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CHAPTER I

The Lost Scriptural Mind
"As the Truth is in Jesus" (Ephesians 4:21)

are not supposed to preach their
private opinions, at least from the pulpit. Ministers are
commissioned and ordained in the church precisely to preach
the Word of God. They are given some fixed terms of
reference—namely, the gospel of Jesus Christ—and they are
committed to this sole and perennial message. They are
expected to propagate and to sustain "the faith which was
once delivered unto the saints." Of course, the Word of God
must be preached "efficiently." That is, it should always be
so presented as to carry conviction and command the allegiance of every new generation and every particular group.
It may be restated in new categories, if the circumstances
require. But, above all, the identity of the message must be
preserved.
One has to be sure that one is preaching the same gospel
that was delivered and that one is not introducing instead
any "strange gospel" of his own. The Word of God cannot
be easily adjusted or accommodated to the fleeting customs
and attitudes of any particular age, including our own time.
Unfortunately, we are often inclined to measure the Word
/CHRISTIAN MINISTERS

"The Lost Scriptural Mind" originally appeared in the December 19, 1951
issue of The Christian Century as "As the Truth is in Jesus." Copyright by
The Christian Century Foundation and reprinted with permission.
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of God by our own stature, instead of checking our mind
by the stature of Christ. The "modern mind" also stands
under the judgment of the Word of God.
Modern Man and Scripture
But it is precisely at this point that our major difficulty
begins. Most of us have lost the integrity of the scriptural
mind, even if some bits of biblical phraseology are retained.
The modern man often complains that the truth of God
is offered to him in an "archaic idiom"—i.e., in the language
of the Bible—which is no more his own and cannot be used
spontaneously. It has recently been suggested that we should
radically "demythologize" Scripture, meaning to replace the
antiquated categories of the Holy Writ by something more
modern. Yet the question cannot be evaded: Is the language
of Scripture really nothing else than an accidental and external wrapping out of which some "eternal idea" is to be
extricated and disentangled, or is it rather a perennial vehicle
of the divine message, which was once delivered for all
time ?
We are in danger of losing the uniqueness of the Word
of God in the process of continuous "reinterpretation." But
how can we interpret at all if we have forgotten the original
language? Would it not be safer to bend our thought to
the mental habits of the biblical language and to relearn
the idiom of the Bible ? No man can receive the gospel unless
he repents—"changes his mind." For in the language of the
gospel "repentance" (metanoeite) does not mean merely
acknowledgment of and contrition for sins, but precisely a
"change of mind"—a profound change of man's mental and
emotional attitude, an integral renewal of man's self, which
begins in his self-renunciation and is accomplished and sealed
by the Spirit.
We are living now in an age of intellectual chaos and
disintegration. Possibly modern man has not yet made up
his mind, and the variety of opinions is beyond any hope
of reconciliation. Probably the only luminous signpost we
have to guide us through the mental fog of our desperate
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age is just the "faith which was once delivered unto the
saints," obsolete or archaic as the idiom of the early church
may seem to be, judged by our fleeting standards.
Preach the Creeds!
What, then, are we going to preach? What would I
preach to my contemporaries "in a time such as this"? Tljfere
is no room for hesitation: I am going to preach Jesus, and
him crucified and risen. I am going to preach and to содаmend to all whom I may be called to address the message of
salvation, as it has been handed down to me by an uninterrupted tradition of the Church Universal. I would not isolate
myself in my own age. In other words, I am going to preach
the "doctrines of the creed."
I am fully aware that creeds are a stumbling block for
many in our own generation. "The creeds are venerable
symbols, like the tattered flags upon the walls of national
churches; but for the present warfare of the church in Asia,
in Africa, in Europe and America the creeds, when they are
understood, are about as serviceable as a battle-ax or an
arquebus in the hands of a modern soldier." This was written
some years ago by a prominent British scholar who is a
devout minister too. Possibly he would not write them today.
But there are still many who would wholeheartedly make
this vigorous statement their own. Let us remember, however,
that the early creeds were deliberately scriptural, and it is
precisely their scriptural phraseology that makes them difficult for the modern man.
Thus we face the same problem again: What can we
offer instead of Holy Scripture ? I would prefer the language
of the Tradition, not because of a lazy and credulous "conservatism" or a blind "obedience" to some external "authorities," but simply because I cannot find any better
phraseology. I am prepared to expose myself to the inevitable
charge of being "antiquarian" and "fundamentalist." And I
would protest that such a charge is gratuitous and wrong. I
do keep and hold the "doctrines of the creed," conscientiously
and wholeheartedly, because I apprehend by faith their
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perennial adequacy and relevance to all ages and to all
situations, including "a time such as this." And I believe it
is precisely the "doctrines of the creed" that can enable a
desperate generation like ours to regain Christian courage
and vision.
The Tradition Lives
"The church is neither a museum of dead deposits nor
a society of research." The deposits are alive-depositum
juvenescens, to use the phrase of St. Irenaeus. The creed is
not a relic of the past, but rather the "sword of the Spirit."
The reconversion of the world to Christianity is what we
have to preach in our day. This is the only way out of that
impasse into which the world has been driven by the failure
of Christians to be truly Christian. Obviously, Christian
doctrine does not answer directly any practical question in
the field of politics or economics. Neither does the gospel
of Christ. Yet its impact on the whole course of human history
has been enormous. The recognition of human dignity, mercy
and justice roots in the gospel. The new world can be built
only by a new man.
What Chalcedon Meant
"And was made man." What is the ultimate connotation
of this creedal statement? Or, in other words, who was Jesus,
the Christ and the Lord ? What does it mean, in the language
of the Council of Chalcedon, that the same Jesus was "perfect
man" and "perfect God," yet a single and unique personality?
"Modern man" is usually very critical of that definition of
Chalcedon. It fails to convey any meaning to him. The "imagery" of the creed is for him nothing more than a piece
of poetry, if anything at all. The whole approach, I think,
is wrong. The "definition" of Chalcedon is not a metaphysical statement, and was never meant to be treated as such.
Nor was the mystery of the Incarnation just a "metaphysical
miracle." The formula of Chalcedon was a statement of
faith, and therefore cannot be understood when taken out
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of the total experience of the church. In fact, it is an "existential statement."
Chalcedon's formula is, as it were, an intellectual contour of the mystery which is apprehended by faith. Our
Redeemer is not a man, but God himself. Here lies the
existential emphasis of the statement. Our Redeemer is one
who "came down" and who, by "being made man," identified
himself with men in the fellowship of a truly human life
and nature. Not only the initiative was divine, but the Captain
of Salvation was a divine Person. The fullness of the human
nature of Christ means simply the adequacy and truth of this
redeeming identification. God enters human history and
becomes a historical person.
This sounds paradoxical. Indeed there is a mystery: "And
without controversy great is the mystery of godliness; God
was manifested in the flesh." But this mystery was a revelation; the true character of God had been disclosed in the
Incarnation. God was so much and so intimately concerned
with the destiny of man (and precisely with the destiny of
every one of "the little ones") as to intervene in person in the
chaos and misery of the lost life. The divine providence
therefore is not merely an omnipotent ruling of the universe
from an august distance by the divine majesty, but a kenosis,
a "self-humiliation" of the God of glory. There is a personal
relationship between God and man.
Tragedy in a New Light
The whole of the human tragedy appears therefore in a
new light. The mystery of the Incarnation was a mystery
of the love divine, of the divine identification with lost
man. And the climax of Incarnation was the cross. It is the
turning point of human destiny. But the awful mystery of the
cross is comprehensible only in the wider perspective of an
integral Christology; that is, only if we believe that the
Crucified was in very truth "the Son of the living God."
The death of Christ was God's entrance into the misery of
human death (again in person), a descent into Hades, and
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this meant the end of death and the inauguration of life
everlasting for man.
There is an amazing coherence in the body of the traditional doctrine. But it can be apprehended and understood
only in the living context of faith, by which I mean in a
personal communion with the personal God. Faith alone
makes formulas convincing; faith alone makes formulas live.
"It seems paradoxical, yet it is the experience of all observers
of spiritual things: no one profits by the Gospels unless he
be first in love with Christ." For Christ is not a text but a
living Person, and he abides in his body, the church.
A New Nestorianism
It may seem ridiculous to suggest that one should preach
the doctrine of Chalcedon "in a time such as this." Yet it
is precisely this doctrine—that reality to which this doctrine
bears witness—that can change the whole spiritual outlook
of modern man. It brings him a true freedom. Man is not
alone in this world, and God is taking personal interest in
the events of human history. This is an immediate implication
of the integral conception of the Incarnation. It is an illusion
that the Christological disputes of the past are irrelevant to
the contemporary situation. In fact, they are continued and
repeated in the controversies of our own age. Modern man,
deliberately or subconsciously, is tempted by the Nestorian
extreme. That is to say, he does not take the Incarnation in
earnest. He does not dare to believe that Christ is a divine
person. He wants to have a human redeemer, only assisted by
God. He is more interested in the human psychology of the
Redeemer than in the mystery of the divine love. Because,
in the last resort, he believes optimistically in the dignity of
man.
A New Monophysitism
On the other extreme we have in our days a revival of
"monophysite" tendencies in theology and religion, when
man is reduced to complete passivity and is allowed only
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to listen and to hope. The present tension between "liberalism" and "neo-orthodoxy" is in fact a re-enactment of
the old Christological struggle, on a new existential level
and in a new spiritual key. The conflict will never be settled
or solved in the field of theology, unless a wider vision is
acquired.
In the early church the preaching was emphatically
theological. It was not a vain speculation. The New Testament itself is a theological book. Neglect of theology in the
instruction given to laity in modern times is responsible
both for the decay of personal religion and for that sense
of frustration which dominates the modern mood. What we
need in Christendom "in a time such as this" is precisely a
sound and existential theology. In fact, both clergy and the
laity are hungry for theology. And because no theology is
usually preached, they adopt some "strange ideologies" and
combine them with the fragments of traditional beliefs. The
whole appeal of the "rival gospels" in our days is that they
offer some sort of pseudo theology, a system of pseudo
dogmas. They are gladly accepted by those who cannot find
any theology in the reduced Christianity of "modern" style.
That existential alternative which many face in our days has
been aptly formulated by an English theologian, "Dogma
o r . . . death." The age of a-dogmatism and pragmatism has
closed. And therefore the ministers of the church have to
preach again doctrines and dogmas—the Word of God.
The Modern Crisis
The first task of the contemporary preacher is the "reconstruction of belief." It is by no means an intellectual
endeavor. Belief is just the map of the true world, and
should not be mistaken for reality. Modern man has been
too much concerned with his own ideas and convictions, his
own attitudes and reactions. The modern crisis precipitated
by humanism (an undeniable fact) has been brought about
by the rediscovery of the real world, in which we do believe.
The rediscovery of the church is the most decisive aspect of
this new spiritual realism. Reality is no more screened from
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us by the wall of our own ideas. It is again accessible. It is
again realized that the church is not just a company of believers, but the "Body of Christ." This is a rediscovery of
a new dimension, a rediscovery of the continuing presence
of the divine Redeemer in the midst of his faithful flock.
This discovery throws a new flood of light on the misery
of our disintegrated existence in a world thoroughly secularized. It is already recognized by many that the true solution of all social problems lies somehow in the reconstruction
of the church. "In a time such as this" one has to preach
the "whole Christ," Christ and the church—totus Christus,
caput et corpus, to use the famous phrase of St. Augustine.
Possibly this preaching is still unusual, but it seems to be the
only way to preach the Word of God efficiently in a period
of doom and despair like ours.
The Relevance of the Fathers
I have often a strange feeling. When I read the ancient
classics of Christian theology, the fathers of the church, I
find them more relevant to the troubles and problems of
my own time than the production of modern theologians.
The fathers were wrestling with existential problems, with
those revelations of the eternal issues which were described
and recorded in Holy Scripture. I would risk a suggestion
that St. Athanasius and St. Augustine are much more up to
date than many of our theological contemporaries. The
reason is very simple: they were dealing with things and
not with the maps, they were concerned not so much with
what man can believe as with what God had done for man.
We have, "in a time such as this," to enlarge our perspective,
to acknowledge the masters of old, and to attempt for our
w n age an existential synthesis of Christian experience.

CHAPTER II

Revelation and Interpretation
For what if some did not believe? Shall their
unbelief make the faith of God without effect?
(Rom. 3:3)

