NEWSLETTER - 10
Metanexus/LSI – St. Petersburg Educational Center for Religion and Science (SPECRS)

Dear members of the LSI network, dear friends and colleagues,

I would like to share with you some details concerning the activities of SPECRS during the beginning of the Autumn Semester 2003, as well as our plans for the nearest future.

The general goal of the SPECRS is to promote science-religion interface in Russia/CIS (Commonwealth of Independent States) taking into account a peculiar historical, cultural and religious situation in this region. 

During the years 2002-2003 series of seminars on this topic, supported by Center for Theology and Natural Sciences (CTNS) grant, was held by the SPECRS in St. Petersburg, and the new LSI project is meant as continuation and broadening of this activities in a new form. 

In August 2003, the collection of the papers presented during these SPECRS sessions has been published under the title “Science and Faith”, vol. 6 (now available for purchase). The authors are leading scholars from Russia and some other East European countries. 

The Contents of the Volume together with some selected papers (and other items concerning SPECRS activities) are placed on the Russian part of the St. Petersburg School of Religion and Philosophy (SRPh) website http://www. srph. ru (News page). We are planning to start creating in November a special SPECRS page in Russian and English at the SRPh website informing about fresh news, plans etc.

Taking into account almost total absence of the tradition of investigations and discussion on (contemporary) science – religion interface within Russian cultural and intellectual milieu, a careful evaluation of what has been achieved and strategic planning how to proceed further were necessary. In September – beginning of October a number of consultation took place dedicated to such an evaluating, drawing conclusions and elaborating research strategy and the ways of popularization of the topic in Russian society: in St. Petersburg (Russia) - with Prof. Dr. G. Benevich (SRPh Department of Religious Studies), Dr. A. Oskolsky (Botanic Institute, Russian Academy of Sciences) et al., and in Minsk (Belarus’) -with the Rector of the European Humanities University (EHU) Academician Anatoly Mikhailov and Prof. Dr. Eugeny Borisov (EHU Philosophical Faculty).

As a result of these meetings the following further events have been scheduled for the nearest future.

1. October 31– November 1, 2003, Rostov-on-Don (Russia). SPECRS Round table “Science and Faith” within the framework of the Conference “The Ways of Cognition: Similarities and Distinctions”, organized by the Club of Practical Philosophy (Rostov) with the support of “Stella” Joint-Stock Commercial Bank. Moderator - Prof. Dr. A. Chernyakov (SPECRS). 

As a whole the conference was dedicated to the “registering” and discussing of the “ways of cognition” including (inter alia) philosophy, science, religion and arts. The reasons why business circles hold an interest in such a topic become clear from some pronouncements of Mr. Konstantin Averin, the Chairmen of the “Stella” Bank Directors Board. In order to be effective the new Russian business has to develop the research in corporative structures – including corporative relationships and corporative ethics. This presupposes cultivating new values which one should not, of course, accept blindly. They must be based on, as it was said, an “integral world outlook”. Science and religion are supposed to be most important constituent parts of such a Weltanschauung. Prof. Dr. Nikolai Abdulov, Director of the Northern Caucasian Research Institute in Rostov, who spoke on the possible ways of collaboration between business and education endorsed this need: “Our goal is to transform the economy of row materials into the economy of knowledge. This goal requires collaboration of business and education in order to create an integral world outlook”. 

During the Conference plenary session Dr. Natalia Pecherskaya, Rector of SRPh and Administrator of the Metanexus/LSI Program “SPECRS Workshops for Academic and Civic Groups” gave a talk entitled “Teaching Religion as a Way of Cognition” where she analyzed – some times definitely positive, sometimes problematic – outcomes of the dialog between different religious traditions, science and faith encounter, and their role in teaching religious studies and theology. Dr. Pecherskaya informed the audience about the activities and goals of the Metanexus Institute and the LSI Program “SPECRS Workshops for Academic and Civic Groups” in the area of the interrelationship of science and religion.
The Round table “Science and Faith” on November 1st was opened by the presentation of Prof. Dr. Alexei Chernyakov (Chairperson of the Metanexus/LSI SPECRS Program) “Science and Theology within the Framework of the Contemporary Ontology”, where the speaker attempted to represent natural sciences, on the one hand, and theology, on the other, two different approaches to the basic problems of human being and the being as such, i.e. as two ontological paradigms. Ontology as a common conceptual horizon allows to better understand and to formulate more distinctly the opportunities and the obstacles of the dialog looked for.

Dr. Semen Eselson, Chair of the Existential Psychology Institute in Rostov, presented a paper entitled “The Existential Meaning of Russian Hagiography”. He informed the audience about his use of the hagiographical heritage of Russian Orthodox Church in his therapeutic practices. 

Dr. Boris Zaidiner, cancer specialist from Rostov, spoke on “The Reasons of the Miseries of Russia” referring to the religious and intellectual atmosphere of the so called Silver Age of Russian culture (the beginning of the 20th century before the Revolution of 1917).

Prof. Dr. E. Zolotukhina, Rostov State University, gave a talk “Esoteric Knowledge: Are There Some Criteria of Truth?”. 
These and the others papers provoked a vivid response from the direction of the audience which highlighted once again the paradoxical character of the contemporary state of science-religion dialog in Russia: on the one hand, a great, almost greedy, interest towards these themes, on the other hand, almost total ignorance in what has been achieved here, more than that, almost total ignorance among the “laymen” in the basic principles of Christianity and other religions. This state of affairs has its obvious historical reasons and dictates our future modus operandi as an educational Institution and as a LSI group. 

2. December 1, 2003, St. Petersburg, Center of St. Petersburg Branch of Russian Academy of Sciences. SPECRS Round Table “The Perspectives of Science-Religion Interface and the Possible Shifts in Humanities” together with Coordinative Council (Chairperson - Dr. Leo Borkin, zoologist) and the Academic Council (Chairperson - Prof.Dr. Michail Libenson, laser physicist) of St. Petersburg Association of Scientists and Scholars (SPASS) at St.Petersburg Scientific Center of Russian Academy of Sciences.

3. February 2004, Minsk (Belarus’). SPECRS Round talble “Science and Theology: Two Ontological Paradigms” with the participation of Academician A. Mikhailov (Rector EHU), Metropolitan Philaret (Dean of the EHU Theological Department), members of Philosophical and Theological Faculties of EHU (Minsk) and Prof. Dr. A. Chernyakov (SPECRS Chairperson).
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