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REVIEW 

for the dissertation of Ivaylo Evgeniev Vassilev 

on the subject of  

„Free Will and Obedience in the Process of Spiritual Care of the Orthodox 

Christian“ 
for the award of the educational and scientific degree "Doctor" in the scientific specialty 

"Theology" in the professional field 2.4. "Religion and Theology" (Pastoral theology) by the 

scientific jury of the Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski" 

 
This review is based on the Decision of the first meeting of the Scientific Jury ( Protocol 

No. 1/16.07.2024) in which I was appointed as a reviewer of the proposed thesis. 
 

1. Data about the PhD student 

The PhD student Ivaylo Evgeniev Vassilev has a solid education, having obtained a 

Bachelor's degree in Economics at the American University in Bulgaria, Blagoevgrad (2010) 

and a Master's degree in two educational programs: "Local Economic Development", London 

School of Economics (2011, London) and "Church Social Work" at the Faculty of Theology of 

Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski" (2020). From 2011 to 2015 he gained experience in 

project management as an expert in the Integrated Engineer Team, New Lead Production, KCM 

AD, Plovdiv, and from 2019 to 2023 he was the manager of Paralingua Publishing House. From 

2016 to the present day, he has held the position of Assistant at the Cultural and Educational 

Department of the Plovdiv Holy Metropolis. 

 

2. Details of the procedure 

As a PhD student at the Theological Faculty of Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski" in 

professional field 2.4. Religion and Theology (Pastoral Theology) Ivaylo Evgeniev Vassilev has 

completed his study plan in full. He has successfully passed the examinations prescribed. The 

dissertant has been able to prepare and implement the required number of scientific publications 

and participate with papers in three in international forums. 

After the completion of the individual plan and the expiry of the doctoral studies, the 

dissertant was dismissed with the right to defense by the order of the Rector of Sofia University 

(RD 20-851/16.04.2024) in April 2024 on the basis of the decision of the Faculty Council of the 
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Faculty of Theology of 21.03.2024 (Protocol № 10). By Order of the Rector of Sofia University 

No. RD 38-351/02.07.2024, on the basis of Article 4 of the Law on the Development of 

Academic Staff in the Republic of Bulgaria and the decision of the Faculty Council of the Faculty 

of Theology of 20.06.2024 (Protocol No. 15), the composition of the scientific jury and the 

deadline for the defense - until 25.10.2024 was determined. 

At its first meeting (Minutes No. 1/16.07.2024) the Jury confirmed that the procedure was 

organized in full compliance with the requirements of the Regulations on the Conditions and 

Procedures for the Acquisition of Scientific Degrees and Academic Positions of Sofia University 

"St. Kliment Ohridski". Prof. Dr. Ivan Ivanov. Prof. Dr. Magdalena Legkostup and Assoc. Prof. 

Dr. Lyubomir Ignatov are appointed as reviewers, and the preparation of written opinions is 

assigned to Prof. Dr. Ivan Ivanov, Assoc. Prof. Dr. Stoyan Chilikov and Assoc. Prof. Dr. Galya 

Yordanova. The Scientific Jury sets the deadline for the submission of reviews and opinions to 

10.10.2024 and the date for the public defense of the dissertation - 24.10.2024. 

The foregoing gives me reason to assume that all the time limits and rules of procedure 

have been complied with and that no violations have been committed. Ivaylo Vassilev meets the 

requirements and fulfils the criteria of the Law on the Development of Academic Staff in the 

Republic of Bulgaria and its Implementing Rules. 

 

3. Dissertation Data 

The dissertation submitted for peer review, "Free Will and Obedience in the Process 

of Spiritual Care of the Orthodox Christian," contains a total of 247 standard printed pages. 

The research consists of the following parts: preface, introduction, three chapters, conclusion, 

references and appendix. The scientific-critical apparatus contains 891 footnotes divided into 

79 sources, 83 sources in Cyrillic and 61 in English and Greek. The literature used is relevant 

to the topic of the dissertation research. 

I accept the proposed outline of the dissertation. The thesis is written in clear academic 

language. A declaration of authorship and a self-assessment of scholarly contributions are 

appended at the end of the dissertation text.  

The topic of free will and obedience in the process of spiritual care of the Orthodox 

Christian is of interest because today, no less than in the past, spiritual care and guidance requires 

the cooperation of the cared for and guided. Its topicality is conditioned both by the need for a 

correct understanding of obedience as a co-working of the cared for and the cared for for the 

salvation of man, and by the lack of comprehensive studies on this issue that consider the free 

will for obedience in the course of the spiritual life of man according to the world-theological 
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anthropology. 

In the Preface (p. 3), the author states his motives for choosing the topic of the dissertation 

and expresses his gratitude to the personalities who were involved in its writing.  