Message and witness
W / b a t is the Bible? Is it a book like any other intended
for any occasional reader, who is expected to grasp at
once its proper meaning? Rather, it is a sacred book addressed
primarily to believers. Of course, a sacred book can be read
by anyone as well, just 'as literature'. But this is rather
irrelevant to our immediate purpose. We are concerned now
not with the letter but with the message. St. Hilary put it
emphatically: Scriptura est non in legendo, sed in intelligendo. [Scripture is not in the reading, but in the understanding.] Is there any definite message in the Bible, taken
as a whole, as one book ? And again, to whom is this message, >
if any, properly addressed? To individuals, who would be,
as such, entitled to understand the book and to expound its
message? Or to the community, and to individuals only in
f
so far as they are members of that community ?
Whatever the origin of particular documents included in '
the book may have been, it is obvious that the book, as a
"Revelation and Interpretation" appeared in Biblical Authority for Today,
edited by A. Richardson and W. Schweitzer (London & Philadelphia, 1951),
pp. 163-180.
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whole, was a creation of the community, both in the old
dispensation and in the Christian Church. The Bible is by no
means a complete collection of all historical, legislative and
devotional writings available, but a selection of some, authorized and authenticated by the use (first of all liturgical)
in the community, and finally by the formal authority of
Jêcie Church. And there was some very definite purpose by
which this "selection" was guided and checked. "And many
other signs truly did Jesus in the presence of his disciples,
which are not written in this book. But these are written,
that ye might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of
God; and that believing ye might have life through his
name" (John 20.30-31). The same applies, more or less, to
the whole Bible. Certain writings have been selected, edited
and compiled, and brought together, and then commended
to believers, to the people, as an authorized version of the
divine message. The message is divine; it comes from God;
it is the Word of God. But it is the faithful community that
acknowledges the Word spoken and testifies to its truth.
The sacred character of the Bible is ascertained by faith.
The Bible, as a book, has been composed in the community
and was meant primarily for its edification. The book and
the Church cannot be separated. The book and the Covenant
belong together, and Covenant implies people. It was the
People of the Covenant to whom the Word of God had been
entrusted under the old dispensation (Rom. 3.2), and it is
the Church of the Word Incarnate that keeps the message of
the Kingdom. The Bible is the Word of God indeed, but the
book stands by the testimony of the Church. The canon of
the Bible is obviously established and authorized by the
Church.
One has, however, not to overlook the missionary background of the New Testament. "The Apostolic Preaching,"
therein embodied and recorded, had a double purpose: the
edification of the faithful and the conversion of the world.
Therefore the New Testament is not a community-book in
the same exclusive sense as the Old Testament surely was.
It is still a missionary book. Yet it is no less fenced-off from
the outsiders. Tertullian's attitude to the Scriptures was
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typical. He was not prepared to discuss the controversial
topics of the faith with heretics on the Scriptural ground.
Scriptures belonged to the Church. Heretics' appeal to them
was unlawful. They had no right on foreign property. Such
was his main argument in the famous treatise: De praescriptione haeretkorum. An unbeliever has no access to the
message, simply because he does not "receive" it. For him
there is no "message" in the Bible.
It was no accident that a diverse anthology of writings,
composed at various dates and by various writers, came to
be regarded as a single book. Ta biblia is of course plural
but the Bible is emphatically singular. The scriptures are
indeed one Holy Scripture, one Holy Writ. There is one
main theme and one main message through the whole story.
For there is a story. Or, even more, the Bible itself is this
story, the story of God's dealings with his chosen people.
The Bible records first of all God's acts and mighty deeds,
Magnolia Dei. The process has been initiated by God. There
is a beginning and an end, which is also a goal. There is a
starting point: the original divine fiat—"in the beginning"
(Gen. 1.1). And there will be an end: "even so come"
(Rev. 22.20). There is one composite and yet single story—
from Genesis to Revelation. And this story is history. There
is a process going on between these two terminal points.
And this process has a definite direction. There is an ultimate
goal, an ultimate consummation is expected. Every particular
moment is correlated to both terms and has thereby its proper
and unique place within the whole. No moment therefore
can be understood except in the whole context and perspective.
God has spoken "at sundry times and in divers manners"
(Heb. 1.1). He was revealing himself through ages, not
once, but constantly, again and again. He was leading his
people from truth to truth. There were stages in his revelation: per incrementa. This diversity and variety should not
be ignored or overlooked. Yet it was ever the same God,
and his ultimate message was ever the same. It is the identity
of this message that gives to the various writings their real
unity, despite the variety of manners. Different versions were
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taken into the book as they stood. The Church has resisted
all attempts to substitute a single synthetic Gospel for four
differing Gospels, to transform the Tetraevangelion into a
Dia-tessaron, in spite of the difficulties implied in the "contradictions of the Evangelists" (with which St. Augustine was
wrestling). These four Gospels did secure the unity of the
message well enough, and perhaps in a more concrete form
than any other compilation could afford.
The Bible is a book about God. But the God of the Bible
is not Deus absconditus, but Deus revelatus. God is manifesting and revealing himself. God intervenes in human life. And
the Bible is not merely a human record of these divine interventions and deeds. It is a kind of divine intervention itself.
It carries with itself a divine message. God's deeds constitute
themselves a message. No need therefore to escape time or
history in order to meet God. For God is meeting man in
history, i.e. in the human element, in the midst of man's daily
existence. History belongs to God, and God enters human
history. The Bible is intrinsically historical: it is a record
of the divine acts, not so much a presentation of God's eternal
mysteries, and these mysteries themselves are available only
by a historical mediation. "No man hath seen God at any
time; the only begotten Son, which is in the bosom of the
Father, he hath declared him" (John 1.18). And he declared
him by entering history, in his holy incarnation. Thus the
historical frame of the revelation is not something that ought
to be done away with. There is no need to abstract revealed
truth from the frame in which revelations took place. On
the contrary, such an abstraction would have abolished the
truth as well. For the Truth is not an idea, but a person,
even the Incarnate Lord.
In the Bible we are struck by the intimate relation of
God to man and of man to God. It is an intimacy of the
Covenant, an intimacy of election and adoption. And this
intimacy culminates in the incarnation. "God sent forth his
Son, born of a woman, born under the law" (Gal. 4.4). In
the Bible we see not only God, but man too. It is the revelation of God, but what is actually revealed is God's concern
about man. God reveals himself to man, "appears" before
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him, "speaks" and converses with him so as to reveal to man
the hidden meaning of his own existence and the ultimate
purpose of his life. In Scripture we see God coming to reveal
himself to man, and we see man meeting God, and not only
listening to his voice, but answering him too. We hear in the
Bible not only the voice of God, but also the voice of man
answering him—in words of prayer, thanksgiving and adoration, awe and love, sorrow and contrition, exultation, hope
or despair. There are, as it were, two partners in the Covenant, God and man, and both belong together, in the mystery
of the true divine-human encounter, which is described and
recorded in the story of the Covenant. Human response is
integrated into the mystery of the Word of God. It is not a
divine monologue, it is rather a dialogue, and both are
speaking, God and man. But prayers and invocations of the
worshipping psalmist are nevertheless. "the Word of God."
God wants, and expects, and demands this answer and
response of man. It is for this that he reveals himself to
man and speaks to him. He is, as it were, waiting for man
to converse with him. He establishes his Covenant with the
sons of men. Yet, all this intimacy does not compromise
divine sovereignty and transcendence. God is "dwelling in
light unapproachable" (I Tim. 6.16). This light, however,
"lighteth every man that cometh into the world" (John 1.9).
This constitutes the mystery, or the "paradox" of the revelation.
Revelation is the history of the Covenant. Recorded revelation, i.e. the Holy Scripture, is therefore, above all, history.
Law and prophets, psalms and prophecies, all are included
and, as it were, woven into the living historical web. Revelation is not a system of divine oracles only. It is primarily
the system of divine deeds; one might say, revelation was
the path of God in history. And the climax was reached
when God entered history himself, and for ever: when the
Word of God was incarnate and "made man." On the other
hand, the book of revelation is as well the book of human
destiny. First of all, it is a book which narrates the creation,
fall and salvation of man. It is the story of salvation, and
therefore man organically belongs to the story. It shows us
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man in his obedience and in his obstinate rebellion, in his
fall and in his restoration. And the whole human fate is
condensed and exemplified in the destiny of Israel, old and
new, the chosen people of God, a people for God's own
possession. The fact of election is here of basic importance.
One people has been elected, set apart from all other nations,
constituted as a sacred oasis in the midst of human disorder.
With one people on earth only did God establish his Covenant and grant his own sacred law. Here only a true
priesthood has been created, even though but a provisional
one. In this nation only true prophets were raised, who spoke
words inspired by the Spirit of God. It was a sacred, though
hidden centre for the whole world, an oasis granted by
God's mercy, in the midst of a fallen, sinful, lost and unredeemed world. All this is not the letter, but the very heart
of the Biblical message. And all this came from God, there
was no human merit or achievement. Yet, all this came for
the sake of man, "for us men and for our salvation." All
these privileges granted to the Israel of old were subordinate
to the ultimate purpose, that of a universal salvation: "For
salvation is of the Jews" (John 4.22). The redeeming purpose is ever universal indeed, but it is being accomplished
always by means of separation, selection or setting apart.
In the midst of human fall and ruin a sacred oasis is erected
by God. The Church is also an oasis still, set apart, though
not taken out of the world. For again this oasis is not a
refuge or shelter only, but rather a citadel, a vanguard of
God.
There is a centre in the Biblical story, or a crucial point
on the line of the temporal events. There is a new beginning
within the process, which does not, however, divide or cut
it into parts, but rather gives to it an ultimate cohesion and
unity. The distinction between the two Testaments belongs
itself to the unity of the Biblical revelation. The two Testaments are to be carefully distinguished, never to be confused.
Yet they are organically linked together, not as two systems
only, but primarily in the person of the Christ. Jesus the
Christ belongs to both. He is the fulfiller of the old dispensation and by the same act that he fulfills the old, "the Law
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and the prophets," he inaugurates the new, and thereby
becomes the ultimate fulfiller of both, i.e. of the whole. He is
the very centre of the Bible, just because he is the arche and
the telos—Uie beginning and the end. And unexpectedly
this mysterious identity of the start, the centre and the goal,
instead of destroying the existential reality of time, gives
to the time-process its genuine reality and full meaning.
There are no mere happenings which pass by, but rather
events and achievements, and new things are coming to
existence, that which never existed before. "Behold I make
all things new" (Rev. 21.5).
Ultimately, the Old Testament as a whole has to be considered as "a book of the generation of Jesus Christ, the Son
of David, the Son of Abraham" (Matt. 1.1). It was the
period of promises and expectation, the time of covenants
and prophecies. It was not only the prophets that prophesied.
Events also were prophecies. The whole story was prophetical
or "typical," a prophetical sign hinting forward towards approaching consummation. Now, the time of expectation is
over. The promise had been accomplished. The Lord has
come. And he came to abide among his people for ever.
The history of flesh and blood is closed. The history of the
Spirit is disclosed: "Grace and truth came by Jesus Christ"
(John 1.17). But it was an accomplishment, not destruction
of the old. Vetus Ύestamentum in Novo patet. [The Old
Testament extends into the New]. And patet means precisely:
is revealed, disclosed, fulfilled. Therefore, the books of the
Hebrews are still sacred, even for the new Israel of Christ—
not to be left out or ignored. They tell us still the story of
salvation, Magnalia Dei. They do still bear witness to Christ.
They are to be read in the Church as a book of sacred history,
not to be transformed into a collection of proof-texts or of
theological instances (loci theologici), nor into a book of
parables. Prophecy has been accomplished and law has been
superseded by grace. But nothing has passed away. In sacred
history, "the past" does not mean simply "passed" or "what
had been," but primarily that which had been accomplished
and fulfilled. "Fulfilment" is the basic category of revelation.
That which has become sacred remains consecrated and holy
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for ever. It has the seal of the Spirit. And the Spirit breathes
still in the words once inspired by him. It is true, perhaps,
that in the Church and for us now the Old Testament is no
more than a book, simply because the Law and the Prophets
were superseded by the Gospel. The New Testament is
obviously more than a book. We do belong to the New
Testament ourselves. We are the People of the New Covenant. For that reason it is precisely in the Old Testament
that we apprehend revelation primarily as the Word: we
witness to the Spirit "that spake through the prophets."
For in the New Testament God has spoken by his Son, and
we are called upon not only to listen, but to look at. "That
which we have seen and heard declare we unto you"
(I John 1.3). And, furthermore, we are called upon to be "in
Christ."
The fullness of revelation is Christ Jesus. And the New
Testament is history no less than the Old: the Gospel history
of the Incarnate Word and the beginnings of church history,
and the apocalyptic prophecy too. The Gospel is history.
Historic events are the source and the basis of all Christian
faith and hope. The basis of the New Testament is facts,
events, deeds—not only teaching, commandments or words.
From the very beginning, from the very day of Pentecost,
when St. Peter as an eye-witness (Acts 2.32: "whereof we
are all witnesses," martyres) witnessed to the fulfilment of
salvation in the Risen Lord, apostolic preaching had emphatically an historical character. By this historical witness
the Church stands. Creeds have an historical structure too,
they refer to the events. Again, it is a sacred history. The
mystery of Christ is precisely in that "in him dwelleth all
the fulness of the Godhead bodily" (Col. 2.9). This mystery
cannot be comprehended within the earthly plane alone,
there is another dimension too. But historical boundaries are
not obliterated, not dimmed: in the sacred image historical
features are clearly seen. Apostolic preaching was always a
narrative, a narrative of what had really happened, hic et
nunc. But what happened was ultimate and new: "The Word
was made flesh" (John 1.14). Of course, the Incarnation,
the Resurrection, the Ascension are historical facts not quite
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in the same sense or on the same level as the happenings of
our own daily life. But they are no less historical for that, no
less factual. On the contrary, they are more historical—they
are ultimately eventful. They cannot obviously be fully
ascertained except by faith. Yet this does not take them out
of the historical context. Faith only discovers a new dimension, apprehends the historical datum in its full depth, in
its full and ultimate reality. The Evangelists and the Apostles
were no chroniclers. It was not their mission to keep the full
record of all that Jesus had done, day by day, year by year.
They describe his life and relate his works, so as to give
us his image: an historic, and yet a divine image. It is no
portrait, but rather an ikon—but surely an historic ikon, an
image of the Incarnate Lord. Faith does not create a new
value; it only discovers the inherent one. Faith itself is a
sort of vision, "the evidence of things not seen" (Heb. 11.1:
St. John Chrysostom explains elenchos precisely as opsis).
The "invisible" is no less real than "visible"—rather more
real. "And yet no man can say that Jesus is the Lord, but
by the Holy Ghost" (I Cor. 12.3). It means that the Gospel
itself can be apprehended in all its fulness and depth only
in spiritual experience. But what is discovered by faith is
given in very truth. The Gospels are written within the
church. In this sense they are the witness of the Church. They
are records of church experience and faith. But they are no
less historical narratives and bear witness to what had really
taken place, in space and in time. If "by faith" we discover
much more than what can be detected "by senses," this only
discloses the utter inadequacy of "senses" in the knowledge
of spiritual matters. For what had really happened was the
mighty deed of the Redeeming God, his ultimate intervention
in the stream of historical events. One should not divorce
the "fact" and the "meaning"—both are given in reality.
Revelation is preserved in the Church. Therefore, the t
Church is the proper and primary interpreter of revelation.
It is protected and reinforced by written words; protected,
but not exhausted. Human words are no more than signs.
The testimony of the Spirit revives the written words. We
do not mean now the occasional illumination of individuals
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by the Holy Ghost, but primarily the permanent assistance of
the Spirit given to the Church, that is "the pillar and bulwark
of the truth" (I Tim. 3.15). The Scriptures need interpretation. Not the phrasing, but the message is the core. And the
Church is the divinely appointed and permanent witness to
the very truth and the full meaning of this message, simply
because the Church belongs itself to the revelation, as the
Body of the Incarnate Lord. The proclamation of the Gospel,
the preaching of the Word of God, obviously belongs to the
esse of the Church. The Church stands by its testimony and
witness. But this witness is not just a reference to the past,
not merely a reminiscence, but rather a continuous rediscovery
of the message once delivered to the saints and ever since
kept by faith. Moreover, this message is ever re-enacted in
the life of the Church. Christ himself is ever present in the
Church, as the Redeemer and head of his Body, and continues
his redeeming office in the Church. Salvation is not only
announced or proclaimed in the Church, but precisely enacted.
The sacred history is still continued. The mighty deeds of
God are still being performed. Magnolia Dei асе not circumscribed by the past; they are ever present and continued, in
the Church and, through the Church, in the world. The
Church is itself an integral part of the New Testament
message. The Church itself is a part of revelation—the story
of "the Whole Christ" {totus Christus: caput et corpus, in
the phrase of St. Augustine) and of the Holy Ghost. The
ultimate end of revelation, its telos, has not yet come. And
only within the experience of the Church is the New Testament truly and fully alive. Church history is itself a story
of redemption. The truth of the book is revealed and vindicated by the growth of the Body.
History and System
We must admit at once that the Bible is a difficult book,
a book sealed with seven seals. And, as time runs on, it
grows no easier. The main reason for that, however, is not
that the Book is written in an "unknown tongue" or contains
some "secret words that man may not repeat." On the con-
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trary, the very stumbling-block of the Bible is its utter simplicity: the mysteries of God are framed into the daily life
of average men, and the whole story may seem to be all too
human. Just as the Incarnate Lord himself appeared to be an
ordinary man.
The Scriptures are "inspired," they are the Word of God.
What is the inspiration can never be properly defined—there
is a mystery therein. It is a mystery of the divine-human
encounter. We cannot fully understand in what manner
"God's holy men" heard the Word of their Lord and how
they could articulate it in the words of their own dialect.
Yet, even in their human transmission it was the voice of
God. Therein lies the miracle and the mystery of the Bible,
that it is the Word of God in human idiom. And, in whatever
the manner we understand the inspiration, one factor must
not be overlooked. The Scriptures transmit and preserve the
Word of God precisely in the idiom of man. God spoke to
man indeed, but there was man to attend and to perceive.
"Anthropomorphism" is thus inherent in the very fact. There
is no accommodation to human frailty. The point is rather
that the human tongue does not lose its natural features to
become a vehicle of divine revelation. If we want the divine
word to ring clear, our tongue is not to leave off being
human. What is human is not swept away by divine inspiration, it is only transfigured. The "supernatural" does not
destroy what is "natural": hyper physin does not mean para
pbysin. The human idiom does not betray or belittle the
splendour of revelation, it does not bind the power of God's
Word. The Word of God may be adequately and rightly
expressed in human words. The Word of God does not grow
dim when it sounds in the tongue of man. For man is created
in the image and likeness of God—this "analogical" link
makes communication possible. And since God deigned to
speak to man, the human word itself acquires new depth and
strength and becomes transfigured. The divine Spirit breathes
in the organism of human speech. Thus it becomes possible
for man to utter words of God, to speak of God. "Theology"
becomes possible—theologia, i.e. logos peri theou. Strictly
speaking, theology grows possible only through revelation.
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It is the human response to God, who has spoken first. It is
man's witness to God who has spoken to him, whose word
he has heard, whose words he has kept and is now recording
and repeating. Surely this response is never complete. Theology is ever in the process of formation. The basis and the
starting point are ever the same: the Word of God, the
revelation. Theology witnesses back to the revelation. It
witnesses in divers manners: in creeds, in dogmas, in sacred
rites and symbols. But in a sense Scripture itself is the primary response, or rather Scripture itself is at once both the
Word of God and the human response—the Word of God
mediated through the faithful response of man. There is
always some human interpretation in any Scriptural presentation of the divine Word. So far it is always inescapably
"situation-conditioned." Is it ever possible for man to escape
his human situation?
The Church has summarized the Scriptural message in
creeds, and in many other ways and methods. Christian
faith has developed or grown into a system of beliefs and
convictions. In any such system the inner structure of the
basic message is shown forth, all particular articles of faith
are presented in their mutual interdependence. Obviously,
we need a system, as we need a map in our travels. But
maps refer to a real land. And any doctrinal system too
must be related to the revelation. It is of utter importance
that the Church has never thought of her dogmatic system
as a kind of substitute for the Scriptures. Both are to be
kept side by side: a somewhat abstract or generalized
presentation of the main message in a creed or in a system,
and all particular documents referring to the concrete instances of revelation. One might say a system and the
history itself.
Here a problem arises: how, and to what extent, can
history be framed into a system? This is the main problem
of theological hermeneutics. What is the theological use
of the Bible? How should the divers and concrete witnesses,
covering hundreds of years, be used for the construction
of a single scheme? The Bible is one indeed, and yet it is,
in fact, a collection of various writings. We are not entitled
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to ignore that. The solution depends ultimately upon our
conception of history, upon our vision of time. The easiest
solution would have been indeed if we could simply overlook or overcome the diversity of times, the duration of the
process itself. Such a temptation faced Christianity from an
early date. It was at the root of all allegorical interpretations, from Philo and Pseudo-Barnabas to the new revival
of allegorism in post-Reformation times. It was a permanent
temptation of all mystics. The Bible is regarded as a book
of sacred parables, written in a peculiar symbolical language, and the task of exegesis is to detect their hidden
meaning, to detect the eternal Word, which happens to
have been uttered in divers manners and under divers veils.
The historical truth and perspective are irrelevant in this
case. Historical concreteness is no more than a pictorial
frame, a poetical imagery. One is in search of eternal
meanings. The whole Bible would be then reconstructed
into a book of edifying examples, of glorious symbols,
which point out the supertemporal truth. Is not the truth
of God ever the same, identical and eternal? In that mood,
it is but natural to look in the Old Testament for the
evidences of all distinctive Christian beliefs and convictions. Two Testaments are as it were melted into one,
super-temporal, and their distinctive marks obliterated. The
dangers and shortcomings of such a hermeneutical approach
are too obvious to need an extensive refutation. But the
only real remedy against this temptation would be the
restoration of historical insight. The Bible is history, not
a system of belief, and should not be used as a summa
theologiae. At the same time, it is not history of human
belief, but the history of the divine revelation. The basic
problem remains, however, still unsolved: for what purpose
do we need both system and history? By what reason and
for what purpose did the Church keep them always together? Again, the easiest answer to this question is the
least satisfactory: one may suggest at once that the Scriptures are the only authentic record of the revelation, and
everything else is no more than a commentary thereupon.
And commentary can never have the same authority as
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the original record. There is some truth in this suggestion,
but the true difficulty we have to face is elsewhere. Why
are not the earlier stages of the revelation superseded by
the later ones? Why do we still need the law and the
prophets even in the new covenant of Christ, and, to a
certain extent, on the same level of authority as the Gospels
and the rest of the New Testament writings? I mean, as
chapters of the same unique book, as it were. For, obviously,
they are included in the canon of Scripture, not as historical
documents only, not as chapters on the stages of history
already passed away. This applies particularly to the Old
Testament. "For all the prophets and the law prophesied
until John" (Matt. 11.13). Why do we still keep both
the law and the prophets, and in what sense? What can
be the right use of the Old Testament in the Church of
Christ?
First of all, it needs to be an historical use. Yet, again
this history is a sacred history—not a history of human
convictions and their evolution, but a history of the mighty
deeds of God. And these deeds are not disconnected irruptions of God into human life. There was an intimate
unity and cohesion. They led and guided the chosen people
into God's supreme purpose, unto Christ. Therefore, in a
sense, the earlier ones were reflected, as it were, or implied in the later ones. There was a continuity of the divine
action, as there was an identity of the goal and purpose as
well. This continuity is the basis of what was called the
"typological" interpretation. Patristic terminology was at
that point rather fluent. Still, there was always a clear
distinction between two methods and approaches. "Allegory"
was an exegetical method indeed. An allegorist dealt primarily with the texts; he searched out the hidden and ultimate meaning of Scriptural passages, sentences and even
particular words, behind and beneath "the letter." On the
contrary, "typology" was not an exegesis of the texts themselves, but rather an interpretation of the events. It was
an historical, and not merely a philological method. It was
the inner correspondence of the events themselves in the
two Testaments that had to be detected, established and
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brought forward. A typologist looked not for the "parallels"
or similarities. And not every event of the Old Testament
has its "correspondence" in the New. Yet there are certain
basic events in the old dispensation which were the "figures"
or "types" of the basic events in the new. Their "correspondence" was of divine appointment: they were, as it
were, stages of a single process of the redemptive Providence. In this manner "typology" was practiced already by
St. Paul (if under the name of an "allegory": Gal. 4.24:
Hatina estin allegoroumena). There is an identical purpose
of God behind all his mighty interventions, and in full it
has been revealed in Christ. St. Augustine put it very clearly :
"in ipso facto, non solum in dicto, mysterium requirere
debemus [We ought to seek the mystery not just in word,
but in the fact itself] (in ps. 68, sermo, 2, 6). And "the
mystery" of the Old Testament was Christ; not only in the
sense that Moses or the prophets "spoke" of him, but primarily because the whole stream of sacred history was
divinely oriented towards him. And in this sense he was
the fulfilment of all prophecies. For that reason, it is only
in the light of Christ that the Old Testament can be properly understood and its "mysteries" unveiled—they were,
in fact, unveiled by the coming of him "who should come."
The true prophetic meaning of the prophecies is clearly
seen only, as it were, in retrospect, after they have been
actually fulfilled. An unaccomplished prophecy is always
dim and enigmatic (so are the prophecies of the Book of
Revelation, which point to what is still to come, "at the
end"). But it does not mean that we simply put arbitrarily
a new meaning into the old text: the meaning was there,
though it could not yet be seen clearly. When, for instance,
we, in the Church, identify the Suffering Servant (in the
Book of Isaiah) as Christ the crucified, we do not simply
"apply" an Old Testament vision to a New Testament
event: we detect the meaning of the vision itself, although
this meaning surely could not have been clearly identified
in the times preceding Christ. But what had been first just
a vision (i.e. an "anticipation") has becomes an historical
fact.
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Another point is of utter importance. For an "allegorist"
the "images" he interprets are reflections of a pre-existing
prototype, or even images of some eternal or abstract
"truth." They are pointing to something that is outside of
time. On the contrary, typology is oriented towards the
future. The "types" are anticipations, ^re-figurations; their
"prototype" is still to come. Typology is thus an historical
method, more than a philological one. It presupposes and
implies intrinsically the reality of history, directed and
guided by God. It is organically connected with the idea of
the covenant. Here the past, the present and the future are
linked in a unity of divine purpose, and the purpose was
Christ. Therefore typology has emphatically a Christological
meaning (the Church is included here, as the Body and the
Bride of Christ). In practice, of course, a true balance was
never strictly kept. Even in patristic use typology was
variously contaminated by allegorical deviations or accretions, especially in the devotional and homiletic use. What
is, however, of importance is that in the catechetical tradition of the Early Church, closely related to the administration
of the sacraments, this balance was always kept. This was
the tradition of the Church, and deviations were due more
to the curiosity or imagination of individual scholars. The
Church was, in full sobriety, historically minded. Along with
a presentation of the doctrine (i.e. a system) the Holy Bible
was always read in the churches, with the deliberate purpose
of reminding the faithful of the historical basis and background of their faith and hope.
St. Augustine suggested that the prophets spoke of the
Church even more clearly than of Christ himself, i.e. of the
Messiah (in ps. 30.2, enarratio, 2, M.L., 36, 244). In a sense,
this was only natural. For there was already a Church. Israel,
the chosen people, the people of the covenant, was much
more a Church than a nation, like other "nations." Ta ethne,
nationes or gentes—these kindred terms were used in the
Bible (and later) precisely to describe the heathen or pagans
in contrast to the only nation or people that was also (and
primarily) a Church of God. The Law was given to Israel
just in her capacity as a Church. It embraced the whole life
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of the people, the "temporal" as well as the "spiritual,"
precisely because the whole of human existence had to be
regulated by the divine precepts. And the division of life
into "temporal" and "spiritual" departments is, strictly
speaking, precarious. In any case, Israel was a divinely constituted community of believers, united by the Law of God,
the true faith, sacred rites and hierarchy—we find here all
elements of the traditional definition of the Church. The
old dispensation has been accomplished in the new, the
covenant has been reconstituted, and the old Israel was
rejected, because of her utter unbelief: she missed the day
of her visitation. The only true continuation of the old covenant was in the Church of Christ (let us remember that both
terms are of Hebrew origin: the Church is qahal and Christ
means Messiah}. She is the true Israel, kata pneuma. In this
sense already St. Justin emphatically rejected the idea that
the Old Testament was a link holding together the Church
and the Synagogue. For him the opposite was true. All Jewish
claims were to be formally rejected: the Old Testament no
longer belonged to the Jews, as they had not believed in
Christ Jesus. The Old Testament belonged now to the Church
alone. Nobody could any longer claim Moses and the prophets, if he was not with Jesus the Christ. For the Church
was the New Israel and the only heir of the promises of old.
A new and important hermeneutical principle was implied
in these rigoristic utterances of the early Christian apologist.
The Old Testament was to be read and interpreted as a book
of the Church. The book on the Church, we should add.
The Law was superseded by the truth, and in it has found
its accomplishment, and thereby was abrogated. It no longer
had to be imposed upon the new converts. The New Israel
had its own constitution. This part of the Old Testament
was antiquated. It proved to be basically "situation-conditioned"—not so much in the sense of a general historical
relativity as in a deeper providential sense. The new redemptive situation had been created or inaugurated by the Lord:
a new situation in the sacred perspective of salvation. Everything that belonged essentially to the previous stage or phase
had now lost its meaning, or rather kept its meaning as a
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préfiguration only. Even the Decalogue perhaps was not
exempt from this rule and was overruled by the "new commandment." The Old Testament is now to be used solely in
its relation to the Church. Under the old dispensation the
Church was limited to one nation. In the new all national
discriminations are emphatically abrogated: there is no more
distinction between a Jew and a Greek—all are indiscriminately in the same Christ. In other words, one has no right to
isolate certain elements of the old dispensation, apart from
their immediate relation to the life of the Church, and set
them as a Scriptural pattern for the temporal life of the
nations. The old Israel was a provisional Church, but she
was not a pattern nation. One may put it this way. Obviously,
we can learn a lot from the Bible on social justice—this was
a part of the message of the Kingdom to come. We can
learn a lot about a particular political, social and economic
organization of the Jews through the ages. All that may
possibly be of great help in our sociological discussions. And
yet it is hardly permissible to detect in the Bible (viz. in the
Old Testament) any permanent or ideal pattern of political
or economic settlement for the present or for any other
historical realm at all. We may learn quite a lot from Hebrew
history. This will, however, be only a historical lesson, not
a theological one. Biblical fundamentalism is no better in
sociology than anywhere else. The Bible is no authority on
social science, as it is no authority on astronomy. The only
sociological lesson that can be extracted from the Bible is
precisely the fact of the Church, the Body of Christ. But no
reference to the Bible in "temporal" affairs can be regarded
as a "Scriptural evidence." There are "Scriptural evidences"
only in theology. It does not mean that no guidance whatever
can be found or even sought there in the Bible. In any case,
such a search will not be a "theological use" of the Bible.
And perhaps the lessons of the old Hebrew history are on
the same level as any other lessons of the past. We have to
distinguish more carefully between what was permanent and
what was but provisional (or "situation-conditioned") in
the old covenant (and first of all we have to overcome its
national limitations). Otherwise we would be in danger of

λ
Revelation and Interpretation

35

overlooking what was new in the new covenant. In the New
Testament itself we have to make a clear distinction between
its historical and prophetical aspects too. The true theme of
the whole Bible is Christ and his Church, not nations or
societies, nor the sky and the earth. The old Israel was the
"type" of the new, i.e. of the Church Universal, not of any
particular or occasional nation. The national frame of the
provisional Church has been done away by the universality
of salvation. There is, after Christ, but one "nation," the
Christian nation, genus Christianum—'m the ancient phrase,
tertium genus—i.e. precisely the Church, the only people of
God, and no other national description can claim any further
Scriptural warrant: national differences belong to the order
of nature and are irrelevant in the order of grace.
The Bible is complete. But the sacred history is not yet
completed. The Biblical canon itself includes a prophetical
Book of Revelation. There is the Kingdom to come, the
ultimate consummation, and therefore there are prophecies
in the New Testament as well. The whole being of the Church
is in a sense prophetical. Yet, the future has a different
meaning post Christum natum. The tension between present
and future has in the Church of Christ another sense and
character than it had under the old dispensation. For Christ
is no more in the future only, but also in the past, and
therefore in the present also. This eschatological perspective
is of basic importance for the right understanding of the
Scriptures. All hermeneutical "principles" and "rules" should
be re-thought and re-examined in this eschatological perspective. There are two major dangers to be avoided. On the
one hand, no strict analogy can be established between the
two Testaments, their "covenantal situations" being profoundly different: they are related as "the figure" and "the
truth." It was a traditional idea of patristic exegesis that the
Word of God was revealing himself continuously, and in
divers manners, throughout the whole of the Old Testament.
Yet all these theophanies of old should never be put on the
same level or in the same dimension as the incarnation of
the Word, lest the crucial event of redemption is dissolved
into an allegorical shadow. A "type" is no more than a
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"shadow" or image. In the New Testament we have the very
fact. The New Testament therefore is more than a mere
"figure" of the Kingdom to come. It is essentially the realm
of accomplishment. On the other hand, it is premature to
speak of a "realized eschatology," simply because the very
es chaton is not yet realized: sacred history has not yet been
closed. One may prefer the phrase: "the inaugurated eschatology." It renders accurately the Biblical diagnosis—the crucial
point of the revelation is already in the past. "The ultimate"
(or "the new") had already entered history, although the
final stage is not yet attained. We are no more in the world
of signs only, but already in the world of reality, yet under
the sign of the Cross. The Kingdom has been already inaugurated, but not yet fulfilled. The fixed canon of Scripture
itself symbolizes an accomplishment. The Bible is closed just
because the Word of God has been incarnate. Our ultimate
term of reference is now not a book, but a living person. Yet
the Bible still holds its authority—not only as a record of the
past, but also as a prophetical book, full of hints, pointing
to the future, to the very end.
The sacred history of redemption is still going on. It is
now the history of the Church that is the Body of Christ.
The Spirit-Comforter is already abiding in the Church. No
complete system of Christian faith is yet possible, for the
Church is still on her pilgrimage. And the Bible is kept by
the Church as a book of history to remind believers of the
dynamic nature of the divine revelation, "at sundry times
and in divers manners."

