
the church on earth. Roman Catholicism continued the process of holding universal
councils (the last being Vatican II in the 1960s) but the Orthodox have only regarded
the first seven as authentically ecumenical, when all the ancient ‘popes’20 were repre-
sented. The decisions of an ecumenical council are seen by the Orthodox as having the
authoritative blessing of the Holy Spirit, affirming the judgement of all the assembled
bishops as to substantial matters of faith and discipline. This is why the vote of
the bishops at ecumenical councils was not taken as a ‘majority’ prospectus. If a matter
of faith was at stake, it was presumed that all the assembled bishops, as vessels of
the Spirit who had been formed in the Orthodox faith, would be able to ‘recognize’ it
without difficulty, not search for it laboriously among a welter of possibilities. The
apostolic teaching was (and is) taken with utmost seriousness: ‘We have the mind of
Christ.’21 If a bishop dissented from the unanimous vote of an ecumenical council,
therefore, or resisted it once it had been proclaimed, he was inevitably regarded as
resisting the Spirit, and was always deposed from his office as bishop by the vote of
the assembly.

The decrees of the Council of Nicaea strongly proclaimed the divinity of the Word
of God, and laid the foundations of the doctrine of the Trinity. Nicaea, and the creed of
faith it issued, has always been regarded by the Orthodox as the foundation stone of
theological truth after the Scriptures, and an example how the Orthodox tradition
(almost in every generation) has to recognize the challenges that present themselves
(Arianism in the time of Nicaea) and defend the truth in harmony with the received
tradition of the past. This ministry of harmonious consensus in faith, and vigorous
defence of truth, still remains the quintessential role of the Orthodox bishop. In this
period of the church the writings of numerous episcopal theologians became widely
accepted as authoritative, either because they formed part of the significant context
of an ecumenical council (such as the writings of SS Athanasios, or Gregory the
Theologian, or Cyril of Alexandria) or because their spiritual wisdom carried a large
weight and reputation with it (such as the writings of the monastic saints and ascetics22).

The pastoral works of such theologians as Basil of Caesarea, or the historical works
of such writers as Eusebios of Caesarea, or the liturgical instructions of Cyril of
Jerusalem, all accumulated to form a very rich and extensive body of literature on
exegesis, doctrine, liturgy, and spirituality, which is still read to this day in the
Orthodox communion. These writers, especially those of unquestioned authority
and ancient status, are given the title of the ‘Fathers of the Church’. The phrase
primarily signified the ancient office of bishop-theologian. There were ‘Mothers of
the Church’ too (Ammas): such great saints and teachers as Macrina of Cappadocia,
Olympias of Constantinople, Melania of Rome, Syncletica the Ascetic, and many
others. They did not have an ordained role as teacher, as the Fathers who were bishops
did, (though some of them were deaconesses) but the stature of their lives and the
quality of their ascetic witness has given them a pre-eminent status as early Christian
women theologians. Orthodoxy affords deep respect to the writings of the Fathers and
Mothers, as an example of the Spirit-filled (pneumatophoroi) who can teach the church
the authentic message of the Spirit of God in any given age or era. For this reason
Orthodoxy does not restrict the age of the Fathers and Mothers to a dead past. Those
who are Spirit-bearers in the present age are also the authentic theologians of God,
even though not all of them may have the duty of public teaching in the church, and
many of them may not have academic qualifications. The writings of each Father
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regards much of his work as seriously flawed, and as a source of much disunity that
would follow after him, between the respective Latin and Orthodox readings of the
church’s tradition on important issues. Origen of Alexandria is a writer whose biblical
exegesis, and much of his thought, has inspired generations of saints, but whose
‘overall system’ was severely censured by the Orthodox ecumenical tradition, and he
has been denied patristic status accordingly.

In the fourth and fifth centuries there were so many great writers, defending
the tradition and establishing the tenor of the conciliar teachings, that it has ever
afterwards been regarded as ‘the Golden Age of the Fathers’. For the fourth century,
SS Athanasios, Gregory the Theologian, Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nyssa, Ambrose
of Milan, John Chrysostom, and Ephrem the Syrian stand out as the great defenders of
the Nicene faith. For the fifth century there were such giants as Cyril of Alexandria,
Pope Leo I, and St Augustine. There has hardly been a century since, in all the long
annals of Orthodoxy, where great spiritual teachers and theologians have not appeared.
The whole Orthodox tradition is marked by these luminaries: writers of patristic status
reaching out of the classical ages of the church and into the medieval period and
beyond. Notable among them are St Maximos the Confessor, St John of Damascus,
St Symeon the New Theologian, St Gregory Palamas, and St Gregory of Sinai. In every
instance their teaching has formed a seamless union with the quality of their lives.
In doctrine the saint-theologians of Orthodoxy are faithful to the apostolic tradition,
and in their life they represent the charism of the Spirit-filled. Without both char-
acteristics visibly present, Orthodoxy does not afford such high recognition to any
teacher; when both are present it recognizes them as manifesting the ‘mind of Christ’.
It is an enduring ecumenical sadness that their lives and works are so little known
in Western Christianity.