The introduction (pp. 4-15) offers a general description of the dissertation research, 

justifying and defending the relevance of the topic. Here Ivaylo Vassilev states his scientific 

methodology in his research and presents its object, subject, aims, objectives, hypotheses and 

research approach. The object of the study is the spiritual life of man, inextricably linked to his 

spiritual care as a continuous process, and the subject - obedience as an inner principle of man's 

behavior and attitude towards God, the cleric and his neighbor, based on his God-given free will. 

The stated aim of the present work is "to investigate and establish the place of man's free will 

and obedience for spiritual salvation and eternal life in the various periods of his spiritual life in 

the Church" (p. 5). The tasks that the work sets itself are several: "1) to place in the context of 

the Orthodox understanding of the world and man the category of 'free will'; 2) to explore and 

clarify the role of man's free will in his salvation and its place in his spiritual journey; 3) to 

formulate and explore the stages of the process of spiritual care of the Orthodox Christian; 4) to 

explore the adverse results of disobedience; and 5) to explore and investigate obedience as an 

inner principle of the Orthodox Christian's conduct and a hermeneutical key to understanding the 

dynamics of his growth in spiritual ascent." 

On the basis of the aforementioned problematic, the dissertation formulates two hypotheses 

of the research: 1) the free will, implanted by God in man, makes possible his spiritual feat and 

fulfills his purpose when expressed in obedience, and 2) obedience is a required factor for success 

in every stage of spiritual life in the Church. 

In the last part of the introduction, the dissertation gives an impressive overview of the 

state of research and provides detailed information about the significant works for the topic 

under study and used in this essay. 

The first chapter The first chapter, titled "FREE WILL AND OBEDIENCE" (pp. 16-90), 

is developed with the first research hypothesis in mind. It is divided into three points. The 

dissertator begins his study by clarifying the theological paradigm of the world and man, 

presenting the Church's doctrine of God's creation and the essence of Orthodox cosmology and 

anthropology. The next two sections set out the theoretical scientific foundations of the key 

concepts, subject of the research – free will and obedience. The role of man's free will in his 

salvation is clarified - by his free will he adds to the image of God, thus attaining God. The 

Orthodox doctrine of the origin and nature of evil, the union of the will with God, and the 

importance of authentic Christology are presented. 
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 Emphasis is placed on the interdependence of free will and obedience, synthesized in the 

phrase free will for obedience. Through theological analysis, obedience is presented as a way to 

advance in the spiritual life of the Orthodox Christian and attain salvation. The need for 

obedience and the prerequisites for its achievement are justified. The adverse consequences of 

overindulgence, disobedience, insubordination and pride are also examined. The characteristics 

of the types of obedience according to their addressee are traced. Through a study of the 

testimonies of the Holy Theologians it is proved that free will, inalienable for man, requires his 

feat, which, in turn, finds its proper expression in the attitude of obedience to God, the cleric and 

the neighbor. The contents of the first chapter conclude with conclusions and generalizations. 

Chapters two and three of the dissertation give special attention to the research question of 

the context in which free will is manifested and the particularities that obedience has in the 

different stages of the Christian's spiritual care: birth, confirmation, growth, contemplation, and 

deification. They are chosen and arranged according to the teachings of various holy fathers, 

systematizing the spiritual path of man, according to the order of the Sacraments experienced in 

the Church and according to the particular traits of man who has gained experience and has 

stepped on a new step of his spiritual path. 

The second chapter, entitled "BIRTH AND CONFIRMATION OF THE ORTHODOX 

CHRISTIAN" (pp. 91-156), begins by exploring the process of spiritual ascent and care. The 

stages of the process of spiritual care are analyzed, as well as its course in believers and their 

respective actions. The next two parts of this chapter present the first two stages of the spiritual 

care process (birth and confirmation), exploring the place of free will and the exercise of 

obedience for salvation in each. In view of the aims of pastoral theology, the first stage of the 

study focuses on acquisition through the word and the corresponding right disposition of the 

Orthodox Christian, as well as on Christian enlightenment. There follows an emphasis on 

repentance and confession as ever-present in the process of a Christian's spiritual care and the 

importance of choosing a spiritual mentor. Confirmation as the second stage of this process raises 

the question of whether the person will be able to perceive and retain God's grace. The answer 

to this question depends on his free efforts. In this context, the dissertation presents repentance 

as a cyclical process and analyses its different stages. The leading importance of St. Communion 

and prayer as a means of focusing in and communing with God, and of the good works to which 

one should force and direct oneself, along with spiritual reading and study as a prerequisite for 

success in the spiritual life. A contribution of the study is that it contextualizes obedience in 

concrete examples and scripture precepts concerning issues of discipline and discernment in 

spiritual care. Conclusions and generalizations are formulated at the end of the chapter. 
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The third chapter, entitled "THE GROWTH AND SURVIVAL OF THE ORTHODOX 