CHAPTER III

The Catholicity of the Church
The Theanthropic Union and the Church
conquered the world. This victory consists in His
having created His own Church. In the midst of the
vanity and poverty, of the weakness and suffering of human
history, He laid the foundations of a "new being." The
Church is Christ's work on earth; it is the image and abode
of His blessed Presence in the world. And on the day of
Pentecost the Holy Spirit descended on the Church, which
was then represented by the twelve Apostles and those who
were with them. He entered into the world in order to abide
with us and act more fully than He had ever acted before;
"for the Spirit was not yet given, because Jesus was not yet
glorified."1 The Holy Spirit descended once and for always.
This is a tremendous and unfathomable mystery. He lives
and abides ceaselessly in the Church. In the Church we
receive the Spirit of adoption.2 Through reaching towards
and accepting the Holy Ghost we become eternally God's.
In the Church our salvation is perfected; the sanctification
and transfiguration, the theosis of the human race is accomplished.
Extra Ecclesiam nulla salus: [Outside the Church there is
no salvation]. All the categorical strength and point of this
aphorism lies in its tautology. Outside the Church there is
"The Catholicity of the Church" appeared as "Sobornost: The Catholicity
of the Church" in The Church of God, edited by E. Mascall (London:
S.P.C.K., 1934).
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no salvation, because salvation is the Church. For salvation
is the revelation of the way for every one who believes in
Christ's name. This revelation is to be found only in the
Church. In the Church, as in the Body of Christ, in its theanthropic organism, the mystery of incarnation, the mystery of
the "two natures," indissolubly united, is continually accomplished. In the Incarnation of the Word is the fulness of
revelation, a revelation not only of God, but also of man.
"For the Son of God became the Son of Man," writes St.
Irenaeus, "to the end that man too might become the son
of God." 3 In Christ, as God-Man, the meaning of human
existence is not only revealed, but accomplished. In Christ
human nature is perfected, it is renewed, rebuilt, created
anew. Human destiny reaches its goal, and henceforth human
life is, according to the word of the Apostle, "hid with Christ
in God." 4 In this sense Christ is the "Last Adam,"5 a true
man. In Him is the measure and limit of human life. He
rose "as the first fruits of them that are asleep,"6 He ascended
into Heaven, and sitteth at the right hand of God. His Glory
is the glory of all human existence. Christ has entered the
pre-eternal glory; He has entered it as Man and has called
the whole of mankind to abide with Him and in Him. "God,
being rich in mercy, for His great love wherewith He loved
us, even when we were dead through our trespasses, quickened
us together with Christ.. . and raised us up with Him, and
made us to sit with Him in the heavenly places, in Christ
7
Jesus." Therein lies the mystery of the Church as Christ's
Body. The Church is fulness, τό π λ ή ρ ω μ α that is, fulfilment, completion.8 In this manner St. John Chrysostom explains the words of the Apostle: "The Church is the fulfilment of Christ in the same manner as the head completes
the body and the body is completed by the head. Thus we
understand why the Apostle sees that Christ, as the Head.
needs all His members. Because if many of us were not, one
the hand, one the foot, one yet another member, His body
would not be complete. Thus His body is formed of all the
members. This means, that the head will be complete, only
when the body is perfect; when we all are most firmly united
and strengthened!'* Bishop Theophanes repeats the expia-
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nation of Chrysostom: "The Church is the fulfilment of
Christ in the same manner as the tree is the fulfilment of the
grain. All that is contained in the grain in a condensed
manner, receives its full development in the tree.... He
Himself is complete and all-perfect, but not yet has He drawn
mankind to Himself in final completeness. It is only gradually that mankind enters into Communion with Him and so
gives a new fulness to His work, which thereby attains its
full accomplishment."10
The Church is completeness itself; it is the continuation
and the fulfilment of the theanthropic union. The Church is
transfigured and regenerated mankind. The meaning of this
regeneration and transfiguration is that in the Church mankind becomes one unity, "in one body."11 The life of the
Church is unity and union. The body is "knit together" and
"increaseth"12 in unity of Spirit, in unity of love. The realm
of the Church is unity. And of course this unity is no outward one, but is inner, intimate, organic. It is the unity of
the living body, the unity of the organism. The Church is a
unity not only in the sense that it is one and unique; it is a
unity, first of all, because its very being consists in reuniting
separated and divided mankind. It is this unity which is the
"sobornost" or catholicity of the Church. In the Church humanity passes over into another plane, begins a new manner
of existence. A new life becomes possible, a true, whole and
complete life, a catholic life, "in the unity of the Spirit, in the
bond of peace."13 A new existence begins, a new principle
of life, "even as Thou, Father, art in Me, and I in Thee,
that they also may be in U s . . . that they may be one even
as We are one."14
This is the mystery of the final reunion in the image of
the Unity of the Holy Trinity. It is realized in the life and
construction of the Church, it is the mystery of sobornost, the
mystery of catholicity.
The Inner Quality of Catholicity
The catholicity of the Church is not a quantitative or a
geographical conception. It does not at all depend on the
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world-wide dispersion of the faithful. The universality of the
Church is the consequence or the manifestation, but not the
cause or the foundation of its catholicity. The world-wide
extension or the universality of the Church is only an outward
sign, one that is not absolutely necessary. The Church was
catholic even when Christian communities were but solitary
rare islands in a sea of unbelief and paganism. And the
Church will remain catholic even unto the end of time when
the mystery of the "falling away" will be revealed, when the
Church once more will dwindle to a "small flock." "When
the Son of Man cometh, shall He find faith on the earth?" 15
The Metropolitan Philaret expressed himself very adequately
on this point: "If a city or a country falls away from the
universal Church, the latter will still remain an integral, imperishable body."16 Philaret uses here the word "universal"
in the sense of catholicity. The conception of catholicity
cannot be measured by its wide-world expansion; universality
does not express it exactly. Καθολική from Καθ' δλου
means, first of all, the inner wholeness and integrity of the
Church's life. We are speaking here of wholeness, not only
of communion, and in any case not of a simple empirical
communion. Καθ* δλου is not the same as Κατά π α ν τ ό ς ;
it belongs not to the phenomenal and empirical, but to the
noumenal and ontological plane; it describes the very essence,
not the external manifestations. We feel this already in the
pre-Christian use of these words, beginning from Socrates.
If catholicity also means universality, it certainly is not an
empirical universality, but an ideal one; the communion of
ideas, not of facts, is what it has in view. The first Christians
when using the words Ε κ κ λ η σ ί α Καθολική never meant
a world-wide Church. This word rather gave prominence to
the orthodoxy of the Church, to the truth of the "Great
Church," as contrasted with the spirit of sectarian separatism
and particularism; it was the idea of integrity and purity that
was expressed. This has been very forcibly stated in the
well known words of St. Ignatius of Antioch: "Where there
is a bishop, let there be the whole multitude; just as where
Jesus Christ is, there too is the Catholic Church."" These
words express the same idea as does the promise: "Where
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two or three are gathered together in My name, there am I in
the midst of them."18 It is this mystery of gathering together
(μυστήριον τ η ς σ υ ν ά ξ ε ω ς ) that the word catholicity expresses. Later on St. Cyril of Jerusalem explained the word
"catholicity" which is used in the Creed in the traditional
manner of his Church. The word "Church" means the "gathering together of all in one union"; therefore it is called a
"gathering" (εκκλησία). The Church is called catholic,
because it spreads over all the universe and subjects the whole
of the human race to righteousness, because also in the
Church the dogmas are taught "fully, without any omission,
catholically, and completely" (καθολικώς καΐ άνελλειπ ώ ς ) because, again, in the Church every kind of sin is
cured and healed."" Here again catholicity is understood
as an inner quality. Only in the West, during the struggle
against the Donatists was the word "catholica" used in the
sense of "universality," in opposition to the geographical
provincialism of the Donatists.20 Later on, in the East, the
word "catholic" was understood as synonymous with "ecumenical." But this only limited the conception, making it
less vivid, because it drew attention to the outward form,
not to the inner contents. Yet the Church is not catholic
because of its outward extent, or, at any rate, not only because
of that. The Church is catholic, not only because it is an allembracing entity, not only because it unites all its members,
all local Churches, but because it is catholic all through, in
its very smallest part, in every act and event of its life. The
nature of the Church is catholic; the very web of the Church's
body is catholic. The Church is catholic, because it is the one
Body of Christ; it is union in Christ, oneness in the Holy
Ghost—and this unity is the highest wholeness and fulness.
The gauge of catholic union is that "the multitude of them
21
that believed be of one heart and of one soul." Where this
is not the case, the life of the Church is limited and restricted.
The ontological blending of persons is, and must be, accomplished in oneness with the Body of Christ; they cease to be
exclusive and impenetrable. The cold separation into "mine"
and "thine" disappears.
The growth of the Church is in the perfecting of its inner
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wholeness, its inner catholicity, in the "perfection of wholeness"; "that they may be made perfect in one."22
The Transfiguration of Personality
The catholicity of the Church has two sides. Objectively,
the catholicity of the Church denotes a unity of the Spirit.
"In one Spirit were we all baptized into one body."23 And
the Holy Spirit which is a Spirit of love and peace, not only
unites isolated individuals, but also becomes in every separate
soul the source of inner peace and wholeness. Subjectively,
the catholicity of the Church means that the Church is a
certain unity of life, a brotherhood or communion, a union
of love, "a life in common." The image of the Body is the
commandment of love. "St. Paul demands such love of us,
a love which should bind us one to the other, so that we no
more s h o u l d be separated one from t h e o t h e r ; . . . St. P a u l
demands that our union should be as perfect as is that of the
members of one body."24 The novelty of the Christian commandment of love consists in the fact that we are to love our
neighbour as ourselves. This is more than putting him on the
same level with ourselves, of identifying him with ourselves;
it means seeing our own self in another, in the beloved one,
not in our own self. . . . Therein lies the limit of love; the
beloved is our "alter ego," an "ego" which is dearer to us
than ourself. In love we are merged into one. "The quality
of love is such that the loving and the beloved are no more
two but one man."25 Even more: true Christian love sees in
every one of our brethren "Christ Himself." Such love
demands self-surrender, self-mastery. Such love is possible
only in a catholic expansion and transfiguration of the soul.
The commandment to be catholic is given to every Christian.
The measure of his spiritual manhood is the measure of his
catholicity. The Church is catholic in every one of its members, because a catholic whole cannot be built up or composed
otherwise than through the catholicity of its members. No
multitude, every member of which is isolated and impenetrable, can become a brotherhood. Union can become possible
only through the mutual brotherly love of all the separate
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brethren. This thought is expressed very vividly in the well
known vision of the Church as of a tower that is being built.
(Compare the Shepherd of Hermas.) This tower is being
built out of separate stones—the faithful. These faithful are
"living stones."26 In the process of building they fit one into
the other, because they are smooth and are well adapted to
one another; they join so closely to one another, that their
edges are no longer visible, and the tower appears to be built
of one stone. This is a symbol of unity and wholeness. But
notice, only smooth square stones could be used for this building. There were other stones, bright stones, but round ones,
and they were of no use for the building; they did not fit one
into the other, were not suitable for the building-μή άρμόζοντες-and they had to be placed near the walls.27 In ancient
symbolism "roundness" was a sign of isolation, of selfsufficiency and self-satisfaction—teres atque rotundus. And
it is just this spirit of self-satisfaction which hinders our
entering the Church. The stone must* first be made smooth,
so that it can fit into the Church wall. We must "reject
ourselves" to be able to enter the catholicity of the Church.
We must master our self-love in a catholic spirit before we
can enter the Church. And in the fulness of the communion
of the Church the catholic transfiguration of personality is
accomplished.
But the rejection and denial of our own self does not
signify that personality must be extinguished, that it must be
dissolved within the multitude. Catholicity is not corporality
or collectivism. On the contrary, self-denial widens the scope
of our own personality ; in self-denial we possess the multitude within our own self; we enclose the many within our
own ego. Therein lies the similarity with the Divine Oneness
of the Holy Trinity. In its catholicity the Church becomes
the created similitude of Divine perfection. The Fathers of
the Church have spoken of this with great depth. In the East
St. Cyril of Alexandria; in the West St. Hilary.28 In contemporary Russian theology the Metropolitan Antony has
said very adequately, "The existence of the Church can be
compared to nothing else upon earth, for on earth there is no
unity, but only separation. Only in heaven is there anything
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like it. The Church is a perfect, a new, a peculiar, a unique
existence upon earth, a unicum, which cannot be closely
defined by any conception taken from the life of the world.
The Church is the likeness of the existence of the Holy
Trinity, a likeness in which many become one. Why is it
that this existence, just as the existence of the Holy Trinity,
is new for the old man and unfathomable for him? Because
personality in its carnal consciousness is a self-imprisoned
existence, radically contrasted with every other personality."29
"Thus the Christian must in the measure of his spiritual development set himself free, making a direct contrast between
the 'ego' and the 'non-ego' he must radically modify the
fundamental qualities of human self-consciousness."30 It is
just in this change that the catholic regeneration of the mind
consists.
There are two types of self-consciousness and self-assertion: separate individualism and catholicity. Catholicity is no
denial of personality and catholic consciousness is neither
generic nor racial. It is not a common consciousness, neither
is it the joint consciousness of the many or the Bewusstsein
ueberhaupt of German philosophers. Catholicity is achieved
not by eliminating the living personality, nor by passing over
into the plane of an abstract Logos. Catholicity is a concrete
oneness in thought and feeling. Catholicity is the style or
the order or the setting of personal consciousness, which rises
to the "level of catholicity." It is the "telos" of personal
consciousness, which is realized in creative development, not
in the annihilation of personality.
In catholic transfiguration personality receives strength
and power to express the life and consciousness of the whole.
And this not as an impersonal medium, but in creative and
heroic action. We must not say: "Every one in the Church
attains the level of catholicity," but "every one can, and must,
and is called to attain it." Not always and not by every one
is it attained. In the Church we call those who have attained
it Doctors and Fathers, because from them we hear not only
their personal profession, but also the testimony of the
Church; they speak to us from its catholic completeness,
from the completeness of a life full of grace.
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The Sacred and The Historical
The Church is the unity of charismatic life. The source
of this unity is hidden in the sacrament of the Lord's Supper,
and in the sacrament of Pentecost, that unique descent of
the Spirit of Truth into the world. Therefore the Church is
an apostolic Church. It was created and sealed by the Spirit
in the Twelve Apostles, and the Apostolic Succession is a
living and mysterious thread binding the whole historical
fulness of Church life into one catholic whole. Here again
we see two sides. The objective side is the uninterrupted
sacramental succession, the continuity of the hierarchy. The
Holy Ghost does not descend upon earth again and again,
but abides in the "visible" and historical Church. And it is
in the Church that He breathes and sends forth His rays.
Therein lies the fulness and catholicity of Pentecost.
The subjective side is loyalty to the Apostolic tradition;
a life spent according to this tradition, as in a living realm
of truth. This is the fundamental demand or postulate of
Orthodox thought, and here again this demand entails the
denial of individualistic separatism; it insists on catholicity.
The catholic nature of the Church is seen most vividly in the
fact that the experience of the Church belongs to all times.
In the life and existence of the Church time is mysteriously
overcome and mastered, time, so to speak, stands still. It
stands still not only because of the power of historical memory, or of imagination, which can "fly over the double
barrier of time and space"; it stands still, because of the
power of grace, which gathers together in catholic unity of
life that which had become separated by walls built in the
course of time. Unity in the Spirit embraces in a mysterious,
time-conquering fashion, the faithful of all generations. This
time-conquering unity is manifested and revealed in the
experience of the Church, especially in its Eucharistie experience. The Church is the living image of eternity within time.
The experience and life of the Church are not interrupted or
broken up by time. This, too, is not only because of continuity in the super-personal outpouring of grace, but also
because of the catholic inclusion of all that was, into the
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mysterious fulness of the present. Therefore the history of
the Church gives us not only successive changes, but also
identity. In this sense communion with the saints is a communio sanctorum. The Church knows that it is a unity of all
times, and as such it builds up its life. Therefore the Church
thinks of the past not as of something that is no more, but as
of something that has been accomplished, as something existing in the catholic fulness of the one Body of Christ. Tradition
reflects this victory over time. To learn from tradition, or,
still better, in tradition, is to learn from the fulness of this
time-conquering experience of the Church, an experience
which every member of the Church may learn to know and
possess according to the measure of his spiritual manhood;
according to the measure of his catholic development. It
means that we can learn from history as we can from revelation. Loyalty to tradition does not mean loyalty to bygone
times and to outward authority; it is a living connexion with
the fulness of Church experience. Reference to tradition is
no historical inquiry. Tradition is not limited to Church
archaeology. Tradition is no outward testimony which can
be accepted by an outsider. The Church alone is the living
witness of tradition; and only from inside, from within the
Church, can tradition be felt and accepted as a certainty.
Tradition is the witness of the Spirit; the Spirit's unceasing
revelation and preaching of good tidings. For the living
members of the Church it is no outward historical authority,
but the eternal, continual voice of God—not only the voice
of the past, but the voice of eternity. Faith seeks its foundations not merely in the example and bequest of the past, but
in the grace of the Holy Ghost, witnessing always, now and
ever, world without end.
As Khomyakov admirably puts it, "Neither individuals,
nor a multitude of individuals within the Church preserve
tradition or write the Scriptures, but the Spirit of God which
lives in the whole body of the Church."81 "Concord with the
past" is only the consequence of loyalty to the whole; it is
simply the expression of the constancy of catholic experience
in the midst of shifting times. To accept and understand
tradition we must live within the Church, we must be con-
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scious of the grace-giving presence of the Lord in it; we
must feel the breath of the Holy Ghost in it. We may truly
say that when we accept tradition we accept, through faith,
Our Lord, who abides in the midst of the faithful; for the
Church is His Body, which cannot be separated from Him.
That is why loyalty to tradition means not only concord with
the past, but, in a certain sense, freedom from the past, as
from some outward formal criterion. Tradition is not only a
protective, conservative principle; it is, primarily, the principle of growth and regeneration. Tradition is not a principle
striving to restore the past, using the past as a criterion for
the present. Such a conception of tradition is rejected by
history itself and by the consciousness of the Church. Tradition is authority to teach, potestas magisterii, authority to bear
witness to the truth. The Church bears witness to the truth not
by reminiscence or from the words of others, but from its
own living, unceasing experience, from its catholic fulness... .
Therein consists that "tradition of truth," traditio veritatis,
about which St. Irenaeus spoke.3" For him it is connected
with the "veritable unction of truth," charisma veritatis
cerium,33 and the "teaching of the Apostles" was for him
not so much an unchangeable example to be repeated or
imitated, as an eternally living and inexhaustible source of
life and inspiration. Tradition is the constant abiding of the
Spirit and not only the memory of words. Tradition is a
charismatic, not a historical, principle.
It is quite false to limit the "sources of teaching" to
Scripture and tradition, and to separate tradition from Scripture as only an oral testimony or teaching of the Apostles. In
the first place, both Scripture and tradition were given only
within the Church. Only in the Church have they been
received in the fulness of their sacred value and meaning. In
them is contained the truth of Divine Revelation, a truth
which lives in the Church. This experience of the Church
has not been exhausted either in Scripture or in tradition; it
is only reflected in them. Therefore, only within the Church
does Scripture live and become vivified, only within the
Church is it revealed as a whole and not broken up into
separate texts, commandments, and aphorisms. This means
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that Scripture has been given in tradition, but not in the
sense that it can be understood only according to the dictates
of tradition, or that it is the written record of historical
tradition or oral teaching. Scripture needs to be explained.
It is revealed in theology. This is possible only through the
medium of the living experience of the Church.
We cannot assert that Scripture is self-sufficient; and this
not because it is incomplete, or inexact, or has any defects, but
because Scripture in its very essence does not lay claim to
self-sufficiency. We can say that Scripture is a God-inspired
scheme or image (eikon) of truth, but not truth itself. Strange
to say, we often limit the freedom of the Church as a whole,
for the sake of furthering the freedom of individual Christians. In the name of individual freedom the Catholic,
ecumenical freedom of the Church is denied and limited.
The liberty of the Church is shackled by an abstract biblical
standard for the sake of setting free individual consciousness
from the spiritual demands enforced by the experience of the
Church. This is a denial of catholicity, a destruction of
catholic consciousness; this is the sin of the Reformation.
Dean Inge neatly says of the Reformers: "their creed has been
described as a return to the Gospel in the spirit of the
Koran."34 If we declare Scripture to be self-sufficient, we
only expose it to subjective, arbitrary interpretation, thus
cutting it away from its sacred source. Scripture is given to us
in tradition. It is the vital, crystallizing centre. The Church,
as the Body of Christ, stands mystically first and is fuller
than Scripture. This does not limit Scripture, or cast shadows
on it. But truth is revealed to us not only historically. Christ
appeared and still appears before us not only in the Scriptures; He unchangeably and unceasingly reveals Himself in
the Church, in His own Body. In the times of the early Christians the Gospels were not yet written and could not be the
sole source of knowledge. The Church acted according to the
spirit of the Gospel, and, what is more, the Gospel came to
life in the Church, in the Holy Eucharist. In the Christ of
the Eucharist Christians learned to know the Christ of the
Gospels, and so His image became vivid to them.
This does not mean that we oppose Scripture to experi-
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ence. On the contrary, it means that we unite them in the
same manner in which they were united from the beginning.
We must not think that all we have said denies history. On
the contrary, history is recognized in all its sacred realism.
As contrasted with outward historical testimony, we put forward no subjective religious experience, no solitary mystical
consciousness, not the experience of separate believers, but
the integral, living experience of the Catholic Church, catholic
experience, and Church life. And this experience includes
also historical memory; it is full of history. But this memory
is not only a reminiscence and a remembrance of some bygone
events. Rather it is a vision of what is, and of what has been,
accomplished, a vision of the mystical conquest of time, of
the catholicity of the whole of time. The Church knows
nought of forgetfulness. The grace-giving experience of the
Church becomes integral in its catholic fulness.
This experience has not been exhausted either in Scripture,
or in oral tradition, or in definitions. It cannot, it must not
be, exhausted. On the contrary, all words arid images must
be regenerated in its experience, not in the psychologisms of
subjective feeling, but in experience of spiritual life. This
experience is the source of the teaching of the Church. However, not everything within the Church dates from Apostolic
times. This does not mean that something has been revealed
which was "unknown" to the Apostles; nor does it mean
that what is of later date is less important and convincing.
Everything was given and revealed fully from the beginning.
On the day of Pentecost Revelation was completed, and will
admit of no further completion till the Day of Judgment and
its last fulfilment. Revelation has not been widened, and even
knowledge has not increased. The Church knows Christ now
no more than it knew Him at the time of the Apostles. But
it testifies of greater things. In its definitions it always unchangeably describes the same thing, but in the unchanged
image ever new features become visible. But it knows the
truth not less and not otherwise than it knew it in time of old.
The identity of experience is loyalty to tradition. Loyalty to
tradition did not prevent the Fathers of the Church from
"creating new names" (as St. Gregory Nazianzen says) when
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it was necessary for the protection of the unchangeable faith.
All that was said later on, was said from catholic completeness and is of equal value and force with that which was pronounced in the beginning. And even now the experience of
the Church has not been exhausted, but protected and fixed
in dogma. But there is much of which the Church testifies not
in a dogmatic, but in a liturgical, manner, in the symbolism
of the sacramental ritual, in the imagery of prayers, and in
the established yearly round of commemorations and festivals.
Liturgical testimony is as valid as dogmatic testimony. The
concreteness of symbols is sometimes even more vivid, clear,
and expressive than any logical conceptions can be, as witness
the image of the Lamb taking upon Himself the sins of the
world.
Mistaken and untrue is that theological minimalism,
which wants to choose and set apart the "most important,
most certain, and most binding" of all the experiences and
teachings of the Church. This is a false path, and a false
statement of the question. Of course, not everything in the
historical institutions of the Church is equally important and
venerable; not everything in the empirical actions of the
Church has even been sanctioned. There is much that is only
historical. However, we have no outward criterion to discriminate between the two. The methods of outward historical
criticism are inadequate and insufficient. Only from within
the Church can we discern the sacred from the historical.
From within we see what is catholic and belongs to all time,
and what is only "theological opinion," or even a simple
casual historical accident. Most important in the life of the
Church is its fulness, its catholic integrity. There is more
freedom in this fulness than in the formal definitions of an
enforced minimum, in which we lose what is most important—directness, integrity, catholicity.
One of the Russian Church historians gave a very successful definition of the unique character of the Church's experience. The Church gives us not a system but a key; not a
plan of God's City, but the means of entering it. Perhaps
someone will lose his way because he has no plan. But all that
he will see, he will see without a mediator, he will see it
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directly, it will be real for him; while he who has studied
only the plan, risks remaining outside and not really finding
anything.35
The Inadequacy of the Vincentian Canon
The well known formula of Vincent of Lerins is very inexact, when he describes the catholic nature of Church life in
the words, Quod ubique, quod semper, quod ab omnibus
creditum est. [What has been believed everywhere, always,
and by all]. First of all, it is not clear whether this is an
empirical criterion or not. If this be so, then the "Vincentian
Canon" proves to be inapplicable and quite false. For about
what omnes is he speaking? Is it a demand for a general,
universal questioning of all the faithful, and even of those
who only deem themselves such? At any rate, all the weak
and poor of faith, all those who doubt and waver, all those
who rebel, ought to be excluded. But the Vincentian Canon
gives us no criterion, whereby to distinguish and select. Many
disputes arise about faith, still more about dogma. How,
then, are we to understand omnes? Should we not prove
ourselves too hasty, if we settled all doubtful points by leaving
the decision to "liberty"—in dubiis libertas—according to the
well known formula wrongly ascribed to St. Augustine. There
is actually no need for universal questioning. Very often the
measure of truth is the witness of the minority. It may happen
that the Catholic Church will find itself but "a little flock."
Perhaps there are more of heterodox than of orthodox mind.
It may happen that the heretics spread everywhere, ubique,
and that the Church is relegated to the background of history,
that it will retire into the desert. In history this was more
than once the case, and quite possibly it may more than once
again be so. Strictly speaking, the Vincentian Canon is something of a tautology. The word omnes is to be understood as
referring to those that are orthodox. In that case the criterion
loses its significance. Idem is defined per idem. And of what
eternity and of what omnipresence does this rule speak? To
what do semper and ubique relate? Is it the experience of
faith or the definitions of faith that they refer to? In the
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latter case the canon becomes a dangerous minimising formula. For not one of the dogmatic definitions strictly satisfies
the demand of semper and ubique.
Will it then be necessary to limit ourselves to the dead
letter of Apostolic writings? It appears that the Vincentian
Canon is a postulate of historical simplification, of a harmful
primitivism. This means that we are not to seek for outward,
formal criteria of catholicity; we are not to dissect catholicity
in empirical universality. Charismatic tradition is truly universal ; in its fulness it embraces every kind of semper and ubique
and unites all. But empirically it may not be accepted by all.
At any rate we are not to prove the truth of Christianity by
means of "universal consent," per consensum omnium. In
general, no consensus can prove truth. This would be a case
of acute psychologism, and in theology there is even less
place for it than in philosophy. On the contrary, truth is the
measure by which we can evaluate the worth of "general
opinion." Catholic experience can be expressed even by the
few, even by single confessors of faith; and this is quite
sufficient. Strictly speaking, to be able to recognize and express catholic truth we need no ecumenical, universal assembly
and vote; we even need no "Ecumenical Council." The sacred
dignity of the Council lies not in the number of members
representing their Churches. A large "general" council may
prove itself to be a "council of robbers" {latrocinium), or
even of apostates. And the ecclesia s par s a often convicts it of
its nullity by silent opposition. Numerus episcoporum does
not solve the question. The historical and practical methods
of recognizing sacred and catholic tradition can be many;
that of assembling Ecumenical Councils is but one of them,
and not the only one. This does not mean that it is unnecessary to convoke councils and conferences. But it may so happen that during the council the truth will be expressed by
the minority. And what is still more important, the truth may
be revealed even without a council. The opinions of the
Fathers and of the ecumenical Doctors of the Church frequently have greater spiritual value and finality than the
definitions of certain councils. And these opinions do not
need to be verified and accepted by "universal consent." On
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the contrary, it is they themselves who are the criterion and
they who can prove. It is of this that the Church testifies in
silent receptio. Decisive value resides in inner catholicity, not
in empirical universality. The opinions of the Fathers are
accepted, not as a formal subjection to outward authority, but
because of the inner evidence of their catholic truth. The
whole body of the Church has the right of verifying, or, to be
more exact, the right, and not only the right but the duty, of
certifying. It was in this sense that in the well known Encyclical Letter of 1848 the Eastern Patriarchs wrote that "the
people itself" ( λ α ό ς ) , i.e. the Body of the Church, "was
the guardian of piety" (υπερασπιστής τ η ς θ ρ η σ κ ε ί α ς ) .
And even before this the Metropolitan Philaret said the same
thing in his Catechism. In answer to the question. "Does a
true treasury of sacred tradition exist?" he says "All the
faithful, united through the sacred tradition of faith, all together and all successively, are built up by God into one
Church, which is the true treasury of sacred tradition, or, to
quote the words of St. Paul, 'The Church of the living God,
the pillar and ground of the truth! ""
The conviction of the Orthodox Church that the "guardian" of tradition and piety is the whole people, i.e. the Body
of Christ, in no wise lessens or limits the power of teaching
given to the hierarchy. It only means that the power of
teaching given to the hierarchy is one of the functions of the
catholic completeness of the Church; it is the power of
testifying, of expressing and speaking the faith and the experience of the Church, which have been preserved in the
whole body. The teaching of the hierarchy is, as it were, the
mouthpiece of the Church. De omnium fidelium ore pendeamus, quia in отпет fidelem Spirit us Dei Spirat. [We
depend upon the word of all the faithful, because the Spirit
of God breathes in each of the faithful].37 Only to the hierarchy has it been given to teach "with authority." The hierarchs have received this power to teach, not from the churchpeople but from the High Priest, Jesus Christ, in the Sacrament of Orders. But this teaching finds its limits in the
expression of the whole Church. The Church is called to
witness to this experience, which is an inexhaustible experi-
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ence, a spiritual vision. A bishop of the Church, episcopus in
ecclesia, must be a teacher. Only the bishop has received full
power and authority to speak in the name of his flock. The
latter receives the right of speaking through the bishop. But
to do so the bishop must embrace his Church within himself;
he must make manifest its experience and its faith. He must
speak not from himself, but in the name of the Church,
ex consensu ecclesiae. This is just the contrary of the Vatican
formula: ex sese, non autem ex consensu ecclesiae. [From
himself, but not from the consensus of the Church].
It is not from his flock that the bishop receives full power
to teach, but from Christ through the Apostolic Succession.
But full power has been given to him to bear witness to the
catholic experience of the body of the Church. He is limited
by this experience, and therefore in questions of faith the
people must judge concerning his teaching. The duty of
obedience ceases when the bishop deviates from the catholic
norm, and the people have the right to accuse and even to
depose him.88
Freedom and Authority
In the catholicity of the Church the painful duality and
tension between freedom and authority is solved. In the
Church there is not and cannot be any outward authority.
Authority cannot be a source of spiritual life. So also Christian authority appeals to freedom; this authority must convince, not constrain. Official subjection would in no wise
further true unity of mind and of heart. But this does not
mean that everyone has received unlimited freedom of
personal opinion. It is precisely in the Church that "personal
opinions" should not and cannot exist. A double problem
is facing every member of the Church. First of all, he must
master his subjectivity, set himself free from psychological
limitations, raise the standard of his consciousness to its full
catholic measure. Secondly, he must live in spiritual sympathy
with, and understand, the historical completeness of the
Church's experience. Christ reveals Himself not to separate
individuals, nor is it only their personal fate which He directs.
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Christ came not to the scattered sheep, but to the whole
human race, and His work is being fulfilled in the fulness of
history, that is, in the Church.
In a certain sense the whole of history is sacred history.
Yet, at the same time, the history of the Church is tragic.
Catholicity has been given to the Church; its achievement
is the Church's task. Truth is conceived in labour and striving.
It is not easy to overcome subjectivity and particularism.
The fundamental condition of Christian heroism is humility
before God, acceptance of His Revelation. And God has
revealed Himself in the Church. This is the final Revelation,
which passeth not away. Christ reveals Himself to us not in
our isolation, but in our mutual catholicity, in our union. He
reveals Himself as the New Adam, as the Head of the
Church, the Head of the Body. Therefore, humbly and
trustfully we must enter the life of the Church and try to
find ourselves in it. We must believe that it is just in the
Church that the fulness of Christ is accomplished. Every one
of us has to face his own difficulties and doubts. But we
believe and hope that in united, catholic, heroic effort and
exploits, these difficulties will be solved. Every work of
fellowship and of concord is a path towards the realÎ2ation
of the catholic fulness of the Church. And this is pleasing in
the sight of the Lord:
"Where two or three are gathered together in My name,
there am I in the midst of them."39

