12  Mar. 2,  Preparation for Travel (no assignment) 

 
Mar. 4-10, Spring Break: Travel to St Anthony’s and St Paisius Monasteries: Mysteries, 13 
     

Mar. 14, Mysteries, 14  Mar. 16, Mysteries, 15 
 
Mar. 21, Mysteries, 16  Mar. 23, Iconography (no reading assignment) 
 
Mar. 28, Mysteries, 17  Mar. 30, Mysteries, Poems L-U 
 
Apr. 4, Mysteries, 18  Apr. 6, Laurus, “Prolegomena”, “Cognition” 
     
Apr. 11, Laurus, “Renunciation” Apr. 13, Laurus, “Journeys” 
 
Apr. 18, Laurus, “Repose”  Apr. 20, Conclusions 

 
Also: Two films, to be scheduled at a time convenient to all concerned. 
 

Grading Scheme 

I. Contributions to Class-Discussion (One-third of final course grade) 

One-third of the student’s final grade will be based on contributions to class-discussion. 
Constructive participation is not something that can be fully quantified, but the following scale 
provides some basic guidelines:  
 
 A = Excellent. One of the top few contributors in the class. 

 B = Above Average. Generally a strong contributor. 

 C = Average. Someone who is occasionally “on”, but not dependable. 

 D = Below Average. A student who hardly ever contributes. 

 F = Unacceptable. A student who never contributes. 

It should be understood that the highest grades do not necessarily go to those who are the most 
long-winded or who merely speak with the greatest frequency. What Professor Cutsinger looks 
for—and endeavors to model—are contributions, however lengthy or numerous, which reflect a 
careful, thoughtful reading of the assigned materials and which help the whole class better 
understand the meaning and implications of those readings. 
 
 
 



II. Essays (Two-thirds of final course grade) 
 

Each student will be asked to write three essays; the two best essays are used in determining a 
final grade at the end of the term. Professor Cutsinger has very high standards when it comes to 
writing. Here is how he converts these standards into grades: 
 
A. This is an essay that demonstrates a real mastery of both readings and discussions; the 
author’s claims are well-grounded in quotations from the readings, and connections are made 
where appropriate to points considered in class-discussion; the paper is imaginative and 
provocative in its approach and thorough in its presentation; it is focused throughout on a single 
idea, clearly introduced and faithfully pursued, and it contains very few, if any, grammatical, 
logical, or mechanical errors. It is a pleasure to read. 
  
B. This is an essay that is more or less logically and grammatically sound, with fewer than ten 
stylistic errors or infelicities; it is enriched by quotations from the readings and by allusions to 
class-discussion, though these are not as well integrated into the argument as in an “A” paper; 
the author says nothing that is really wrong, but the approach is pedestrian and the interpretation 
is lacking in genuine insight. This is a solid piece of work, but it takes no risks and is rather 
boring.   
 
C. This is an essay that has possibilities, but it fails to bring those possibilities to fruition; the 
reader has a vague sense of where it is heading, or at least wants to head, but it is “out of 
control”: the syntax breaks down with disappointing regularity, there are conceptual 
inconsistencies (“x” is said on p. 1, but then the very opposite, “not-x”, is affirmed on p. 3), and 
the mechanics tend to be sloppy, with frequent formatting, typographical, and spelling errors. 
The “underbrush” of mistakes is so thick that reading is laborious. 
 
D. This is an essay that shows every sign of having been thrown together at the last minute; 
foolish mistakes make it clear that the author has not read the books carefully; the writing is “all 
over the map”, and one searches in vain to find a single line of thought or thread of argument; the 
presentation is disfigured throughout by mechanical errors, to say nothing of syntactical and 
interpretive problems. The paper, in short, is slipshod, unintelligent, and unimaginative, and it is 
truly painful to read.  
 
F. This grade is ordinarily reserved for an essay that fails to appear by the deadline announced in 
the syllabus, though on very rare occasions it is affixed to a piece of writing that is so abysmally 
bad as to have been better had it never been composed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