CHRISTIAN" (pp. 157-208) contains three points. The first of these presents growth as the 

attainment of stability in spiritual intention, feat, and desire. In relation to the pastoral dimensions 

of spiritual care, issues of confession, marriage and priesthood, spiritual struggle and 

abandonment are addressed. The next section is devoted to the fourth stage of spiritual life and 

care, contemplation. It discusses its place, the prerequisites and the means of achieving it. The 

virtues learned by the faithful at this stage are analyzed as cooperating with man's free will and 

obedience for spiritual salvation and eternal life. In the last point a presentation is made of the 

last highest stage -defense. It is formulated as a mystical process in which man has achieved his 

destination. Here the communion with the Lord Jesus Christ, the prerequisites for deification, 

and the characteristics of this state are discussed. Finally, a reflection on life after death - in the 

next century - is offered with the help of evidence from literature. Chapter Three concludes with 

conclusions and generalizations. 

The study ends with a general Conclusion (pp. 209-216), which draws the main 

conclusions from the studied issues, summarizes the results and provides an answer to the set 

goal and objectives. Through the descriptive presentation of the results, the hypotheses of the 

research formulated in the introduction are proved. 

The bibliography (pp. 218-235) includes a total of 212 titles (79 sources, 83 sources in 

Cyrillic and 61 in English and Greek). The literature cited is relevant to the topic and 

contributes to its development. 

The appendix contains 1 table and 22 short sacred-theological texts.  

The abstract presented by Ivaylo Vassilev (23 p.) meets the requirements and allows for 

a clear and accurate introduction in a synthesized form to the text of the dissertation. 

No plagiarism was found in the dissertation submitted for defense. 

The dissertation topic was also the subject of three scientific publications.  

In the present procedure, I have no joint publications with my colleague and I am in no 

way covered by the assumptions of the law and other regulations concerning conflict of interest. 

 

4. Dissertation merits and contributions 

The text of the dissertation is clearly and precisely formulated. Its structure is logically 

argued and in general follows the academic methodology of research accepted in the theological 

faculties of Bulgaria.  

One of the main merits of the dissertation is the richness of the scripture sources used. With 

their help, in the context of scientific research, obedience is shown as an inner environment and 



6  

atmosphere, a breath of the Holy Spirit that animates, sustains life and adores the spiritual ascetic 

placed under the care of the spiritual caregiver. Free will in the stages analyzed by the dissertation 

conditions the spiritual feat and realizes obedience as the only possible response to God's call. In 

his dissertation, Ivaylo Vassilev clarifies the role of man's free will in his salvation according to 

the concreteness of his spiritual path, explores obedience as an inner principle of the Orthodox 

Christian's behavior in the context of his spiritual ascent and progress, and presents the stages of 

the process of spiritual care of the Orthodox Christian by his mentor, establishing the place of 

free will and the manifestation of obedience in the dynamics of his growth. In so doing, he 

realized the stated purpose of the scientific work to explore and establish the place of man's free 

will and obedience for spiritual salvation and eternal life in the various periods of his spiritual 

life and care. 

I accept the four main contributions of the thesis as formulated by the PhD student: 1) 

Indeed, this is the first study that contextualizes the Orthodox doctrine of human free will in the 

stages of spiritual life and care; 2) for the first time, an attempt is made at a comprehensive 

analysis of obedience as a way of advancing in the spiritual life of the Orthodox Christian and 

attaining salvation; 3) the study makes a practical and applied contribution to the goals of care 

and the personal feat of the Orthodox Christian, since it reveals the ways of approaching the 

divine communion and marks specific problems in the stages of his growth"; 4) a significant 

volume of unpublished and unexplored in our country world-theological sources is translated 

and presented, on the basis of which the Orthodox ontological paradigm is built on the question 

of the spiritual path and care of the Orthodox Christian. 

 
5. References 

1) In the interest of a better presentation of the work, the content should be supplemented 

with the sub-points contained in the text. 

2) The competency approach of the study would benefit greatly from a more detailed 

analysis of the sacred theological sources through which to construct the dissertation's academic 

position. 

3) It would be correct to note whose translation of the sources cited. 

In preparing for the publication of the present essay, I would recommend that my colleague 

refine these points in his work. 

 
6. Conclusion 

The dissertation presented here meets the requirements of and contributes to contemporary 
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pastoral theology. This gives me reason to confidently support the dissertation and to vote 

positively for the awarding of the degree of Doctor of Education in the field of higher education 

2. Humanities, professional field 2.4. Religion and Theology, scientific specialty Pastoral 

Theology. 

 
03 October 2024   

Veliko Tarnovo      Prof. Dr. Magdalena Legkostup 