CHAPTER IV

The Church: Her Nature and Task
The Catholic Mind
TT is impossible to start with a formal definition of the
Church. For, strictly speaking, there is none which could
claim any doctrinal authority. None can be found in the
Fathers. No definition has been given by the Ecumenical
Councils. In the doctrinal summaries, drafted on various
occasions in the Eastern Orthodox Church in the seventeenth
century and taken often (but wrongly) for the "symbolic
books," again no definition of the Church was given, except
a reference to the relevant clause of the Creed, followed
by some comments. This lack of formal definitions does not
mean, however, a confusion of ideas or any obscurity of
view. The Fathers did not care so much for the doctrine of
the Church precisely because the glorious reality of the
Church was open to their spiritual vision. One does not
define what is self-evident. This accounts for the absence of
a special chapter on the Church in all early presentations of
Christian doctrine: in Origen, in St. Gregory of Nyssa, even
in St. John of Damascus. Many modern scholars, both Orthodox and Roman, suggest that the Church itself has not yet
defined her essence and nature. "Die Kirche selbst hat sich
bis heute noch nicht definiert," says Robert Grosche.1 Some
theologians go even further and claim that no definition of
"The Church: Her Nature and Task" appeared in volume I of the
Universal Church in God's Design (S.C.M. Press, 1948).
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the Church is possible.8 In any case, the theology of the
Church is still im Werden, in the process of formation.3
In our time, it seems, one has to get beyond the modern
theological disputes, to regain a wider historical perspective,
to recover the true "catholic mind," which would embrace
the whole of the historical experience of the Church in its
pilgrimage through the ages. One has to return from the
school-room to the worshipping Church and perhaps to
change the school-dialect of theology for the pictorial and
metaphorical language of Scripture. The very nature of the
Church can be rather depicted and described than properly
defined. And surely this can be done only from within the
Church. Probably even this description will be convincing
only for those of the Church. The Mystery is apprehended
only by faith.
The New Reality
The Greek name ekklesia adopted by the primitive
Christians to denote the New Reality, in which they were
aware they shared, presumed and suggested a very definite
conception of what the Church really was. Adopted under
an obvious influence of the Septuagint use, this word stressed
first of all the organic continuity of the two Covenants. The
Christian existence was conceived in the sacred perspective of
the Messianic preparation and fulfilment (Heb. i, 1-2). A
very definite theology of history was thereby implied. The
Church was the true Israel, the new Chosen People of God,
"a chosen generation, a holy nation, a peculiar people"
(1 Pet. ii, 9). Or rather, it was the faithful Remnant, selected
out of the unresponsive People of old.4 And all nations of
the earth, Greeks and Barbarians, were to be coopted and
grafted into this new People of God by the call of God
(this was the main theme of St. Paul in Romans and Galatians—cf. Ephesians ch. ii).
Already in the Old Testament the word ekklesia (a
rendering in Greek of the Hebrew Qahal) did imply a special
emphasis on the ultimate unity of the Chosen People, conceived as a sacred whole, and this unity was rooted more in
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the mystery of the divine election than in any "natural"
features. This emphasis could only be confirmed by the
supplementary influence of the Hellenistic use of the word
ekklesia meaning usually an assembly of the sovereign people
in a city, a general congregation of all regular citizens.
Applied to the new Christian existence, the word kept its
traditional connotation. The Church was both the People
and the City. A special stress has been put on the organic
unity of Christians.
Christianity from the very beginning existed as a corporate
reality, as a community. To be Christian meant just to belong
to the community. Nobody could be Christian by himself, as
an isolated individual, but only together with "the brethren,"
in a "togetherness" with them. Onus Christianus—nullus
Christianus. [One Christian—no Christian]. Personal conviction or even a rule of life still do not make one a Christian.
Christian existence presumes and implies an incorporation, a
membership in the community. This must be qualified at
once: in the Apostolic community, i.e. in communion with
the Twelve and their message. The Christian "community"
was gathered and constituted by Jesus Himself "in the days
of His flesh," and it was given by Him at least a provisional
constitution by the election and the appointment of the
Twelve, to whom He gave the name (or rather the title) of
His "messengers" or "ambassadors."5 For a "sending forth"
of the Twelve was not only a mission, but precisely a commission, for which they were invested with a "power"
(Mark iii, 15; Matt, x, 1; Luke ix, 1). In any case as the
appointed "witnesses" of the Lord (Luke xxiv, 48; Acts i, 8)
the Twelve alone were entitled to secure the continuity both
of the Christian message and of the community life. Therefore communion with the Apostles was a basic note of the
primitive "Church of God" in Jerusalem (Acts ii, 42:
koinonid).
Christianity means a "common life," a life in common.
Christians have to regard themselves as "brethren" (in fact
this was one of their first names), as members of one corporation, closely linked together. And therefore charity had
to be the first mark and the first proof as well as the token
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of this fellowship. We are entitled to say: Christianity is a
community, a corporation, a fellowship, a brotherhood, a
"society," coetus jidelium. And surely, as a first approximation, such a description could be of help. But obviously it
requires a further qualification, and something crucial is
missing here. One has to ask: in what exactly this unity and
togetherness of the many is based and rooted? what is the
power that brings many together and joins them one with
another ? Is this merely a social instinct, some power of social
cohesion, an impetus of mutual affection, or any other natural
attraction? Is this unity based simply on unanimity, on
identity of views or convictions? Briefly, is the Christian
Community, the Church, merely a human society, a society
of men? Surely, the clear evidence of the New Testament
takes us far beyond this purely human level. Christians are
united not only among themselves, but first of all they are
one—in Christ, and only this communion with Christ makes
the communion of men first possible—/» Him. The centre of
unity is the Lord and the power that effects and enacts the
unity is the Spirit. Christians are constituted into this unity
by divine design; by the Will and Power of God. Their unity
comes from above. They are one only in Christ, as those who
had been born anew in Him, "rooted and built up in Him"
(Col. ii, 7), who by One Spirit have been "baptized into One
Body" (1 Cor. xii, 13). The Church of God has been
established and constituted by God through Jesus Christ, Our
Lord: "she is His own creation by water and the word." Thus
there is no human society, but rather a "Divine Society," not
a secular community, which would have been still "of this
world," still commensurable with other human groups, but a
sacred community, which is intrinsically "not of this world,"
not even of "this aeon," but of the "aeon to come."
Moreover, Christ Himself belongs to this community, as
its Head, not only as its Lord or Master. Christ is not above
or outside of the Church. The Church is in Him. The Church
is not merely a community of those who believe in Christ and
walk in His steps or in His commandments. She is a community of those who abide and dwell in Him, and in whom
He Himself is abiding and dwelling by the Spirit. Christians

The Church: Her Nature and Task

61

are set apart, "born anew" and re-created, they are given not
only a new pattern of life, but rather a new principle: the new
Life in the Lord by the Spirit. They are a "peculiar People,"
"the People of God's own possession." The point is that the
Christian Community, the ekklesia, is a sacramental community: communio in sacris, a "fellowship in holy things,"
i.e. in the Holy Spirit, or even communio sanctorum (sanctorum being taken as neuter rather than masculine—perhaps
that was the original meaning of the phrase). The unity of
the Church is effected through the sacraments: Baptism and
the Eucharist are the two "social sacraments" of the Church,
and in them the true meaning of Christian "togetherness" is
continually revealed and sealed. Or even more emphatically,
the sacraments constitute the Church. Only in the sacraments
does the Christian Community pass beyond the purely human
measure and become the Church. Therefore "the right administration of the sacraments" belongs to the essence of the
Church (to her esse). Sacraments must be "worthily" received
indeed, therefore they cannot be separated or divorced from
the inner effort and spiritual attitude of believers. Baptism
is to be preceded by repentance and faith. A personal relation
between an aspirant and his Lord must be first established by
the hearing and the receiving of the Word, of the message of
salvation. And again an oath of allegiance to God and His
Christ is a pre-requisite and indispensable condition of the
administration of the sacrament (the first meaning of the
word sacramentum was precisely "the (military) oath.") A
catechumen is already "enrolled" among the brethren on
the basis of his faith. Again, the baptismal gift is appropriated, received and kept, by faith and faithfulness, by the
steadfast standing in the faith and the promises. And yet
sacraments are not merely signs of a professed faith, but
rather effective signs of the saving Grace—not only symbols
of human aspiration and loyalty, but the outward symbols of
the divine action. In them our human existence is linked to,
or rather raised up to, the Divine Life, by the Spirit, the
giver of life.
The Church as a whole is a sacred (or consecrated) community, distinguished thereby from "the (profane) world."
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She is the Holy Church. St. Paul obviously uses the terms
"Church" and "saints" as co-extensive and synonymous. It is
remarkable that in the New Testament the name "saint" is
almost exclusively used in the plural, saintliness being social
in its intrinsic meaning. For the name refers not to any
human achievement, but to a gift, to sanctification or consecration. Holiness comes from the Holy One, i.e. only
from God. To be holy for a man means to share the Divine
Life. Holiness is available to individuals only in the community, or rather in the "fellowship of the Holy Spirit."
The "communion of saints" is a pleonasm. One can be a
"saint" only in the communion.
Strictly speaking, the Messianic Community, gathered by
Jesus the Christ, was not yet the Church, before His Passion
and Resurrection, before "the promise of the Father" was
sent upon it and it was "endued with the power from on
high," "baptized with the Holy Spirit" (cf. Luke xxiv, 49
and Acts i, 4-5), in the mystery of Pentecost. Before the
victory of the Cross disclosed in the glorious Resurrection, it
was still sub umbraculo legis. [Under the Shadow of the
law]. It was still the eve of the fulfilment. And Pentecost
was there to witness to and to seal the victory of Christ.
"The power from on high" has entered into history. The
"new aeon" has been truly disclosed and started. And the
sacramental life of the Church is the continuation of Pentecost.
The descent of the Spirit was a supreme revelation. Once
and for ever, in the "dreadful and inscrutable mystery" of
Pentecost, the Spirit-Comforter enters the world in which He
was not yet present in such manner as now He begins to
dwell and to abide. An abundant spring of living water is
disclosed on that doy, here on earth, in the world which had
been already redeemed and reconciled with God by the
Crucified and Risen Lord. The Kingdom comes, for the
Holy Spirit is the Kingdom.6 But the "coming" of the Spirit
depends upon the "going" of the Son (John xvi, 7). "Another Comforter" comes down to testify of the Son, to
reveal His glory and to seal His victory (xv, 26; xvi, 7
and 14). Indeed in the Holy Spirit the Glorified Lord
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Himself comes back or returns to His flock to abide with
them always (xiv, 18 and 2 8 ) . . .. Pentecost was the mystical consecration, the baptism of the whole Church (Acts
i, 5). This fiery baptism was administered by the Lord: for
He baptizes "with the Holy Spirit and with fire" (Matt, iii,
111 and Luke iii, 16). He has sent the Spirit from the
Father, as a pledge in our hearts. The Holy Spirit is the
spirit of adoption, in Christ Jesus, "the power of Christ"
(2 Cor. xii, 9). By the spirit we recognize and we acknowledge that Jesus is the Lord (1 Cor. xii 3). The work of
the Spirit in believers is precisely their incorporation into
Christ, their baptism into one body (xii, 13), even the body
of Christ. As St. Athanasius puts it: "being given drink of
the Spirit, we drink Christ." For the Rock was Christ.7
By the Spirit Christians are united with Christ, are united
in Him, are constituted into His Body. One body, that of
Christ: this excellent analogy used by St. Paul in various
contexts, when depicting the mystery of Christian existence,
is at the same time the best witness to the intimate experience of the Apostolic Church. By no means was it an
accidental image: it was rather a summary of faith and
experience. With St. Paul the main emphasis was always
on the intimate union of the faithful with the Lord, on
their sharing in His fulness. As St. John Chrysostom has
pointed out, commenting on Col. iii, 4, in all his writings
St. Paul was endeavouring to prove that the believers "are
in communion with Him in all things" and "precisely to
show this union does he speak of the Head and the body."8
It is highly probable that the term was suggested by the
Eucharistie experience (cf. 1 Cor. x, 17), and was deliberately
used to suggest its sacramental connotation. The Church of
Christ is one in the Eucharist, for the Eucharist is Christ
Himself, and He sacramentally abides in the Church, which
is His Body. The Church is a body indeed, an organism,
much more than a society or a corporation. And perhaps
an "organism" is the best modern rendering of the term
to soma, as used by St. Paul.
Still more, the Church is the body of Christ and His
"fulness" Body and fulness {to soma and to pleroma) —
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these two terms are correlative and closely linked together
in St. Paul's mind, one explaining the other: "which is His
body, the fulness of Him Who all in all is being fulfilled"
(Eph. i, 23). The Church is the Body of Christ because it
is His complement. St. John Chrysostom commends the
Pauline idea just in this sense. "The Church is the complement of Christ in the same manner in which the head
completes the body and the body is completed by the head."
Christ is not alone. "He has prepared the whole race in
common to follow Him, to cling to Him, to accompany
His train." Chrysostom insists, "Observe how he (i.e. St.
Paul) introduces Him as having need of all the members.
This means that only then will the Head be filled up, when
the Body is rendered perfect, when we are all together,
co-united and knit together."9 In other words, the Church
is the extension and the "fulness" of the Holy Incarnation,
or rather of the Incarnate life of the Son, "with all that
for our sakes was brought to pass, the Cross and tomb, the
Resurrection the third day, the Ascension into Heaven, the
sitting on the right hand" (Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom,
Prayer of Consecration).
The Incarnation is being completed in the Church. And,
in a certain sense, the Church is Christ Himself, in His
all-embracing plenitude (cf. 1 Cor. xii, 12). This identification has been suggested and vindicated by St. Augustine:
"Non solum nos Christianos factos esse, sed Christum."
[Not only to make us Christians, but Christ.] For if He
is the Head, we are the members: the whole man is He
and we—"totus homo, Hie et nos—Christus et Ecclesia."
And again: "For Christ is not simply in the head and not
in the body (only), but Christ is entire in the head and
body"—"non enim Christus in capite et non in corpore, sed
Christus totus in capite et in corpore."10 This term totus
Christus11 occurs in St. Augustine again and again, this is
his basic and favourite idea, suggested obviously by St. Paul.
"When I speak of Christians in the plural, I understand
one in the One Christ. Ye are therefore many, and ye are
yet one: we are many and we are ont"—"cum plures Christianos appelle, in uno Christo unum intelligo."1' "For our
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Lord Jesus is not only in Himself, but in us also"—
"Dominus eriim Jesus non solum in se, sed et in nobis."13
"One Man up to the end of the a.ges"—"Unus homo usque
ad jinem saeculi extenditur."1*
The main contention of all these utterances is obvious.
Christians are incorporated into Christ and Christ abides in
them—this intimate union constitutes the mystery of the
Church. The Church is, as it were, the place and the mode
of the redeeming presence of the Risen Lord in the redeemed world. "The Body of Christ is Christ Himself. The
Church is Christ, as after His Resurrection He is present
with us and encounters us here on earth."15 And in this
sense one can say: Christ is the Church. "Ipse enim est
Ecclesia, per sacramentum corporis sut in se... earn continens."1" [For He himself is the Church, containing it in
himself through the sacrament of his body.] Or in the
words of Karl Adam: "Christ, the Lord, is the proper Ego
of the Church."17
The Church is the unity of charismatic life. The source
of this unity is hidden in the sacrament of the Lord's
Supper and in the mystery of Pentecost. And Pentecost is
continued and made permanent in the Church by means
of the Apostolic Succession. It is not merely, as it were, the
canonic skeleton of the Church. Ministry (or "hierarchy")
itself is primarily a charismatic principle, a "ministry of
the sacraments," or "a divine oeconomia." Ministry is not
only a canonical commission, it belongs not only to the
institutional fabric of the Church—it is rather an indispensable constitutional or structural feature, just in so far as
the Church is a body, an organism. Ministers are not, as it
were, "commissioned officers" of the community, not only
leaders or delegates of the "multitudes," of the "people" or
"congregation"-they are acting not only in persona ecclesiae.
They are acting primarily in persona Christi. They are "representatives" of Christ Himself, not of believers, and in
them and through them, the Head of the Body, the only
High Priest of the New Covenant, is performing, continuing and accomplishing His eternal pastoral and priestly
office. He is Himself the only true Minister of the Church.

66

Bible, Church, Tradition: An Eastern Orthodox View

All others are but stewards of His mysteries. They are
standing for Him, before the community—and just because
the Body is one only in its Head, is brought together and
into unity by Him and in Him, the Ministry in the Church
is primarily the Ministry of unity. In the Ministry the
organic unity of the Body is not only represented or exhibited, but rather rooted, without any prejudice to the
"equality" of the believers, just as the "equality" of the
cells of an organism is not destroyed by their structural
differentiation: all cells are equal as such, and yet differentiated by their functions, and again this differentiation serves
the unity, enables this organic unity to become more comprehensive and more intimate. The unity of every local congregation springs from the unity in the Eucharistie meal.
And it is as the celebrant of the Eucharist that the priest
is the minister and the builder of Church unity. But there
is another and higher office: to secure the universal and
catholic unity of the whole Church in space and time. This
is the episcopal office and function. On the one hand, the
Bishop has an authority to ordain, and again this is not
only a jurisdictional privilege, but precisely a power of
sacramental action beyond that possessed by the piest. Thus
the Bishop as "ordainer" is the builder of Church unity on
a wider scale. The Last Supper and Pentecost are inseparably
linked to one another. The Spirit Comforter descends when
the Son has been glorified in His death and resurrection.
But still they are two sacraments (or mysteries) which cannot be merged into one another. In the same way the priesthood and the episcopate differ from one another. In the episcopacy Pentecost becomes universal and continuous, in the
undivided episcopate of the Church (episcopatus unus
of St. Cyprian) the unity in space is secured. On the other
hand, through its bishop, or rather in its bishop, every
particular or local Church is included in the catholic fulness of the Church, is linked with the past and with all
ages. In its bishop every single Church outgrows and transcends its own limits and is organically united with the
others. The Apostolic Succession is not so much the canonical
as the mystical foundation of Church unity. It is something
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other than a safeguard of historical continuity or of adminnistrative cohesion. It is an ultimate means to keep the
mystical identity of the Body through the ages. But, of
course, Ministry is never detached from the Body. It is in
the Body, belongs to its structure. And ministerial gifts are
given inside the Church (cf. 1 Cor. xii).
The Pauline conception of the Body of Christ was taken
up and variously commented on by the Fathers, both in the
East and in the West, and then was rather forgotten." It
is high time now to return to this experience of the early
Church which may provide us with a solid ground for a
modern theological synthesis. Some other similes and metaphors were used by St. Paul and elsewhere in the New
Testament, but much to the same purpose and effect: to
stress the intimate and organic unity between Christ and
those who are His. But, among all these various images,
that of the Body is the most inclusive and impressive, is
the most emphatic expression of the basic vision.19 Of course,
no analogy is to be pressed too far or over-emphasized. The
idea of an organism, when used of the Church, has its own
limitations. On the one hand, the Church is composed of
human personalities, which never can be regarded merely
as elements or cells of the whole, because each is in direct
and immediate union with Christ and His Father—the personal is not to be sacrificed or dissolved in the corporate,
Christian "togetherness" must not degenerate into impersonalism. The idea of the organism must be supplemented
by the idea of a symphony of personalities, in which the
mystery of the Holy Trinity is reflected (cf. John xvii, 21
and 23), and this is the core of the conception of "catholicity" (sobornost) .20 This is the chief reason why we
should prefer a christological orientation in the theology
of the Church rather than a pneumatological." For, on the
other hand, the Church, as a whole, has her personal centre
only in Christ, she is not an incarnation of the Holy Spirit,
nor is she merely a Spirit-being community, but precisely
the Body of Christ, the Incarnate Lord. This saves us from
impersonalism without committing us to any humanistic
personification. Christ the Lord is the only Head and the

68

Bible, Church, Tradition: An Eastern Orthodox View

only Master of the Church. "In Him the whole structure
is closely fitted together and grows into a temple holy in
the Lord; in Him you too are being built together into a
dwelling-place for God in the Spirit (Eph. ii, 21-22, Bp.
Challoner's version).
The Christology of the Church does not lead us into the
misty clouds of vain speculations or dreamy mysticism. On
the contrary, it secures the only solid and positive ground
for proper theological research. The doctrine of the Church
finds thereby its proper and organic place in the general
scheme of the Divine Oeconomia of salvation. For we have
indeed still to search for a comprehensive vision of the
mystery of our salvation, of the salvation of the world.
One last distinction is to be made. The Church is still
in statu viae and yet it is already in statu patriae. It has,
as it were, a double life, both in heaven and on earth™
The Church is a visible historical society, and the same is
the Body of Christ. It is both the Church of the redeemed,
and the Church of the miserable sinners—both at once. On
the historical level no final goal has yet been attained. But
the ultimate reality has been disclosed and revealed. This
ultimate reality is still at hand, is truly available, in spite
of the historical imperfection, though but in provisional
forms. For the Church is a sacramental society. Sacramental
means no less than "eschatological." To eschaton does not
mean primarily final, in the temporal series of events; it
means rather ultimate (decisive) ; and the ultimate is being
realized within the stress of historical happenings and events.
What is "not of this world" is here "in this world," not
abolishing this world, but giving to it a new meaning and
a new value, "transvaluating" the world,, as it were. Surely
this is still only an anticipation, a "token" of the final
consummation. Yet the Spirit abides in the Church. This
constitutes the mystery of the Church: a visible "society"
of frail men is an organism of the Divine Grace.23
The New Creation
The primary task of the historical Church is the proc-
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lamation of another word "to come." The Church bears
witness to the New Life, disclosed and revealed in Christ
Jesus, the Lord and Saviour. This it does both by word and
deed. The true proclamation of the Gospel would be
precisely the practice of this New Life: to show faith by
deeds (cf. Matt, v, 16).
The Church is more than a company of preachers, or a
teaching society, or a missionary board. It has not only to
invite people, but also to introduce them into this New
Life, to which it bears witness. It is a missionary body indeed, and its missionfield is the whole world. But the aim
of its missionary activity is not merely to convey to people
certain convictions or ideas, not even to impose on them a
definite discipline or a rule of life, but first of all to introduce them into the New Reality, to convert them, to
bring them through their faith and repentance to Christ
Himself, that they should be born anew in Him and into
Him by water and the Spirit. Thus the ministry of the
Word is completed in the ministry of the Sacraments.
"Conversion" is a fresh start, but it is only a start, to
be followed by a long process of growth. The Church has
to organize the new life of the converted. The Church has,
as it were, to exhibit the new pattern of existence, the new
mode of life, that of the "world to come." The Church
is here, in this world, for its salvation. But just for this
reason it has to oppose and to renounce "this" word. God
claims the whole man, and the Church bears witness to this
"totalitarian" claim of God revealed in Christ. The Christian has to be a "new creation." Therefore he cannot find
a settled place for himself within the limits of the "old
world." In this sense the Christian attitude is, as it were,
always revolutionary with regard to the "old order" of
"this world." Being "not of this world" the Church of
Christ "in this world" can only be in permanent opposition, even if it claims only a reformation of the existing
order. In any case, the change is to be radical and total.
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Historical Antinomies

Historical failures of the Church do not obscure the
absolute and ultimate character of its challenge, to which
it is committed by its very eschatological nature, and it
constantly challenges itself.
Historical life and the task of the Church are an antinomy, and this antinomy can never be solved or overcome
on a historical level. It is rather a permanent hint to what
is "to come" hereafter. The antinomy is rooted in the practical alternative which the Church had to face from the very
beginning of its historical pilgrimage. Either the Church was
to be constituted as an exclusive and "totalitarian" society,
endeavouring to satisfy all requirements of the believers,
both "temporal" and "spiritual," paying no attention to the
existing order and leaving nothing to the external worldit would have been an entire separation from the world,
an ultimate flight out of it, and a radical denial of any
external authority. Or the Church could attempt an inclusive
Christianization of the world, subduing the whole of life
to Christian rule and authority, to reform and to reorganize
secular life on Christian principles, to build the Christian
City. In the history of the Church we can trace both solutions: a flight to the desert and a construction of the Christian Empire. The first was practiced not only in monasticism
of various trends, but in many other Christian groups and
denominations. The second was the main line taken by
Christians, both in the West and in the East, up to the
rise of militant secularism, but even in our days this solution has not lost its hold on many people. But on the
whole, both proved unsuccessful. One has, however, to
acknowledge the reality of their common problem and the
truth of their common purpose. Christianity is not an individualistic religion and it is not only concerned for the
"salvation of the soul." Christianity is the Church, i.e. a
Community, the New People of God, leading its corporate
life according to its peculiar principles. And this life cannot be split into departments, some of which might have
been ruled by any other and heterogeneous principles. Spiritual
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leadership of the Church can hardly be reduced to an occasional guidance given to individuals or to groups living
under conditions utterly uncongenial to the Church. The
legitimacy of these conditions must be questioned first of
all. The task of a complete re-creation or re-shaping of the
whole fabric of human life cannot or must not be avoided
or declined. One cannot serve two Masters and a double
allegiance is a poor solution. Here the above-mentioned
alternative inevitably comes in—everything else would merely
be an open compromise or a reduction of the ultimate and
therefore total claims. Either Christians ought to go out of
the world, in which there is another Master besides Christ
(whatever name this other Master may bear: Caesar or
Mammon or any other) and in which the rule and the
goal of life are other than those set out in the Gospel—to
go out and to start a separate society. Or again Christians
have to transform the outer world, to make it the Kingdom
of God as well, and introduce the principles of the Gospel
into secular legislation.
There is an inner consistency in both programmes. And
therefore the separation of the two ways is inevitable.
Christians seem compelled to take different ways. The
unity of the Christian task is broken. An inner schism
arises within the Church: an abnormal separation between
the monks (or the elite of the initiated) and the lay-people
(including clergy), which is far more dangerous than the
alleged "clericalization" of the Church. In the last resort,
however, it is only a symptom of the ultimate antinomy.
The problem simply has no historical solution. A true solution would transcend history, it belongs to the "age to
come." In this age, on the historic plane, no constitutional
principle can be given, but only a regulative one: a principle of discrimination, not a principle of construction.
For again each of the two programmes is self-contradictory. There is an inherent sectarian temptation in the first:
the "catholic" and universal character of the Christian
message and purpose is here at least obscured and often
deliberately denied, the world is simply left out of sight.
And all attempts at the direct Christianization of the world,
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in the guise of a Christian State or Empire, have only led
to the more or less acute secularization of Christianity itself."
In our time nobody would consider it possible for everyone to be converted to a universal monasticism or a realization of a truly Christian, and universal, State. The
Church remains "in the world," as a heterogeneous body, and
the tension is stronger than it has ever been; the ambiguity
of the situation is painfully felt by overyone in the Church.
A practical programme for the present age can be deduced
only from a restored understanding of the nature and
essence of the Church. And the failure of all Utopian expectations cannot obscure the Christian hope: the King has
come, the Lord Jesus, and His Kingdom is to come.

CHAPTER V

The Function of Tradition
In the Ancient Church
"Ego vero Evangelio non crederem, ni si me catholicae
Ecclesiae commoveret auctoritas." [Indeed, I should not
have believed the Gospel, if the authority of the Catholic
Church had not moved me].
ST. AUGUSTINE, contra epist. Manichaei, i.l.

St. Vincent of Lérins and Tradition
dictum of St. Vincent of Lérins was characteristic of the attitude of the Ancient Church in the matters
of faith: teneamus quod ubique, quod semper, quod ab
omnibus creditum est. ["We must hold what has been
believed everywhere, always, and by all." Commonitorium,
2.] This was at once the criterion and the norm. The crucial
emphasis was here on the permanence of Christian teaching.
St. Vincent was actually appealing to the double "ecumenicity" of Christian faith—in space and in time. In fact, it was
the same great vision which had inspired St. Irenaeus in his
own time: the One Church, expanded and scattered in the
whole world, and yet speaking with one voice, holding the
same faith everywhere, as it had been handed down by the
blessed Apostles and preserved by the succession of witnesses:
'"PHE FAMOUS

"The Function of Tradition in the Ancient Church" appeared in The
Greek Orthodox Theological Review (IX, 2, 1963). Copyright by The
Greek Orthodox Theological Review and reprinted with permission.
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quae est ab apostolis, quae per successionem presbyterorum
in ecclesiis custoditur. ["Which is being preserved in the
Church from the Apostles through the succession of the
presbyters."] These two aspects of faith, or rather—the two
dimensions, could never be separated from each other. Universitas and antiquitas, as well as consensio, belonged together. Neither was an adequate criterion by itself. "Antiquity"
as such was not yet a sufficient warrant of truth, unless a
comprehensive consensus of the "ancients" could be satisfactorily demonstrated. And consensio as such was not conclusive, unless it could be traced back continuously to Apostolic origins. Now, suggested St. Vincent, the true faith could
be recognized by a double recourse—to Scripture and Tradition : duplici modo . . . primum scilicet divinae le gis auctoritate, turn deinde ecclesiae catholicae traditione. ["In two
ways . . . first clearly by the authority of the Holy Scriptures,
then by the tradition of the Catholic Church."] This did not
imply, however, that there were two sources of Christian
doctrine. Indeed, the rule, or canon, of Scripture was "perfect" and "self-sufficient"—ad omnia satis superque sufficiat.
["For all things complete and more than sufficient."] Why
then should it be supplemented by any other "authority" ?
Why was it imperative to invoke also the authority of "ecclesiastical understanding"—ecclesiasticae intelligentiae auctoritas? The reason was obvious: Scriptures were differently
interpreted by individuals: ut paene quoi homines tot illinc
sententiae erui posse vide antur. ["So that one might almost
gain the impression that it can yield as many different meanings, as there are men."] To this variety of "private" opinions
St. Vincent opposes the "common" mind of the Church, the
mind of the Church Catholic: ut propheticae et apostolicae
interpretationis linea secundum ecclesiastici et catholici sensus
normam dirigatur. ["That the trend of the interpretation of
the prophets and the apostolic writings be directed in accordance with the rule of the ecclesiastical and Catholic
meaning."] Tradition was not, according to St. Vincent, an
independent instance, nor was it a complementary source of
faith. "Ecclesiastical understanding" could not add anything
to the Scripture. But it was the only means to ascertain and
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to disclose the true meaning of Scripture. Tradition was, in
fact, the authentic interpretation of Scripture. And in this
sense it was co-extensive with Scripture. Tradition was actually "Scripture rightly understood." And Scripture was for St.
Vincent the only, primary and ultimate, canon of Christian
truth (Commonitorium, cap. II, cf. cap. XXVIII).
The Hermeneutical Question in the Ancient Church
At this point St. Vincent was in full agreement with the
established tradition. In the admirable phrase of St. Hilary
of Poitiers, scripturae enim non in legendo sunt, sed in
intelligendo. ["For Scripture is not in the reading, but in the
understanding" ; ad Constantium Aug., lib. II, cap. 9, ML X,
570; the phrase is repeated also by St. Jerome, Dial, с
Lucifer., cap. 28, ML XXIII, 190-191]. The problem of right
exegesis was still a burning issue in the Fourth century, in
the contest of the Church with the Arians, no less than it
has been in the Second century, in the struggle against
Gnostics, Sabellians, and Montanists. All parties in the dispute
used to appeal to Scripture. Heretics, even Gnostics and
Manichees, used to quote Scriptural texts and passages and
to invoke the authority of the Holy Writ. Moreover, exegesis
was at that time the main, and probably the only, theological
method, and the authority of the Scripture was sovereign and
supreme. The Orthodox were bound to raise the crucial
hermeneutical question: What was the principle of interpretation? Now, in the Second century the term "Scriptures"
denoted primarily the Old Testament and, on the other hand,
the authority of these "Scriptures" was sharply challenged,
and actually repudiated, by the teaching of Marcion. The
Unity of the Bible had to be proved and vindicated. What
was the basis, and the warrant, of Christian, and Christological, understanding of "Prophecy," that is-of the Old Testament? It was in this historical situation that the authority of
Tradition was first invoked. Scripture belonged to the Church,
and it was only in the Church, within the community of right
faith, that Scripture could be adequately understood and
correctly interpreted. Heretics, that is—those outside of the
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Church, had no key to the mind of the Scripture. It was not
enough just to read and to quote Scriptural words—the true
meaning, or intent, of Scripture, taken as an integrated whole,
had to be elicited. One had to grasp, as it were—in advance,
the true pattern of Biblical revelation, the great design of
God's redemptive Providence, and this could be done only
by an insight of faith. It was by faith that Christuszeugniss
could be discerned in the Old Testament. It was by faith that
the unity of the tetramorph Gospel could be properly ascertained. But this faith was not an arbitrary and subjective
insight of individuals—it was the faith of the Church, rooted
in the Apostolic message, or kerygma, and authenticated by
it. Those outside of the Church were missing precisely this
basic and overarching message, the very heart of the Gospel.
With them Scripture was just a dead letter, or an array of
disconnected passages and stories, which they endeavored to
arrange or re-arrange on their own pattern, derived from
alien sources. They had another faith. This was the main
argument of Tertullian in his passionate treatise De praescriptione. He would not discuss Scriptures with heretics—they
had no right to use Scriptures, as they did not belong to
them. Scriptures were the Church's possession. Emphatically
did Tertullian insist on the priority of the "rule of faith,"
régula ftdei. It was the only key to the meaning of the Scripture. And this "rule" was Apostolic, was rooted in, and
derived from, the Apostolic preaching. С. Н. Turner has
rightly described the meaning and the intention of this appeal
or reference to the "rule of faith" in the Early Church.
"When Christians spoke of the 'Rule of Faith' as 'Apostolic,'
they did not mean that the Apostles had met and formulated
it. . . . What they meant was that the profession of belief
which every catechumen recited before his baptism did embody in summary form the faith which the Apostles had
taught and had committed to their disciples to teach after
them." This profession was the same everywhere, although
the actual phrasing could vary from place to place. It was
always intimately related to the baptismal formula.1 Apart
from this "rule" Scripture could be but misinterpreted. Scripture and Tradition were indivisibly interwined for Tertullian.
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Ubi enim apparuerit esse veritatem disciplinae et fidei christianae, tllic erit veritas scripturarum et expositionum et
omnium traditionum christianarum. ["For only where the
true Christian teaching and faith are evident will the true
Scriptures, the true interpretations, and all the true Christian
traditions be found"; XIX. 3]. The Apostolic Tradition of
faith was the indispensable guide in the understanding of
Scripture and the ultimate warrant of right interpretation.
The Church was not an external authority, which had to
judge over the Scripture, but rather the keeper and guardian
of that Divine truth which was stored and deposited in the
Holy Writ.2
St. Irenaeus and the "Canon of Truth"
Denouncing the Gnostic mishandling of Scriptures, St.
Irenaeus introduced a picturesque simile. A skillful artist has
made a beautiful image of a king, composed of many precious
jewels. Now, another man takes this mosaic image to pieces,
re-arranges the stones on another pattern so as to produce
the image of a dog or of a fox. Then he starts claiming that
this was the original picture, by the first master, under the
pretext that the gems (the ψηφίδες) were authentic. In fact,
however, the original design had been destroyed—λύσας
την ύποκείμενην του άνθρωπου Ιδέαν. This is precisely
what the heretics do with the Scripture. They disregard and
disrupt "the order and connection" of the Holy Writ and
"dismember the truth''-λύοντες τ α μέλη τ η ς α λ η θ ε ί α ς .
Words, expressions, and images—ρήματα, λέξεις, ιταραβολαί—are genuine, indeed, but the design, the ύπόθεσις,
is arbitrary and false {adv. hoeres., 1.8. l ) . St. Irenaeus suggested as well another analogy. There were in circulation at
that time certain Homerocentones, composed of genuine
verses of Homer, but taken at random and out of context,
and re-arranged in arbitrary manner. All particular verses
were truly Homeric, but the new story, fabricated by the
means of re-arrangement, was not Homeric at all. Yet, one
could be easily deceived by the familiar sound of the Homeric
idiom ( 1 . 9 . 4 ) . It is worth noticing that Tertullian also
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refers to these curious centones, made of Homeric or Virgilian
verses (de praescr., XXXIX). Apparently, it was a common
device in the polemical literature of that time. Now, the
point which St. Irenaeus endeavored to make is obvious.
Scripture had its own pattern or design, its internal structure
and harmony. The heretics ignore this pattern, or rather
substitute their own instead. In other words, they re-arrange
the Scriptural evidence on a pattern which is quite alien to
the Scripture itself. Now, contended St. Irenaeus, those who
had kept unbending that "canon of truth" which they had
received at baptism, will have no difficulty in "restoring
each expression to its appropriate place" (xr\ ιδία τ ά ξ ε ι ) .
Then they are able to behold the true image. The actual
phrase used by St. Irenaeus is peculiar: π ρ ο σ α ρ μ ό σ α ς τω
τ η ς α λ η θ ε ί α ς σωμάτιω (which is clumsily rendered in
the old Latin translation as corpusculum veritatis). But the
meaning of the phrase is quite clear. The σωμάτιον is not
necessarily a diminutive. It simply denotes a "corporate body."
In the phrase of St. Irenaeus it denotes the corpus of truth,
the right context, the original design, the "true image," the
original disposition of gems and verses.3 Thus, for St. Irenaeus, the reading of Scripture must be guided by the "rule"
of faith—to which believers are committed (and into which
they are initiated) by their baptismal profession, and by
which only the basic message, or "the truth," of the Scripture
can be adequately assessed and identified. The favorite phrase
of St. Irenaeus was "the rule of truth," κανών τ η ς αληθείας, régula veritatis. Now, this "rule" was, in fact, nothing
else than the witness and preaching of the Apostles, their
κ ή ρ υ γ μ α and praedicatio (or praeconium), which was
"deposited" in the Church and entrusted to her by the
Apostles, and then was faithfully kept and handed down,
with complete unanimity in all places, by the succession of
accredited pastors: qui cum episcopatus successions charisma
veritatis certum acceperunt. [Those who, together with the
succession of the episcopacy, have received the firm charisma
of truth; IV. 26. 2]. Whatever the direct and exact connotation of this pregnant phrase may be,4 there can be no
doubt that, in the mind of St. Irenaeus, this continuous pre-
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servation and transmission of the deposited faith was operated
and guided by the abiding presence of the Holy Spirit in the
Church. The whole conception of the Church in St. Irenaeus
was at once "charismatic" and "institutional." And "Tradition" was, in his understanding, a depositum juvenescens,
[a living tradition] entrusted to the Church as a new breath
of life, just as breath was bestowed upon the first man— (quemadmodum aspiratio plasmationis III. 24. 1). Bishops or
"presbyters" were in the Church accredited guardians and
ministers of this once deposited truth. "Where, therefore, the
charismata of the Lord have been deposited (posita sunt),
there is it proper to learn the truth, namely from those who
have that succession of the Church which is from the Apostles
(apud quos est ea quae est ab apostolis ecclesiae successio),
4nd who display a sound and blameless conduct and an
unadulterated and incorrupt speech. For these also preserve
this faith of ours in one God who created all things, and
they increase that love for the Son of God, who accomplished
such marvellous dispensation for our sake, and they expound
the Scriptures to us without danger, neither blaspheming God,
nor dishonoring the patriarchs, nor despising the prophets"
(IV. 26. 5).
The Régula Fidei
Tradition was in the Early Church, first of all, an hermeneutical principle and method. Scripture could be rightly
and fully assessed and understood only in the light and in the
context of the living Apostolic Tradition, which was an
integral factor of Christian existence. It was so, of course, not
because Tradition could add anything to what has been
manifested in the Scripture, but because it provided that living
context, the comprehensive perspective, in which only the
true "intention" and the total "design" of the Holy Writ,
of Divine Revelation itself, could be detected and grasped.
The truth was, according to St. Irenaeus, a "well-grounded
system," a corpus (adv. haeres. II. 27. 1—veritatis corpus), a
"harmonious melody" (II. 38. 3). But it was precisely this
"harmony" which could be grasped only by the insight of
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faith. Indeed, Tradition was not just a transmission of inherited doctrines, in a "Judaic manner," but rather the continuous life in the truth.5 It was not a fixed core or complex
of binding propositions, but rather an insight into the meaning and impact of the revelatory events, of the revelation of
the "God who acts." And this was determinative in the field
of Biblical exegesis. G. L. Prestige has well put it: "The
voice of the Bible could be plainly heard only if its text were
interpreted broadly and rationally, in accordance with the
apostolic creed and the evidence of the historical practice of
Christendom. It was the heretics that relied on isolated texts,
and the Catholics who paid more attention on the whole to
scriptural principles."8 Summarizing her careful analysis of
the use of Tradition in the Early Church, Dr. Ellen Flessemanvan-Leer has written: "Scripture without interpretation is not
Scripture at all; the moment it is used and becomes alive it
is always interpreted Scripture." Now, Scripture must be
interpreted "according to its own basic purport," which is
disclosed in the régula fidei. Thus, this régula becomes, as it
were, the controlling instance in the exegesis. "Real interpretation of Scripture is Church preaching, is tradition."7
St. Athanasius and the "Scope of Faith"
The situation did not change in the Fourth century. The
dispute with the Arians was centered again in the exegetical
field,—at least, in its early phase. The Arians and their supporters have produced an impressive array of Scriptural texts
in the defense of their doctrinal position. They wanted to
restrict theological discussion to the Biblical ground alone.
Their claims had to be met precisely on this ground, first of
all. And their exegetical method, the manner in which they
handled the text, was much the same as that of the earlier
dissenters. They were operating with selected proof-texts,
without much concern for the total context of the Revelation.
It was imperative for the Orthodox to appeal to the mind of
the Church, to that "Faith" which had been once delivered
and then faithfully kept. This was the main concern, and the
usual method, of St. Athanasius. The Arians quoted various
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passages from the Scripture to substantiate their contention
that the Saviour was a creature. In reply St. Athanasius invoked the "rule of faith." This was his usual argument.
"Let us, who possess τον σκοπόν τ η ς π ί σ τ ε ω ς [the scope
of faith], restore the correct meaning (ορθήν την διάνοιαν) of what they had wrongly interpreted" (c. Arian. III.
35). St. Athanasius contended that the "correct" interpretation of particular texts was only possible in the total perspective of faith. "What they now allege from the Gospels
they explain in an unsound sense, as we may discover if we
take in consideration τον σκοττόν τ η ς κ α θ ' η μ ά ς τους
Χριστιανούς π ί σ τ ε ω ς [the scope of the faith according to
us Christians], and read the Scripture using it (τον σκοπόν)
as the rule—ωσπερ κανόνι χρησάμενοι." (HI. 28) On
the other hand, close attention must be given also to the immediate context and setting of every particular phrase and
expression, and the exact intention of the writer must be
carefully identified (I. 54). Writing to Bishop Serapion, on
the Holy Spirit, St. Athanasius contends again that Arians
ignored or missed "the scope of the Divine Scripture"—
μη είδόντες τον σκοπόν τ η ς Θείας Γραφής (ad Serap.,
II. 7; cf. ad episc. Eg., 4: τ α λ ε γ ό μ ε ν α μόνον σκοπών,
και μή τ η ν διάνοιαν Θεωρών). The σκοπός was, in the
language of St. Athanasius, a close equivalent of what St.
Irenaeus used to denote as ύπόθεσις,—the underlying "idea,"
the true design, the intended meaning." On the other hand,
the word σκοπός was a habitual term in the exegetical
language of certain philosophical schools, especially in Neoplatonism. Exegesis played a great role in the philosophical
endeavor of that time, and the question of hermeneutical
principle had to be raised. Jamblichos was, for one, quite
formal at this point. One had to discover the "main point,"
or the basic theme, of the whole treatise under examination,
9
and to keep it all time in mind. St. Athanasius could well
be acquainted with the technical use of the term. It was
misleading, he contended, to quote isolated texts and passages,
disregarding the total intent of the Holy Writ. It is obviously
inaccurate to interpret the term σκοπός in the idiom of St.
Athanasius as "the general drift" of the Scripture. The
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"scope" of the faith, or of the Scripture, is precisely their
credal core, which is condensed in the "rule of faith," as it
had been maintained in the Church and "transmitted from
fathers to fathers," while the Arians had "no fathers" for
their opinions {de deer., 27). As Cardinal Newman has
rightly observed, St. Athanasius regarded the "rule of faith"
as an ultimate "principle of interpretation," opposing the
"ecclesiastical sense" ( τ ή ν έκκλησιαστικήν διάνοιαν, с.
Arian. I. 44) to "private opinions" of the heretics.10 Time
and again, in his scrutiny of the Arian arguments, St. Athanasius would summarize the basic tenets of the Christian
faith, before going into the actual re-examination of the
alleged proof-texts, in order to restore texts into their proper
perspective. H. E. W. Turner has described this exegetical
manner of St. Athanasius:
Against the favorite Arian technique of pressing the grammatical
meaning of a text without regard either to the immediate context
or to the wider frame of reference in the teaching of the Bible as
a whole, he urges the need to take the general drift of the
Church's Faith as a Canon of interpretation. The Arians are
blind to the wide sweep of Biblical theology and therefore fail
to take into sufficient account the context in which their prooftexts are set. The sense of Scripture must itself be taken as
Scripture. This has been taken as a virtul abandonment of the
appeal to Scripture and its replacement by an argument from
Tradition. Certainly in less careful hands it might lead to the
imposition of a strait-jacket upon the Bible as the dogmatism of
Arian and Gnostic had attempted to do. But this was certainly
not the intention of St. Athanasius himself. For him it represents
an appeal from exegesis drunk to exegesis sober, from a myopic
insistence upon the grammatical letter to the meaning of intention
(σκοπός, χαρακτήρ) of the Bible.11

It seems, however, that Professor Turner exaggerated the
danger. The argument was still strictly scriptural, and, in
principle, St. Athanasius admitted the sufficiency of the
Scripture, sacred and inspired, for the defense of truth (c.
G entes, I ) . Only Scripture had to be interpreted in the context of the living credal tradition, under the guidance or
control of the "rule of faith." This "rule," however, was in
no sense an "extraneous" authority which could be "imposed"
on the Holy Writ. It was the same "Apostolic preaching,"
which was written down in the books of the New Testament,
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but it was, as it were, this preaching in epitome. St. Athanasius writes to Bishop Serapion: "Let us look at that very
tradition, teaching, and faith of the Catholic Church from
the very beginning, which the Lord gave (εδωκεν), the
Apostles preached ( έ κ ή ρ υ ξ α ν ) , and the Fathers preserved
( έ φ ύ λ α ξ α ν ) . Upon this the Church is founded" (ad Serap.,
I. 28). The passage is highly characteristic of St. Athanasius.
The three terms in the phrase actually coincide: τταράδοσις
[tradition]—from Christ himself, δ ι δ α σ κ α λ ί α [teaching]—
by the Apostles, and πίστις [faith]—of the Catholic Church.
And this is the foundation (θεμέλιον) of the Church—a
sole and single foundation." Scripture itself seems to be
subsumed and included in this "Tradition," coming, as it is,
from the Lord. In the concluding chapter of his first epistle
to Serapion St. Athanasius returns once more to the same
point. "In accordance with the Apostolic faith delivered to
us by tradition from the Fathers, I have delivered the tradition, without inventing anything extraneous to it. What I
learned, that have I inscribed ( έ ν ε χ ά ρ α ξ α ) , conformably
with the Holy Scriptures" (c. 33). On an occasion St. Athanasius denoted the Scripture itself as an Apostolic paradosis
(ad Adelph., 6 ) . It is characteristic that in the whole discussion with the Arians no single reference was made to any
"traditions"—in plural. The only term of reference was always "Tradition,"—indeed, the Tradition, the Apostolic Tradition, comprising the total and integral content of the Apostolic "preaching," and summarized in the "rule of faith."
The unity and solidarity of this Tradition was the main and
crucial point in the whole argument.
The Purpose of Exegesis and the "Rule of Worship"
The appeal to Tradition was actually an appeal to the
mind of the Church. It was assumed that the Church had the
knowledge and the understanding of the truth, of the truth
and the "meaning" of the Revelation. Accordingly, the
Church had both the competence and the authority to proclaim the Gospel and to interpret it. This did not imply that
the Church was "above" the Scripture. She stood by the
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Scripture, but on the other hand, was not bound by its
"letter." The ultimate purpose of exegesis and interpretation
was to elicit the meaning and the intent of the Holy Writ,
or rather the meaning of the Revelation, of the Heilsgeschichte. The Church had to preach Christ, and not just
"the Scripture." The use of Tradition in the Ancient Church
can be adequately understood only in the context of the actual
use of the Scripture. The Word was kept alive in the Church.
It was reflected in her life and structure. Faith and Life
were organically interwined. It would be proper to recall at
this point the famous passage from the Indiculus de gratia
Dei, which was mistakenly attributed to Pope Celestine and
was in fact composed by St. Prosper of Aquitania: "These
are the inviolable decrees of the Holy and Apostolic See by
which our holy Fathers slew the baneful innovation.. .Let
us regard the sacred prayers which, in accordance with apostolic tradition our priests offer uniformly in every Catholic
Church in all the world. Let the rule of worship lay down
the rule of faith." It is true, of course, that this phrase in its
immediate context was not a formulation of a general principle, and its direct intention was limited to one particular
point: Infant Baptism as an instance pointing to the reality
of an inherited or original sin. Indeed, it was not an authoritative proclamation of a Pope, but a private opinion of
an individual theologian, expressed in the context of a heated
controversy." Yet, it was not just an accident, and not a
misunderstanding, that the phrase had been taken out of its
immediate context and slightly changed in order to express
the principle: ut legem credendi statuât lex orandi. [So that
the rule of worship should establish the rule of faith].
"Faith" found its first expression precisely in the liturgical,—
sacramental, rites and formulas—and "Creeds" first emerged
as an integral part of the rite of initiation. "Credal summaries of faith, whether interrogatory or declaratory, were a
by-product of the liturgy and reflected its fixity or plasticity,"
says J. N. D. Kelly.1* "Liturgy," in the wide and comprehensive sense of the word, was the first and initial layer in the
Tradition of the Church, and the argument from the lex
orandi [Rule of worship] was persistently used in discussion
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already by the end of the Second century. The Worship of
the Church was a solemn proclamation of her Faith. The
baptismal invocation of the Name was probably the earliest
Trinitarian formula, as the Eucharist was the primary witness
to the mystery of Redemption, in all its fulness. The New
Testament itself came to existence, as a "Scripture," in the
Worshipping Church. And Scripture was read first in the
context of worship and meditation.
St. Basil and "Unwritten Tradition"
Already St. Irenaeus used to refer to "faith" as it had
been received at baptism. Liturgical arguments were used by
Tertullian and St. Cyprian.14 St. Athanasius and the Cappadocians used the same argument. The full development of
this argument from the liturgical tradition we find in St.
Basil. In his contest with the later Arians, concerning the
Holy Spirit, St. Basil built his major argument on the analysis
of doxologies, as they were used in the Churches. The treatise of St. Basil, De Spiritu Sancto, was an occasional tract,
written in the fire and heat of a desperate struggle, and
addressed to a particular historic situation. But St. Basil was
concerned here with the principles and methods of theological
investigation. In his treatise St. Basil was arguing a particular
point,—indeed, the crucial point in the sound Trinitarian
doctrine,—the homotimia of the Holy Ghost. His main
reference was to a liturgical witness: the doxology of a
definite type {^'with the Spirit"}, which, as he could demonstrate, has been widely used in the Churches. The phrase, of
course, was not in the Scripture. It was only attested by tradition. But his opponents would not admit any authority but
that of the Scripture. It is in this situation that St. Basil
endeavored to prove the legitimacy of an appeal to Tradition.
He wanted to show that the δμοτιμία of the Spirit, that is,
his Divinity, was always believed in the Church and was a
part of the Baptismal profession of faith. Indeed, as Père
Benoit Pruche has rightly observed, the ομότιμος was for St.
Basil an equivalent of the ομοούσιος. 1 5 There was little new
in this concept of Tradition, except consistency and precision.
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His phrasing, however, was rather peculiar. "Of the dogmata and kerygmata, which are kept in the Church, we have
some from the written teaching (έκ τ η ς ε γ γ ρ ά φ ο υ διδασ κ α λ ί α ς ) , and some we derive from the Apostolic paradosis,
which had been handed down έν μυστηρίω. And both
have the same strength—την α υ τ ή ν Ισχύν—in the matters
of piety" (de Spir. S., 66). At first glance one may get the
impression that St. Basil introduces here a double authority
and double standard—Scripture and Tradition. In fact he
was very far from doing so. His use of terms is peculiar.
Kerygmata were for him what in the later idiom was
usually denoted as "dogmas" or "doctrines"—a formal and
authoritative teaching and ruling in the matters of faith,—
the open or public teaching. On the other hand, dogmata
were for him the total complex of "unwritten habits" ( τ α
ά γ ρ α φ α τ ω ν εθνών), or, in fact, the whole structure
of liturgical and sacramental life. It must be kept in mind
that the concept, and the term itself, "dogma," was not yet
fixed by that time,—it was not yet a term with a strict and
exact connotation.1* In any case, one should not be embarrassed by the contention of St. Basil that dogmata were
delivered or handed down, by the Apostles, έν μυστηρίω.
It would be a flagrant mistranslation if we render it as
"in secret." The only accurate rendering is: "by the way
of mysteries," that is—under the form of rites and (liturgical) usages, or "habits." In fact, it is precisely what St.
Basil says himself: τ α π λ ε ί σ τ α τ ω ν μυστικών ά γ ρ ά φ ω ς ήμιν έμπολιτεύεται. [Most of the mysteries are
communicated to us by an unwritten way]. The term τα
μυστικά refers here, obviously, to the rites of Baptism and
Eucharist, which are, for St. Basil, of "Apostolic" origin.
He quotes at this point St. Paul's own reference to "traditions," which the faithful have received (είτε δια λόγου,
είτε δι* επιστολής Π Thess. 2:15; I Cor. 11:2). The
doxology in question is one of these "traditions" (71; cf.

also 66—οι τα περί τας Εκκλησίας εξαρχής διαθεσμοθετήσαντες απόστολοι και πατέρες, έν τω
κεκρυμμένω και άφθέγκτω τό σεμνον τοις μυστηρίοις έφύλασσον). [The Apostles and Fathers who from

The Function of Tradition In the Ancient Church

87

the very beginning arranged everything in the churches,
preserved the sacred character of the mysteries in silence
and secrecy]. Indeed, all instances quoted by St. Basil in
this connection are of ritual or liturgical nature: the use
of the sign of the Cross in the rite of admission of
Catechumens; the orientation toward East at prayer; the
habit to keep standing at worship on Sundays; the epiclesis
in the Eucharistie rite; the blessing of water and oil, the
renunciation of Satan and his pomp, the triple immersion,
in the rite of Baptism. There are many other "unwritten
mysteries of the Church," says St. Basil: τ α ά γ ρ α φ α τ η ς
εκκλησίας μυστήρια (с. 66 and 67). They are not
mentioned in the Scripture. But they are of great authority
and significance. They are indispensable for the preservation of right faith. They are effective means of witness
and communication. According to St. Basil, they come from
a "silent" and "private" tradition: α π ό τ η ς σιωπωμένης
και μυστικής π α ρ α δ ό σ ε ω ς ' έκ τ η ς αδημοσίευτου
τ α ύ τ η ς και απορρήτου δ ι δ α σκ α λ ί α ς . [From the silent
and mystical tradition, from the unpublic and ineffable
teaching]. This "silent" and "mystical" tradition, "which
has not been made public," is not an esoteric doctrine,
reserved for some particular elite. The "elite" was the
Church. In fact, "tradition" to which St. Basil appeals,
is the liturgical practice of the Church. St. Basil is referring
here to what is now denoted as disciplina arcani. [The
discipline of secrecy]. In the fourth century this "discipline"
was in wide use, was formally imposed and advocated in the
Church. It was related to the institution of the Catechumenate
and had primarily an educational and didactic purpose. On
the other hand, as St. Basil says himself, certain "traditions"
had to be kept "unwritten" in order to prevent profanation
at the hands of the infidel. This remark obviously refers to
rites and usages. It may be recalled at this point that, in
the practice of the Fourth century, the Creed (and also
the Dominical Prayer) were a part of this "discipline of
secrecy" and could not be disclosed to the non-initiated.
The Creed was reserved for the candidates for Baptism, at the
last stage of their instruction, after they had been solemnly
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enrolled and approved. The Creed was communicated, or
"traditioned," to them by the bishop orally and they had to
recite it by memory before him: the ceremony of traditio and
redditio symboli. [Transmission and Repetition (by the initiated) of the Creed]. The Catechumens were strongly urged
not to divulge the Creed to outsiders and not to commit it to
writing. It had to be inscribed in their hearts. It is enough
to quote there the Procatechesis of St. Cyril of Jerusalem,
cap 12 and 17. In the West Rufinus and St. Augustine felt
that it was improper to set the Creed down on paper. For
that reason Sozomen in his History does not quote the text
of the Nicene Creed, "which only the initiated and the
mystagogues have the right to recite and hear" (hist. eccl.
1.20). It is against this background, and in this historic
context, that the argument of St. Basil must be assessed
and interpreted. St. Basil stresses strongly the importance
of the Baptismal profession of faith, which included a
formal commitment to the belief in the Holy Trinity, Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit (67 and 26). It was a "tradition" which
had been handed down to the neophytes "in mystery" and
had to be kept "in silence." One would be in great danger
to shake "the very foundation of the Christian faith"—τό
σ τ ε ρ έ ω μ α τ η ς εις Χριστόν πίστεως—if this "unwritten
tradition" was set aside, ignored, or neglected (c. 25). The
only difference between δ ό γ μ α and κ ή ρ υ γ μ α was in the
manner of their transmission: dogma is kept "in silence"
and kerygmata are "publicized": τό μεν γ α ρ σιωτκχται,
τα δε κ η ρ ύ γ μ α τ α δημοσιεύονται. But their intent is
identical: they convey the same faith, if in different manners. Moreover, this particular habit was not just a tradition of the Fathers—such a tradition would not have sufficed: ούκ έξαρκεΐ. In fact, "the Fathers" derived their
"principles" from "the intention of the Scripture"—τω
βουλή μάτι τ η ς Γραφής ήκολούθησαν, έκ τ ω ν μαρτυριών . . . τ α ς α ρ χ ά ς λαοόντες. [Following the intention of the Scripture, deriving their principles from the
scriptural witnesses]. Thus, the "unwritten tradition," in
rites and symbols, does not actually add anything to the
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content of the Scriptural faith: it only puts this faith in
focus."
St. Basil's appeal to "unwritten tradition" was actually
an appeal to the faith of the Church, to her sensus catholicus, to the φρόνημα έκκλησιαστικόν. [Ecclesiastical mind]. He had to break the deadlock created by the
obstinate and narrow-minded pseudo-biblicism of his Arian
opponents. And he pleaded that, apart from this "unwritten" rule of faith, it was impossible to grasp the true
intention and teaching of the Scripture itself. St. Basil
was strictly scriptural in his theology: Scripture was for
him the supreme criterion of doctrine (epist. 189-3). His
exegesis was sober and reserved. Yet, Scripture itself was
a mystery, a mystery of Divine "economy" and of human
salvation. There was an inscrutable depth in the Scripture,
since it was an "inspired" book, a book by the Spirit. For
that reason the true exegesis must be also spiritual and
prophetic. A gift of spiritual discernment was necessary
for the right understanding of the Holy Word. "For the
judge of the words ought to start with the same preparation as the author.. . And I see that in the utterances of
the Spirit it is also impossible for everyone to undertake
the scrutiny of His word, but only for them who have
the Spirit which grants the discernment" (epist. 204). The
Spirit is granted in the sacraments of the Church. Scripture
must be read in the light of faith, and also in the community of the faithful. For that reason Tradition, the
tradition of faith as handed down through generations, was
for St. Basil an indispensable guide and companion in the
study and interpretation of the Holy Writ. At this point
he was following in the steps of St. Irenaeus and St.
Athanasius. In the similar way Tradition, and especially
the liturgical witness, of the Church was used by St.
Augustine.1*
The Church as Interpreter of Scripture
The Church had the authority to interpret the Scripture,
since she was the only authentic depository of Apostolic
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kerygma. This kerygma was unfailingly kept alive in the
Church, as she was endowed with the Spirit. The Church
was still teaching viva voce, commending and furthering
the Word of God. And viva vox Evangelii [the living voice
of the Gospel] was indeed not just a recitation of the
words of the Scripture. It was a proclamation of the Word
of God, as it was heard and preserved in the Church, by
the ever abiding power of the quickening Spirit. Apart
from the Church and her regular Ministry, "in succession"
to the Apostles, there was no true proclamation of the
Gospel, no sound preaching, no real understanding of the
Word of God. And therefore it would be in vain to look
for truth elsewhere, outside of the Church, Catholic and
Apostolic. This was the common assumption of the Ancient
Church, from St. Irenaeus down to Chalcedon, and further.
St. Irenaeus was quite formal at this point. In the Church
the fullness of truth has been gathered by the Apostles:
plenissime in earn contulerint omnia quae sunt veritatis
[lodged in her hands most copiously are all things pertaining to truth (adv. hoeres., III.4.1)]. Indeed, Scripture
itself was the major part of this Apostolic "deposite." So
was also the Church. Scripture and Church could not be
separated, or opposed to each other. Scripture, that is—its
true understanding, was only in the Church, as she was
guided by the Spirit. Origen was stressing this unity between Scripture and Church persistently. The task of the
interpreter was to disclose the word of the Spirit: hoc
observare debemus ut non nostras, cum docemus, sed Sancti
Spiritus sententias proferamus [we must be careful when
we teach to present not our own interpretation but that of
the Holy Spirit (in Rom., 1.3.1.)]. And this is simply
impossible apart from the Apostolic Tradition, kept in
the Church. Origen insisted on catholic interpretation of
Scripture, as it is offered in the Church: audiens in Ecclesia
verbum Dei catholice tractari [hearing in the Church the
Word of God presented in the catholic manner (in Lev.
horn., 4.5)]. Heretics, in their exegesis, ignore precisely
the true "intention" or the voluntas of the Scripture: qui
enim neque juxta voluntatem Scripturarum neque juxta fidei
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veritatem pr&fert eloquia Dei, seminat triticum et metit
spinas [those who present the words of God, not in conjunction with the intention of the Scriptures, nor in conjunction with the truth of faith, have sown wheat and
reaped thorns {in Jerem. bom., 7.3)]. The "intention" of
the Holy Writ and the "Rule of faith" are intimately correlated and correspond to each other. This was the position
of the Fathers in the Fourth century and later, in full
agreement with the teaching of the Ancients. With his
usual sharpness and vehemence of expression, St. Jerome,
this great man of Scripture, has voiced the same view:
Marcion and Basilides and other heretics . . . do not possess the
Gospel of God, since they have no Holy Spirit, without which
the Gospel so preached becomes human. We do not think that
Gospel consists of the words of Scripture but in its meaning; not on
the surface but in the marrow, not in the leaves of sermons but
in the root of meaning. In this case Scripture is really useful for
the hearers when it is not spoken without Christ, nor is presented
without the Fathers, and those who are preaching do not introduce
it without the Spirit . . . It is a great danger to speak in the
Church, lest by a perverse interpretation of the Gospel of Christ,
a gospel of man is made . . . (in Galat., I, 1. I I ; M. L. XXVI, с
386)

There is the same preoccupation with the true understanding of the Word of God as in the days of St. Irenaeus,
Tertullian, and Origen. St. Jerome probably was simply
paraphrasing Origen. Outside of the Church there is no
"Divine Gospel," but only human substitutes. The true
meaning of Scripture, the sensus Scripturae, that is—the
Divine message, can be detected only juxta fidei veritatem
[in conjunction with the truth of faith], under the guidance
of the rule of faith. The veritas jidei [the truth of faith]
is, in this context, the Trinitarian confession of faith. It
is the same approach as in St. Basil. Again, St. Jerome is
speaking here primarily of the proclamation of the Word
in the Church: andientibus utilis est [to those who hear
the Word].
St. Augustine and Catholic Authority
In the same sense we have to interpret the well known,
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and justly startling, statement of St. Augustine: Ego ν era
Evangelio non crederem, nisi me catholicae Ecclesiae сотmover et auctoritas [Indeed, I should not have believed the
Gospel, if the authority of the Catholic Church had not moved
me \c. e pistol am Fundamenti, v.6)]. The phrase must be read
in its context. First of all, St. Augustine did not utter this
sentence on his own behalf. He spoke of the attitude which
a simple believer had to take, when confronted with the
heretical claim for authority. In this situation it was proper
for a simple believer to appeal to the authority of the
Church, from which, and in which, he had received the
Gospel itself: ipsi Evangelio catholicis praedicantibus
credidi. [I believed the Gospel itself, being instructed by
catholic preachers]. The Gospel and the preaching of the
Catholica belong together. St. Augustine had no intention
"to subordinate" the Gospel to the Church. He only wanted
to emphasize that "Gospel" is actually received always in
the context of Church's catholic preaching and simply cannot be separated from the Church. Only in this context it
can be assessed and properly understood. Indeed, the witness of the Scripture is ultimately "self-evident," but only
for the "faithful," for those who have achieved a certain
"spiritual" maturity,—and this is only possible within the
Church. He opposed this teaching and preaching auctoritas
of the Church Catholic to the pretentious vagaries of
Manichean exegesis. The Gospel did not belong to the
Manicheans. Catholicae Ecclesiae auctoritas [the authority
of the Catholic Church] was not an independent source of
faith. But it was the indispensable principle of sound interpretation. Actually, the sentence could be converted: one
should not believe the Church, unless one was moved by
the Gospel. The relationship is strictly reciprocal.19

CHAPTER VI

The Authority of the Ancient Councils
And the Tradition of the Fathers
The Councils in the Early Church
of this essay is limited and restricted. It is no
more than an introduction. Both subjects—the role of
the Councils in the history of the Church and the function
of Tradition—have been intensively studied in recent years.
The purpose of the present essay is to offer some suggestions which may prove helpful in the further scrutiny
of documentary evidence and in its theological assessment
and interpretation. Indeed, the ultimate problem is ecclesiological. The Church historian is inevitably also a theologian.
He is bound to bring in his personal options and commitments. On the other hand, it is imperative that theologians
also should be aware of that wide historical perspective in
which matters of faith and doctrine have been continuously
discussed and comprehended. Anachronistic language must
be carefully avoided. Each age must be discussed on its
own terms.
The student of the Ancient Church must begin with the
study of particular Councils, taken in their concrete historical
setting, against their specific existential background, without
attempting any overarching definition in advance. Indeed, it
ППНЕ SCOPE

"The Authority of the Ancient Councils and the Tradition of the Fathers"
appeared in Glaube, Geist, Gescbichte: Festschrift fur Ernst Benz zum 60.
Geburtstag am 17. November 1967 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1967). Reprinted
with permission from E. J. Brill.
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is precisely what historians are doing. There was no "Conciliar theory" in the Ancient Church, no elaborate "theology
of the Councils," and even no fixed canonical regulations.
The Councils of the Early Church, in the first three centuries, were occasional meetings, convened for special purposes, usually in the situation of urgency, to discuss particular
items of common concern. They were events, rather than an
institution. Or, to use the phrase of the late Dom Gregory
Dix, "in the pre-Nicene times Councils were an occasional
device, with no certain place in the scheme of Church government."1 Of course, it was commonly assumed and agreed,
already at that time, that meeting and consultation of bishops,
representing or rather personifying their respective local
churches or "communities," was a proper and normal method
to manifest and to achieve the unity and consent in matters
of faith and discipline. The sense of the Unity of the Church
was strong in Early times, although it had not yet been
reflected on the organizational level. The "collegiality"
of the bishops was assumed in principle and the concept of
the Episcopatus unus was already in the process of formation.
Bishops of a particular area used to meet for the election
and consecration of new bishops. Foundations had been laid
for the future Provincial or Metropolitan system. But all
this was rather a spontaneous movement. It seems that
"Councils" came into existence first in Asia Minor, by the
end of the second century, in the period of intensive defense
against the spread of the "New Prophecy," that is, of the
Montanist enthusiastic explosion. In this situation it was but
natural that the main emphasis should be put on "Apostolic
Tradition," of which bishops were guardians and witnesses
in their respective paroikiai. It was in North Africa that a
kind of Conciliar system was established in the third century.
It was found that Councils were the best device for witnessing, articulating, and proclaiming the common mind of the
Church and the accord and unanimity of local churches.
Professor Georg Kretschmar has rightly said, in his recent
study on the Councils of the Ancient Church, that the basic
concern of the Early Councils was precisely with the Unity
of the Church: "Schon von ihrem Or sprung her ist ihr eigent-
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Itches Thema aber das Ejngen urn die rechte, geistliche
Einheit der Kirche Gottes."" Yet, this Unity was based on
the identity of Tradition and the unanimity in faith, rather
than on any institutional pattern.
The Imperial or Ecumenical Council
The situation changed with the Conversion of the Empire. Since Constantine, or rather since Theodosius, it has
been commonly assumed and acknowledged that Church
was co-extensive with Commonwealth, that is, with the
Universal Empire which has been christened. The "Conversion of the Empire" made the Universality of the Church
more visible than ever before. Of course, it did not add
anything to the essential and intrinsic Universality of the
Christian Church. But the new opportunity provided for
its visible manifestation. It was in this situation that the
first General Council was convened, the Great Council of
Nicea. It was to become the model for the later Councils.
"The new established position of the Church necessitated
ecumenical action, precisely because Christian life was now
lived in the world which was no longer organized on a
basis of localism, but of the Empire as a whole . . . Because
the Church has come out into the world the local churches
had to learn to live no longer as self-contained units (as
in practice, though not in theory, they have largely lived in
the past), but as parts of a vast spiritual government."8 In a
certain sense the General Councils as inaugurated at Nicea
may be described as "Imperial Councils," die Reichskonzile,
and this was probably the first and original meaning of the
term "Ecumenical" as applied to the Councils.* It would be
out of place now to discuss at any length the vexed and
controversial problem of the nature or character of that
peculiar structure which was the new Christian Commonwealth, the theocratic Res publica Christiana, in which the
Church was strangely wedded with the Empire.5 For our
immediate purpose it is actually irrelevant. The Councils
of the fourth century were still occasional meetings, or
individual events, and their ultimate authority was still
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grounded in their conformity with the "Apostolic Tradition."
It is significant that no attempt to develop a legal or canonical theory of "General Councils," as a seat of ultimate
authority, with specific competence and models of procedure,
was made at that time, in the fourth century, or later, although they were de facto acknowledged as a proper instance
to deal with the questions of faith and doctrine and as an
authority on these matters. It will be no exaggeration to
suggest that Councils were never regarded as a canonical
institution, but rather as occasional charismatic events. Councils were not regarded as periodical gatherings which had
to be convened at certain fixed dates. And no Council was
accepted as valid in advance, and many Councils were actually disavowed, in spite of their formal regularity. It is enough
to mention the notorious Robber Council of 449. Indeed,
those Councils which were actually recognized as "Ecumenical," in the sense of their binding and infallible authority,
were recognized, immediately or after a delay, not because
of their formal canonical competence, but because of their
charismatic character: under the guidance of the Holy Spirit
they have witnessed to the Truth, in conformity with the
Scripture as handed down in Apostolic Tradition.6 There is
no space now to discuss the theory of reception. In fact, there
was no theory. There was simply an insight into the matters
of faith. Hans Kung, in his recent book, Strukturen der
Kirche, has suggested a helpful avenue of approach to this
very problem. Indeed, Dr. Kung is not a historian, but his
theological scheme can be fruitfully applied by historians.
Kung suggested that we should regard the Church herself
as a "Council," an Assembly, and as a Council convened by
God Himself, aus go'ttlicher Berufung, and the historic Councils, that is, the Ecumenical or General Councils, as Councils
aus menschlicher Berufung, as a "representation" of the
Church,—indeed, a "true representation," but yet no more
than a representation.7 It is interesting to note that a similar
conception had been made already many years ago by the
great Russian Church historian, V. V. Bolotov, in his Lectures
on the History of the Ancient Church. Church is ecclesia,
an assembly, which is never adjourned.8 In other words, the
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. ultimate authority — and the ability to discern the truth in
faith — is vested in the Church which is indeed a "Divine
institution," in the proper and strict sense of the word,
whereas no Council, and no "Conciliar institution," is de
jure Divino, except in so far as it happens to be a true image
or manifestation of the Church herself. We may seem to be
involved here in a vicious circle. We may be actually involved
in it, if we insist on formal guarantees in doctrinal matters.
But, obviously, such "guarantees" do not exist and cannot
be produced, especially in advance. Certain "Councils" were
actually failures, no more than conciliabula, and did err.
And for that reason they were subsequently disavowed. The
story of the Councils in the fourth century is, in this respect,
very instructive.9 The claims of the Councils were accepted
or rejected in the Church not on formal or "canonical"
ground. And the verdict of the Church has been highly
selective. The Council is not above the Church, this was the
attitude of the Ancient Church. The Council is precisely a
"representation." This explains why the Ancient Church
never appealed to "Conciliar authority" in general or in
abstracto, but always to particular Councils, or rather to their
"faith" and witness. Pere Yves Congar has recently published
an excellent article on the "Primacy of the first four Ecumenical Councils," and the evidence he has collected is highly
instructive.10 In fact, it was precisely the normative priority
of Nicea, Ephesus, and Chalcedon, that is, of their dogmatic
ruling, which was felt to be a faithful and adequate expression of the perennial commitment of faith as once delivered
unto the Church. Again the stress was not so much on "canonical" authority, but on the truth. It leads us to the most
intricate and crucial problem — what are the ultimate criteria
of the Christian Truth ?
Christ: The Criterion of Truth
There is no easy answer to this query. Indeed, there is
a very simple answer — Christ is the Truth. The source and
the criterion of the Christian Truth is the Divine Revelation,
in its twofold structure, in its two dispensations. The source
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of the Truth is the Word of God. Now, this simple answer
was readily given and commonly accepted in the Ancient
Church, as it may be also gratefully accepted in the divided
Christendom of our own days. Yet, this answer does not solve
the problem. In fact, it has been variously assessed and interpreted, to the point of most radical divergence. It only meant
that the problem was actually shifted a step further. A new
question came to be asked. How was Revelation to be understood? The Early Church had no doubt about the "sufficiency" of the Scriptures, and never tried to go beyond, and
always claimed not to have gone beyond. But already in the
Apostolic age itself the problem of "interpretation" arose
in all its challenging sharpness. What was the guiding hermeneutical principle? At this point there was no other answer
than the appeal to the "faith of the Church," the faith and
kerygma of the Apostles, the Apostolic paradosis. The Scripture could be understood only within the Church, as Origen
strongly insisted, and as St. Irenaeus and Tertullian insisted
before him. The appeal to Tradition was actually an appeal
to the mind of the Church, her phronema. It was a method
to discover and ascertain the faith as it had been always held,
from the very beginning: semper creditum. The permanence
of Christian belief was the most conspicuous sign and token
11
of its truth: no innovations. And this permanence of the
Holy Church's faith could be appropriately demonstrated
by the witnesses from the past. It-was for that reason, and
for that purpose, that "the ancients" — οι π α λ α ι ο ί — were
usually invoked and quoted in theological discussions. This
"argument from antiquity," however, had to be used with
certain caution. Occasional references to old times and casual
quotations from old authors could be often ambiguous and
even misleading. This was well understood already at the
time of the great Baptismal controversy in the third century,
and the question about the validity or authority of "ancient
customs" had been formally raised at that time. Already
Tertullian contended that consuetudines [customs] in the
Church had to be examined in the light of truth: Dominus
noster Christus veritatem se, non consuetudinem, cognominavit [Our Lord Christ designated himself, not as custom but
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as truth; de virginibus velandis, I.I]. The phrase was taken
up by St. Cyprian and was adopted by the Council at Carthage
in 256. In fact, "antiquity" as such might happen to be no
more than an inveterate error: nam antiquitas sine veritate
vetustas erroris est [for antiquity without truth is the age old
error], in the phrase of St. Cyprian (epist. 74.9). St. Augustine also used the same phrase: In Evangelio Dominus,
Ego sum, inquit, veritas. Non dixit, Ego sum consuetudo
[In the Gospel the Lord says—I am the truth. He did not
say—I am custom; de baptismo, III. 6.9]. "Antiquity" as such
was not necessarily a truth, although the Christian truth was
intrinsically an "ancient" truth, and "innovations" in the
Church had to be resisted. On the other hand, the argument
"from tradition" was first used by the heretics, by Gnostics,
and it was this usage of theirs that prompted St. Irenaeus to
elaborate his own conception of Tradition — in opposition
to the false "traditions" of the heretics which were alien to
the mind of the Church.12 The appeal to "antiquity" or
"traditions" had to be selective and discriminative. Certain
alleged "traditions" were simply wrong and false. One had
to detect and to identify the "true Tradition," the authentic
Tradition which could be traced back to the authority of
the Apostles and be attested and confirmed by an universal
consensio of Churches. In fact, however, this consensio could
not be so easily discovered. Certain questions were still open.
The main criterion of St. Irenaeus was valid: Tradition —
Apostolic and Catholic (or Universal). Origen, in the preface
to his De Principiis, tried to describe the scope of the existing
"agreement" which was to his mind binding and restrictive,
and then he quoted a series of important topics which had
to be further explored. There was, again, a considerable
variety of local traditions, in language and discipline, even
within the unbroken communion in faith and in sacris. It
suffices to recall at this point the Pascal controversy between
Rome and the East, in which the whole question of the authority of ancient habits came to the fore. One should also
recall the conflicts between Carthage and Rome, and also
between Rome and Alexandria, in the third century, and
the increasing tension between Alexandria and Antioch which

100

Bible, Church, Tradition: An Eastern Orthodox View

came to its tragic climax, and impass, in the fifth century.
Now, in this age of the intense theological controvercy and
context, all participating groups used to appeal to tradition
and "antiquity." "Chains" of ancient testimonies were compiled on all sides in the dispute. These testimonies had to be
carefully scrutinized and examined on a basis more comprehensive that "antiquity" alone. Certain local traditions, liturgical and theological, were finally discarded and disavowed
by the overarching authority of an "ecumenical" consensus.
A sharp confrontation of diverse theological traditions took
place already at the Council of Ephesus. The Council was
actually split in twain—the "Ecumenical" Council of St. Cyril
and Rome and the conciliabulum of the Orient. Indeed, the
reconciliation was achieved, and yet there was still a tension.
The most spectacular instance of condemnation of a theological tradition, of long standing and of considerable, if
rather local, renown, was, of course, the dramatic affair of
Three Chapters. At this point a question of principle has been
raised: to what extent was it fair and legitimate to disavow
the faith of those who had died in peace and in communion
with the Church ? There was a violent debate on this matter,
especially in the West, and strong arguments were produced
against such retrospective discrimination. Nevertheless, the
Chapters were condemned by the Fifth Ecumenical Council.
"Antiquity" was overruled by Ecumenical consensio, as strained as it probably was.
The Meaning of the Appeal to the Fathers
It has been rightly observed that appeal to "antiquity"
v/as changing its function and character with the course of
time. The Apostolic past was still at hand, and within the
reach of human memory, in the times of St. Irenaeus or
Tertullian. Indeed, St. Irenaeus had heard in his youth the
oral instruction of St. Polycarp, the immediate disciple of St.
John the Divine. It was only the third generation since Christ!
The memory of the Apostolic age was still fresh. The scope
of Christian history was brief and limited. The main concern
in this early age was with the Apostolic foundations, with
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the initial delivery of the kerygma. Accordingly, Tradition
meant at that time, primarily, the original "delivery" or
"deposition." The question of accurate transmission, over a
bit more than one century, was comparatively simple, especially in the Churches founded by the Apostles themselves.
Full attention was given, of course, to the lists of episcopal succession (cf. St. Irenaeus or Hegesippus), but it was
not difficult to compile these lists. The question of "succession," however, appeared to be much more complicated for
the subsequent generations, more removed from the Apostolic
time. It was but natural, under these new conditions, that
emphasis should shift from the question of initial "Apostolicity" to the problem of the preservation of the "deposit."
Tradition came to mean "transmission," rather than "delivery." The question of the intermediate links, of "succession" — in the wide and comprehensive sense of the word —
became especially urgent. It was the problem of faithful
witnesses. It was in this situation that the authority of the
Fathers was for the first time formally invoked: they were
witnesses of the permanence or identity of the kerygma, as
transmitted from generation to generation.13 Apostles and
Fathers — these two terms were generally and commonly
coupled together in the argument from Tradition, as it was
used in the Third and Fourth centuries. It was this double
reference, both to the origin and to the unfailing and continuous preservation, that warranted the authenticity of
belief. On the other hand, Scripture was formally acknowledged and recognized as the ground and foundation of faith,
as the Word of God and the Writ of the Spirit. Yet, there
was still the problem of right and adequate interpretation.
Scripture and Fathers were usually quoted together, that is,
kerygma and exegesis, — ή γ ρ α φ ή και οι 'πατέρες.
The reference, or even a direct appeal, "to the Fathers"
was a distinctive and salient note of theological research and
discussion in the period of the great General or Ecumenical
Councils, beginning with that of Nicea. The term has never
been formally defined. It was used, occasionally and sporadically, already by early ecclesiastical writers. Often it
simply denoted Christian teachers and leaders of previous
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generations. It was gradually becoming a title for the bishops,
in so far as they were appointed teachers and witnesses of
faith. Later the title was applied specifically to bishops in
Councils. The common element in all these cases was the
teaching office or task. "Fathers" were those who transmitted
and propagated the right doctrine, the teaching of the
Apostles, who were guides and masters in Christian instruction and catechesis. In this sense it was emphatically applied
to great Christian writers. It must be kept in mind that the
main, if not also the only, manual of faith and doctrine was,
in the Ancient Church, precisely the Holy Writ. And for that
reason the renowned interpreters of Scripture were regarded
as "Fathers" in an eminent sense." "Fathers" were teachers,
first of all, — doctores, διδάσκαλοι. And they were teachers
in so far as they were witnesses, testes. These two functions
must be distinguished, and yet they are most intimately intertwined. "Teaching" was an Apostolic task: "teach all
nations." And it was in this commission that their "authority"
was rooted: it was, in fact, the authority to bear witness.
Two major points must be made in this connection. First,
the phrase "the Fathers of the Church" has actually an obvious restrictive accent: they were acting not just as individuals,
but rather as viri ecclesiastici (the favourite expression of
Origen), on behalf and in the name of the Church. They
were spokesmen for the Church, expositors of her faith,
keepers of her Tradition, witnesses of truth and faith, —
magistri probabiles, in the phrase of St. Vincent. And in
15
that was their "authority" grounded. It leads us back to the
concept of "representation." The late G. L. Prestige has
rightly observed:
The creeds of the Church grew out of the teaching of the Church:
the general effect of heresy was rather to force old creeds to be
tightened up than to cause fresh creeds to be constructed. Thus
the most famous and most crucial of all creeds, that of Nicea, was
only a new edition of an existing Palestinian confession. And a
further important fact always ought to be remembered. The real
intellectual work, the vital interpretative thought, was not contributed by the Councils that promulgated the creeds, but by the
theological teachers who supplied and explained the formulae
which the Councils adopted. The teaching of Nicea, which finally
commended itself, represented the views of intellectual giants work-
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ing for a hundred years before and for fifty years after the actual
meeting of the Council}*

The Fathers were true inspirers of the Councils, while being
present and in absentia, and also often after they have gone
to Eternal Rest. For that reason, and in this sense, the Councils used to emphasize that they were "following the Holy
Fathers" — επόμενοι τοις ά γ ί ο ι ς ιτατράσιν, as Chalcedon
has said. Secondly, it was precisely the consensus patrum
which was authoritative and binding, and not their private
opinions or views, although even they should not be hastily
dismissed. Again, this consensus was much more than just
an empirical agreement of individuals. The true and authentic consensus was that which reflected the mind of the Catholic and Universal Church — τό έκκλησιαστικόν φρόνημ α . " It was that kind of consensus to which St. Irenaeus was
referring when he contended that neither a special "ability,"
nor a "deficiency" in speech of individual leaders in the
Churches could affect the identity of their witness, since the
"power of tradition" — virtus traditionis—-was always and
everywhere the same (adv. haeres. I. 10.2). The preaching
of the Church is always identical: constans et aequaliter perseverans (ibid., III. 24.1). The true consensus is that which
manifests and discloses this perennial identity of the Church's
faith — aequaliter perseverans.1*
The teaching authority of the Ecumenical Councils is
grounded in the infallibility of the Church. The ultimate
"authority" is vested in the Church which is for ever the
Pillar and the Foundation of Truth. It is not primarily a
canonical authority, in the formal and specific sense of the
term, although canonical strictures or sanctions may be appended to conciliar decisions on matters of faith. It is a
charismatic authority, grounded in the assistance of the Spirit:
for it seemed good to the Holy Spirit, and to us.

CHAPTER VII

St. Gregory Palamas and the Tradition
of the Fathers
Following the Fathers
44rj\)LLOWiNG THE HOLY FATHERS" . . . It was usual in the
Ancient Church to introduce doctrinal statements by
phrases like this. The Decree of Chalcedon opens precisely
with these very words. The Seventh Ecumenical Council
introduces its decision concerning the Holy Icons in a more
elaborate way: "Following the Divinely inspired teaching of
the Holy Fathers and the Tradition of the Catholic Church."
The didaskalia of the Fathers is the formal and normative
term of reference.
Now, this was much more than just an "appeal to antiquity." Indeed, the Church always stresses the permanence of
her faith through the ages, from the very beginning. This
identity, since the Apostolic times, is the most conspicuous
sign and token of right faith—always the same. Yet, "antiquity" by itself is not an adequate proof of the true faith.
Moreover, the Christian message was obviously a striking
"novelty" for the "ancient world," and, indeed, a call to
radical "renovation." The "Old" has passed away, and everything has been "made New." On the other hand, heresies
could also appeal to the past and invoke the authority of
"St. Gregory Palamas and the Tradition of the Fathers" appeared in
The Greek Orthodox Theological Review (Winter, 1959—1960; V, 2 ) .
Copyright by The Greek Orthodox Theological Review and reprinted with
permission.
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certain "traditions." In fact, heresies were often lingering
in the past.1 Archaic formulas can often be dangerously
misleading. Vincent of Lerins himself was fully aware of
this danger. It would suffice to quote this pathetic passage of
his: "And now, what an amazing reversal of the situation!
the authors of the same opinion are adjudged to be catholics,
but the followers—heretics; the masters are absolved, the
disciples are condemned; the writers of the books will be
children of the Kingdom, their followers will go to Gehenna"
(Commonitorium, cap. 6). Vincent had in mind, of course,
St. Cyprian and the Donatists. St. Cyprian himself faced the
same situation. "Antiquity" as such may happen to be just
an inveterate prejudice: nam antiquitas sine veritate vetustas
erroris est (Epist. 74). It is to say—"old customs" as such do
not guarantee the truth. "Truth" is not just a "habit."
The true tradition is only the tradition of truth, traditio
veritatis. This tradition, according of St. Irenaeus, is grounded
in, and secured by, that charisma veritatis certum [secure
charisma of truth], which has been "deposited" in the Church
from the very beginning and has been preserved by the
uninterrupted succession of episcopal ministry. "Tradition"
in the Church is not a continuity of human memory, or a
permanence of rites and habits. It is a living tradition—
depositum juvenescens, in the phrase of St. Irenaeus. Accordingly, it cannot be counted inter mortuas régulas [among
dead rules]. Ultimately, tradition is a continuity of the
abiding presence of the Holy Spirit in the Church, a continuity of Divine guidance and illumination. The Church is
not bound by the "letter." Rather, she is constantly moved
forth by the "Spirit." The same Spirit, the Spirit of Truth,
which "spake through the Prophets," which guided the
Apostles, is still continuously guiding the Church into the
fuller comprehension and understanding of the Divine truth,
from glory to glory.
"Following the Holy Fathers" . . . This is not a reference
to some abstract tradition, in formulas and propositions. It is
primarily an appeal to holy witnesses. Indeed, we appeal
to the Apostles, and not just to an abstract "Apostolicity."
In the similar manner do we refer to the Fathers. The witness
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of the Fathers belongs, intrinsically and integrally, to the
very structure of Orthodox belief. The Church is equally
committed to the kerygma of the Apostles and to the dogma
of the Fathers. We may quote at this point an admirable
ancient hymn (probably, from the pen of St. Romanus the
Melode). "Preserving the kerygma of the Apostles and the
dogmas of the Fathers, the Church has sealed the one faith
and wearing the tunic of truth she shapes rightly the brocade
of heavenly theology and praises the great mystery of piety."2
The Mind of the Fathers
The Church is "Apostolic" indeed. But the Church is
also "Patristic." She is intrinsically "the Church of the
Fathers." These two "notes" cannot be separated. Only by
being "Patristic" is the Church truly "Apostolic." The witness of the Fathers is much more than simply a historic
feature, a voice from the past. Let us quote another hymn—
from the office of the Three Hierarchs. "By the word of
knowledge you have composed the dogmas which the fishermen have established first in simple words, in knowledge by
the power of the Spirit, for thus our simple piety had to
acquire composition." There are, as it were, two basic stages
in the proclamation of the Christian faith. "Our simple faith
had to acquire composition." There was an inner urge, an
inner logic, an internal necessity, in this transition—from
kerygma to dogma. Indeed, the teaching of the Fathers, and
the dogma of the Church, are still the same "simple message"
which has been once delivered and deposited, once for ever,
by the Apostles. But now it is, as it were, properly and
fully articulated. The Apostolic preaching is kept alive in
the Church, not only merely preserved. In this sense, the
teaching of the Fathers is a permanent category of Christian
existence, a constant and ultimate measure and criterion of
right faith. Fathers are not only witnesses of the old faith,
testes antiquitatis. They are rather witnesses of the true faith,
testes veritatis. "The mind of the Fathers" is an intrinsic
term of reference in Orthodox theology, no less than the
word of Holy Scripture, and indeed never separated from it.
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As it has been well said, "the Catholic Church of all ages
is not merely a daughter of the Church of the Fathers—
she is and remains the Church of the Fathers."*
The Existential Character of Patristic Theology
The main distinctive mark of Patristic theology was its
"existential" character, if we may use this current neologism.
The Fathers theologized, as St. Gregory of Nazianzus put it,
"in the manner of the Apostles, not in that of Aristotle"—
α λ ι ε υ τ ι κ ό ς , ουκ α ρ ι σ τ ο τ ε λ ι κ ό ς (Нот. 23. 12). Their
theology was still a "message," a kerygma. Their theology
was still "kerygmatic theology," even if it was often logically arranged and supplied with intellectual arguments.
The ultimate reference was still to the vision of faith, to
spiritual knowledge and experience. Apart from life in Christ
theology carries no conviction and, if separated from the
life of faith, theology may degenerate into empty dialectics,
a vain polylogia, without any spiritual consequence. Patristic
theology was existentially rooted in the decisive commitment
of faith. It was not a self-explanatory "disôipline" which
could be presented argumentatively, that is άριστοτελικώς,
without any prior spiritual engagement. In the age of theological strife and incessant debates, the great Cappadocian
Fathers formally protested against the use of dialectics, of
"Aristotelian syllogisms," and endeavoured to refer theology
back to the vision of faith. Patristic theology could be only
"preached" or "proclaimed"—preached from the pulpit, proclaimed also in the words of prayer and in the sacred rites,
and indeed manifested in the total structure of Christian
life. Theology of this kind can never be separated from the
life of prayer and from the exercise of virtue. "The climax
of purity is the beginning of theology," as St. John the
Klimakos puts it: Τέλος δε ά γ ν ε ί α ς ύπόθεσις θεολογ ί α ς (Scala Paradisi, grade 30).
On the other hand, theology of this type is always, as it
were, "propaideutic," since its ultimate aim and purpose
is to ascertain and to acknowledge the Mystery of the Living
God, and indeed to bear witness to it, in word and deed.
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"Theology" is not an end in itself. It is always but a way.
Theology, and even the "dogmas," present no more than
an "intellectual contour" of the revealed truth, and a "noetic"
testimony to it. Only in the act of faith is this "contour"
filled with content. Christological formulas are fully meaningful only for those who have encountered the Living Christ,
and have received and acknowledged Him as God and
Saviour, and are dwelling by faith in Him, in His body, the
Church. In this sense, theology is never a self-explanatory
discipline. It is constantly appealing to the vision of faith.
"What we have seen and have heard we announce to you."
Apart from this "announcement" theological formulas are
empty and of no consequence. For the same reason these
formulas can never be taken "abstractly," that is, out of
total context of belief. It is misleading to single out particular
statements of the Fathers and to detach them from the total
perspective in which they have been actually uttered, just as
it is misleading to manipulate with detached quotations from
the Scripture. It is a dangerous habit "to quote" the Fathers,
that is, their isolated sayings and phrases, outside of that
concrete setting in which only they have their full and proper
meaning and are truly alive. "To follow" the Fathers does
not mean just "to quote" them. "To follow" the Fathers
means to acquire their "mind," their phronema.
The Meaning of the "Age" of the Fathers
Now, we have reached the crucial point. The name of
"Church Fathers" is usually restricted to the teachers of the
Ancient Church. And it is currently assumed that their authority depends upon their "antiquity," upon their comparative nearness to the "Primitive Church," to the initial "Age"
of the Church. Already St. Jerome had to contest this idea.
Indeed, there was no decrease of "authority," and no decrease
in the immediacy of spiritual competence and knowledge,
in the course of Christian history. In fact, however, this idea
of "decrease" has strongly affected our modern theological
thinking. In fact, it is too often assumed, consciously or unconsciously, that the Early Church was, as it were, closer to
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the spring of truth. As an admission of our own failure and
inadequacy, as an act of humble self-criticism, such an assumption is sound and helpful. But it is dangerous to make
of it the starting point or basis of our "theology of Church
history," or even of our theology of the Church. Indeed, the
Age of the Apostles should retain its unique position. Yet,
it was just a beginning. It is widely assumed that the "Age
of the Fathers" has also ended, and accordingly it is regarded just as an ancient formation, "antiquated" in a sense and
"archaic." The limit of the "Patristic Age" is variously
defined. It is usual to regard St. John of Damascus as the
"last Father" in the East, and St. Gregory the Dialogos or
Isidore of Seville as "the last" in the West. This periodization has been justly contested in recent times. Should not,
for instance, St. Theodore of Studium, at least, be included
among "the Fathers"? Mabillon has suggested that Bernard
of Clairvaux, the Doctor mellifluous, was "the last of the
Fathers, and surely not unequal to the earlier ones."4 Actually,
it is more than a question of periodization. From the Western
point of view "the Age of the Fathers" has been succeeded,
and indeed superseded, by "the Age of the Schoolmen,"
which was an essential step forward. Since the rise of Scholasticism "Patristic theology" has been antiquated, has become
actually a "past age," a kind of archaic prelude. This point
of view, legitimate for the West, has been, most unfortunately, accepted also by many in the East, blindly and uncritically.
Accordingly, one has to face the alternative. Either one has
to regret the "backwardness" of the East which never developed any "Scholasticism" of its own. Or one should retire
into the "Ancient Age," in a more or less archeological
manner, and practice what has been wittily described recently
as a "theology of repetition." The latter, in fact, is just a
peculiar form of imitative "scholasticism."
Now, it is not seldom suggested that, probably, "the Age
of the Fathers" has ended much earlier than St. John of
Damascus. Very often one does not proceed further than
the Age of Justinian, or even already the Council of Chalcedon. Was not Leontius of Byzantium already "the first of
the Scholastics"? Psychologically, this attitude is quite com-
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prehensible, although it cannot be theologically justified.
Indeed, the Fathers of the Fourth century are much more
impressive, and their unique greatness cannot be denied.
Vet, the Church remained fully alive also after Nicea and
Chalcedon. The current overemphasis on the "first five
centuries" dangerously distorts theological vision, and prevents the right understanding of the Chalcedonian dogma
itself. The decree of the Sixth Ecumenical Council is often
regarded as a kind of an "appendix" to Chalcedon, interesting
only for theological specialists, and the great figure of St.
Maximus the Confessor is almost completely ignored. Accordingly, the theological significance of the Seventh Ecumenical Council is dangerously obscured, and one is left to
wonder, why the Feast of Orthodoxy should be related to
the commemoration of the Church's victory over the Iconoclasts. Was it not just a "ritualistic controversy"? We often
forget that the famous formula of the Consensus quinquesaecularis [agreement of five centuries], that is, actually, up
to Chalcedon, was a Protestant formula, and reflected a
peculiar Protestant "theology of history." It was a restrictive
formula, as much as it seemed to be too inclusive to those
who wanted to be secluded in the Apostolic Age. The point
is, however, that the current Eastern formula of "the Seven
Ecumenical Councils" is hardly much better, if it tends, as it
usually does, to restrict or to limit the Church's spiritual
authority to the first eight centuries, as if "the Golden Age"
of Christianity has already passed and we are now, probably,
already in an Iron Age, much lower on the scale of spiritual
vigour and authority. Our theological thinking has been
dangerously affected by the pattern of decay, adopted for
the interpretation of Christian history in the West since the
Reformation. The fullness of the Church was then interpreted
in a static manner, and the attitude to Antiquity has been
accordingly distorted and misconstrued. After all, it does not
make much difference, whether we restrict the normative
authority of the Church to one century, or to five, or to eight.
There should be no restriction at all. Consequently, there is
no room for any "theology of repetition." The Church is
still fully authoritative as she has been in the ages past,
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since the Spirit of Truth quickens her now no less effectively
as in the ancient times.
The Legacy of Byzantine Theology
One of the immediate results of our careless periodization
is that we simply ignore the legacy of Byzantine theology.
We are prepared, now more than only a few decades ago,
to admit the perennial authority of "the Fathers," especially
since the revival of Patristic studies in the West. But we
still tend to limit the scope of admission, and obviously
"Byzantine theologians" are not readily counted among the
"Fathers." We are inclined to discriminate rather rigidly
between "Patristics"—in a more or less narrow sense—and
"Byzantinism." We are still inclined to regard "Byzantinism"
as an inferior sequel to the Patristic Age. We have still
doubts about its normative relevance for theological thinking.
Now, Byzantine theology was much more than just a "repetition" of Patristic theology, nor was that which was new
in it of an inferior quality in comparison with "Christian
Antiquity." Indeed, Byzantine theology was an organic continuation of the Patristic Age. Was there any break? Has
the ethos of the Eastern Orthodox Church been ever changed,
at a certain historic point or date, which, however, has never
been unanimously identified, so that the "later" development
was of lesser authority and importance, if of any? This admission seems to be silently implied in the restrictive commitment to the Seven Ecumenical Councils. Then, St. Symeon
the New Theologian and St. Gregory Palamas are simply
left out, and the great Hesychast Councils of the fourteenth
century are ignored and forgotten. What is their position
and authority in the Church ?
Now, in fact, St. Symeon and St. Gregory are still
authoritative masters and inspirers of all those who, in
the Orthodox Church, are striving after perfection, and are
living the life of prayer and contemplation, whether in the
surviving monastic communities, or in the solitude of the
desert, and even in the world. These faithful people are
not aware of any alleged "break" between "Patristics" and
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"Byzantinism." The Philokalia, this great encyclopaedia of
Eastern piety, which includes writings of many centuries,
is, in our own days, increasingly becoming the manual of
guidance and instruction for all those who are eager to
practice Orthodoxy in our contemporary situation. The
authority of its compiler, St. Nicodemus of the Holy
Mount, has been recently recognized and enhanced by his
formal canonization in the Church. In this sense, we are
bound to say, "the Age of the Fathers" still continues in
"the Worshipping Church." Should it not continue also in
our theological pursuit and study, research and instruction?
Should we not recover "the mind of the Fathers" also in
our theological thinking and teaching? To recover it, indeed,
not as an archaic manner or pose, and not just as a venerable
relic, but as an existential attitude, as a spiritual orientation.
Only in this way can our theology be reintegrated into the
fullness of our Christian existence. It is not enough to
keep a "Byzantine Liturgy," as we do, to restore Byzantine
iconography and Byzantine music, as we are still reluctant
to do consistently, and to practice certain Byzantine modes
of devotion. One has to go to the very roots of this traditional "piety," and to recover the "Patristic mind." Otherwise we may be in danger of being inwardly split—as many
in our midst actually are—between the "traditional" forms
of "piety" and a very untraditional habit of theological
thinking. It is a real danger. As "worshippers" we are
still in "the tradition of the Fathers." Should we not stand,
conscientiously and avowedly, in the same tradition also
as "theologians," as witnesses and teachers of Orthodoxy?
Can we retain our integrity in any other way?
St. Gregory Palamas and Theosis
All these preliminary considerations are highly relevant
for our immediate purpose. What is the theological legacy
of St. Gregory Palamas? St. Gregory was not a speculative
theologian. He was a monk and a bishop. He was not
concerned about abstract problems of philosophy, although
he was well trained in this field too. He was concerned
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solely with problems of Christian existence. As a theologian, he was simply an interpreter of the spiritual experience of the Church. Almost all his writings, except probably
his homilies, were occasional writings. He was wrestling
with the problems of his own time. And it was a critical
time, an age of controversy and anxiety. Indeed, it was
also an age of spiritual renewal.
St. Gregory was suspected of subversive innovations by
his enemies in his own time. This charge is still maintained against him in the West. In fact, however, St.
Gregory was deeply rooted in tradition. It is not difficult
to trace most of his views and motives back to the Cappadocian Fathers and to St. Maximus the Confessor, who
was, by the way, one of the most popular masters of
Byzantine thought and devotion. Indeed, St. Gregory was
also intimately acquainted with the writings of PseudoDionysius. He was rooted in the tradition. Yet, in no sense
was his theology just a "theology of repetition." It was a
creative extension of ancient tradition. Its starting point
was Life in Christ.
Of all themes of St. Gregory's theology let us single
out but one, the crucial one, and the most controversial.
What is the basic character of Christian existence? The
ultimate aim and purpose of human life was defined in
the Patristic tradition as θέωσις [theosis; divinization]. The
term is rather offensive for the modern ear. It cannot be
adequately rendered in any modern language, nor even in
Latin. Even in Greek it is rather heavy and pretentious.
Indeed, it is a daring word. The meaning of the word is,
however, simple and lucid. It was one of the crucial terms
in the Patristic vocabulary. It would suffice to quote at
this point but St. Athanasius. Γέγονεν γ α ρ άνθρωπος,
ΐν* ή μ δ ς έν έ α υ τ ω θεοποίηση. [He became man in
order to divinize us in Himself {Ad Adelphium 4 ) ] .
Αυτός γ α ρ ένηνθρώπησεν, ίνα ήμεΐς θεοποιηθωμεν.
[He became man in order that we might be divinized (De
Incarnatione 54)]. St. Athanasius actually resumes here the
favourite idea of St. Irenaeus: qui propter immensam
dilectionem suam factus est quod sumus nos, uti nos perficeret
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esse quod est ipse. [Who, through his immense love became what we are, that He might bring us to be even what
He is Himself {Adv. Haeres. V, Praefatio)]. It was the
common conviction of the Greek Fathers. One can quote
at length St. Gregory of Nazianzus. St. Gregory of Nyssa,
St. Cyril of Alexandria, St. Maximus, and indeed St.
Symeon the New Theologian. Man ever remains what he
is, that is—creature. But he is promised and granted, in
Christ Jesus, the Word become man, an intimate sharing
in what is Divine: Life Everlasting and incorruptible. The
main characteristic of theosis is, according to the Fathers,
precisely "immortality" or "incorruption." For God alone
"has immortality"—ό μόνος έχων ά θ α ν α σ ί α ν (Ι Tim.
6:16). But man now is admitted into an intimate "communion" with God, through Christ and by the power of
the Holy Spirit. And this is much more than just a "moral"
communion, and much more than just a human perfection.
Only the word theosis can render adequately the uniqueness of the promise and offer. The term theosis is indeed
quite embarrassing, if we would think in "ontologicaF'
categories. Indeed, man simply cannot "become" god. But
the Fathers were thinking in "personal" terms, and the
mystery of personal communion was involved at this point.
Theosis meant a personal encounter. It is that intimate intercourse of man with God, in which the whole of human
existence is, as it were, permeated by the Divine Presence.5
Yet, the problem remains: How can even this intercourse be compatible with the Divine Transcendance? And
this is the crucial point. Does man really encounter God,
in this present life on earth? Does man encounter God,
truly and verily, in his present life of prayer? Or, is there
no more than an actio in dis tans? The common claim of
the Eastern Fathers was that in his devotional ascent man
actually encounters God and beholds His eternal Glory.
Now, how is it possible, if God "abides in the light unapproachable"? The paradox was especially sharp in the
Eastern theology, which has been always committed to the
belief that God was absolutely "incomprehensible"—ακατάληπτος—and unknowable in His nature or essence.
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This conviction was powerfully expressed by the Cappadocian Fathers, especially in their struggle against Eunomius,
and also by St. John Chrysostom, in his magnificent discourses Περί 'Ακατάληπτου. Thus, if God is absolutely
"unapproachable" in His essence, and accordingly His
essence simply cannot be "communicated," how can theosis
be possible at all? "One insults God who seeks to apprehend His essential being," says Chrysostom. Already in
St. Athanasius we find a clear distinction between God's
very "essence" and His powers and bounty: Και έν πασι
μεν έστι κ α τ ά τ ή ν έαυτοΰ α γ α θ ό τ η τ α , ε ξ ω δε των
π ά ν τ ω ν π ά λ ι ν έστι κ α τ ά τ ή ν Ιδίαν φύσιν. [He is in
everything by his love, but outside of everything by his
own nature (De Decretis и ) ] . The same conception was
carefully elaborated by the Cappadocians. The "essence of
God" is absolutely inaccessible to man, says St. Basil (Adv.
Eunomium 1:14). We know God only in His actions, and

by His actions: Ήμεΐς δε έκ μεν τών ενεργειών γνωρίζειν λέγομεν τον θεόν ημών, τη δε ουσία προσέγγιζε ιν ούχ υπ ισχνού μεθά αϊ μεν γαρ ενέργεια ι αύτοΟ
προς ή μας καταδαίνουσιν, ή δε ουσία αύτου μένει

απρόσιτος. [We say that we know our God from his
energies (activities), but we do not profess to approach
his essence—for his energies descend to us, but his essence
remains inaccessible (Epist. 234, ad Amphilochium)]. Yet,
it is a true knowledge, not just a conjecture or deduction:
αϊ ένέργειαι αύτου π ρ ο ς ή μ α ς καταβαίνουσιν. In
the phrase of St. John of Damascus, these actions or "energies" of God are the true revelation of God Himself:
ή Θεία ε λ λ α μ ψ ι ς καΐ ε ν έ ρ γ ε ι α (De Fide Orth. ι: ΐ4).
It is a real presence, and not merely a certain praesentia
operativa, sicut agens adest ei in quod agit [as the actor is
present in the thing in which he acts]. This mysterious mode
of Divine Presence, in spite of the absolute transcendence
of the Divine Essence, passes all understanding. But it is
no less certain for that reason.
St. Gregory Palamas stands in an ancient tradition at
this point. In His "energies" the Unapproachable God
mysteriously approaches man. And this Divine move effects
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encounter: πρόοδος εις τα εξω, in the phrase of St.
Maximus (Scholia in De Div. Norn., i: 5 ) .

St. Gregory begins with the distinction between "grace"
and "essence": ή θεία και θεοποιός ελλαμψις και χ ά ρ ι ς
ούκ ουσία, α λ λ ' ε ν έ ρ γ ε ι α έστι θεοΟ [the Divine and
Divinizing illumination and grace is not the essence, but the
energy of God; Capita Phys., Theol., etc., 68—9]. This basic
distinction was formally accepted and elaborated at the Great
Councils in Constantinople, I34I and I35I. Those who would
deny this distinction were anathematized and excommunicated. The anathematisms of the council of I35I were included in the rite for the Sunday of Orthodoxy, in the
Triodion. Orthodox theologians are bound by this decision.
The essence of God is absolutely ά μ ε θ ε κ τ ή [incommunicable]. The source and the power of human theosis is not the
Divine essence, but the "Grace of God": θεοποιός ενέργ ε ι α , Τ\ς τ α μ ε τ έ χ ο ν τ α θεουνται, θ ε ί α τ ι ς έστι χ ά ρ ι ς ,
ά λ λ ' ούχ ή φύσις του Θεού [the divinizing energy, by
participation of which one is divinized, is a divine grace, but
in no way the essence of God; ibid. 92—3]. Χάρις is not
identical with the ουσία. It is θ ε ί α καΐ ακτιστος χ ά ρ ι ς
καΐ ε ν έ ρ γ ε ι α [Divine and uncreated Grace and Energy;
ibid., 69]. This distinction, however, does not imply or effect
division or separation. Nor is it just an "accident," ούτε
συμβεβηκότος (ibid., i27). Energies "proceed" from God
and manifest His own Being. The term προϊέναι [proceed]
simply suggests διάκρισιν [distinction], but not a division:
ει και διενήνοχε τ η ς φύσεως, où διασπάται ή τοΟ
Π ν ε ύ μ α τ ο ς χ ά ρ ι ς [the grace of the Spirit is different from
the Substance, and yet not separated from it; Theophanes,
p. 940].
Actually the whole teaching of St. Gregory presupposes
the action of the Personal God. God moves toward man and
embraces him by His own "grace" and action, without leaving
that φως άπρόσιτον [light unapproachable], in which He
eternally abides. The ultimate purpose of St. Gregory's theological teaching was to defend the reality of Christian experience. Salvation is more than forgiveness. It is a genuine
renewal of man. And this renewal is effected not by the
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discharge, or release, of certain natural energies implied in
man's own creaturely being, but by the "energies" of God
Himself, who thereby encounters and encompasses man, and
admits him into communion with Himself. In fact, the teaching of St. Gregory affects the whole system of theology, the
whole body of Christian doctrine. It starts with the clear
distinction between "nature" and "will" of God. This distinction was also characteristic of the Eastern tradition, at least
since St. Athanasius. It may be asked at this point: Is this
distinction compatible with the "simplicity" of God? Should
we not rather regard all these distinctions as merely logical
conjectures, necessary for us, but ultimately without any
ontological significance? As a matter of fact, St. Gregory
Palamas was attacked by his opponents precisely from that
point of view. God's Being is simple, and in Him even all
attributes coincide. Already St. Augustine diverged at this
point from the Eastern tradition. Under Augustinian presuppositions the teaching of St. Gregory is unacceptable and
absurd. St. Gregory himself anticipated the width of implications of his basic distinction. If one does not accept it,
he argued, then it would be impossible to discern clearly between the "generation" of the Son and "creation" of the
world, both being the acts of essence, and this would lead
to utter confusion in the Trinitarian doctrine. St. Gregory
was quite formal at that point.
If according to the delirious opponents and those who agree with
them, the Divine energy in no way differs from the Divine essence,
then the act of creating, which belongs to the will, will in no way
differ from generation (γενναν) and procession (έκπορεύειν),
which belong to the essence. If to create is no different from
generation and procession, then the creatures will in no way differ
from the Begotten (γεννήματος) and the Projected (προβλήματος) . If such is the case according to them, then both the Son of
God and the Holy Spirit will be no different from creatures, and
the creatures will all be both the begotten (γεννήματα) and the
projected (προβλήματα) of God the Father, and creation will
be deified and God will be arrayed with the creatures. For this
reason the venerable Cyril, showing the difference between God's
essence and energy, says that to generate belongs to the Divine
nature, whereas to create belongs to His Divine energy. This he
shows clearly saying, "nature and energy are not the same." If the
Divine essence in no way differs from the Divine energy, then to
beget (γεννδν) and to project (έκπορεύειν) will in no way
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differ from creating (ποιείν). God the Father creates by the Son
and in the Holy Spirit. Thus He also begets and projects by the
Son and in the Holy Spirit, according to the opinion of the opponents and those who agree with them. (Capita 96 and 97.)

St. Gregory quotes St. Cyril of Alexandria. But St. Cyril
at this point was simply repeating St. Athanasius. St. Athanasius, in his refutation of Arianism, formally stressed the
ultimate difference between ουσία [essence] or φύσις [substance], on the one hand, and the βούλησι,ς [will], on the
other. God exists, and then He also acts. There is a certain
"necessity" in the Divine Being, indeed not a necessity of
compulsion, and no fatum, but a necessity of being itself.
God simply is what He is. But God's will is eminently free.
He in no sense is necessitated to do what He does. Thus
γέννησις [generation] is always κ α τ ά φύσιν [according to
essence], but creation is a βουλήσεως έ ρ γ ο ν [energy of
the will] (Contra Arianos III. 64—6). These two dimensions,
that of being and that of acting, are different, and must be
clearly distinguished. Of course, this distinction in no way
compromises the "Divine simplicity." Yet, it is a real distinction, and not just a logical device. St. Gregory was fully
aware of the crucial importance of this distinction. At this
point he was a true successor of the great Athanasius and
of the Cappadocian hierarchs.
It has been recently suggested that the theology of St.
Gregory, should be described in modern terms as an "existentialist theology." Indeed, it differed radically from modern
conceptions which are currently denoted by this label. Yet,
in any case, St. Gregory was definitely opposed to all kinds
of "essentialist theologies" which fail to account for God's
freedom, for the dynamism of God's will, for the reality of
Divine action. St. Gregory would trace this trend back to
Origen. It was the predicament of the Greek impersonalist
metaphysics. If there is any room for Christian metaphysics
at all, it must be a metaphysics of persons. The starting point
of St. Gregory's theology was the history of salvation : on the
larger scale, the Biblical story, which consisted of Divine acts,
culminating in the Incarnation of the Word and His glorification through the Cross and Resurrection; on the smaller
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scale, the story of the Christian man, striving after perfection,
and ascending step by step, till he encounters God in the
vision of His glory. It was usual to describe the theology of
St. Irenaeus as a "theology of facts." With no lesser justification we may describe also the theology of St. Gregory Palamas as a "theology of facts."
In our own time, we are coming more and more to the
conviction that "theology of facts" is the only sound Orthodox theology. It is Biblical. It is Patristic. It is in complete
conformity with the mind of the Church.
In this connection we may regard St. Gregory Palamas as
our guide and teacher, in our endeavour to theologize from
the heart of the Church.
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