Creeds and councils

After Nicaea in 325, there was a series of great councils that received ecumenical status
in retrospect. A council can often be called together, intending to be of ecumenical
significance, but may be rejected by the general sentiment of the faithful over the
course of time. In such cases the Orthodox regard those councils as never having
had the spiritual charism to assume the role of authoritatively binding the church at
large and, as such, not deserving the title ‘ecumenical’. One clear example of that failure
was the attempt at church reunion initiated by the Byzantine emperors in the fifteenth
century. The Council of Florence (1438–9) is regarded by the Latin Church as having
ecumenical significance; but when the Orthodox delegates returned home to
Byzantium the general sentiment of the people rejected their proclamation of union
with Rome, and so this council is not listed as authentic in the annals of Orthodoxy.
What is at issue here is the very important concept of the conscience of the church at
large; what is known in the West assensus fidelium. There is no doubt that it is the
Council of Nicaea and its credal exposition of Orthodox faith that holds pride of
place in Orthodoxy.23 The council declared for the full and coequal deity of the Word
of God, personally incarnate in the Lord Jesus. It stood against the arch-heretic Arius,
who had argued that Jesus was a creature, and the Word of God merely an elevated
angelic being, not possessed of deity except in a nominal way. Nicene faith is the
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which declared the rightfulness of asserting two natures (divine and human) inhabited
by the single divine person (hypostasis) of the Word, and Lord, Jesus, the Divine Son of
God, several sections of the Eastern Church left the unity of the Greek and Latin
communion of the church. These communities endure to this day and are commonly
known as the Non-Chalcedonian Orthodox. Among them are the Coptic, Ethiopian,
Armenian, and Assyrian churches. Their tradition of life and spirituality is both
immensely venerable and very close to the Orthodox, but because of the theological
divisions, and the difference in admitting the decrees of the councils after Ephesus 431,
they do not share in the eucharistic communion of the Orthodox.26

The sixth ecumenical council was held in Constantinople in 681. Its immediate
cause was another Christological heresy of the period, teaching that Christ only had
one will, and that a divine one. In each instance of Christological dissent, the conciliar
Fathers from Ephesus 431 to Constantinople (III) 681 doctrinally insisted that Christ
was at one and the same moment fully and authentically human, and wholly divine:
God from God, and man among us. All attempts to fudge the issue of Jesus’ person, or
to blur the impact of his real humanity in the cause of diminishing it in the face of his
deity, were consistently rejected by the Orthodox councils of the church. In 692 another
synod was held in Constantinople, and is now known as the Quinisext Council. It was
designed to serve as reformist synod, tightening the discipline of the church with
extensive canons, or rules, for good behaviour. It added these canons retrospectively
to the fifth and sixth ecumenical councils, but did not want to stand independently
apart from them, and so has been ‘included in’ the numbering of seven councils.

The latest, seventh ecumenical council was held at Nicaea in 787, to teach the
importance of correct faith of the veneration of icons. Many non-Orthodox have
regarded this as a decline in the importance of the matter dealt with by the general
councils, but the Orthodox tradition has insisted that the discernible trend in parts of
the wider Christian experience, to turn away from imagery and concreteness in the
spiritual life, or to resist the principle of God’s encounter with his people through
sacramental material forms, is a perennial heresy that weakens the true spiritual life.
Those in the medieval Greek Church who argued that images and icons and relics
ought to be destroyed violently, on the pretext that they separated believers from
Christ rather than drawing people nearer to the Lord in devotion and piety, were
resisted by the conciliar Fathers. Their iconoclasm was exposed as a form of Platonism,
or abstract spiritualism that resisted the path of incarnation that God took towards
his people. Many Orthodox thinkers have since argued that iconoclasm, in the many
forms in which it still exists within Western Christianity (the rejection of a full range
of sacraments, or a distaste for the veneration of the saints, or a refusal to honour the
icons of the Lord, the Virgin, or the saints) signals a serious matter of theological
divergence, a different conception of what the communion of Christ is, and is not
something that is peripheral or an incidental difference in the faith.

The whole teaching of the seven ecumenical councils is a very significant, and
substantial part of the Orthodox tradition of faith. Orthodoxy clings to the Bible,
the writings of the Fathers, and the decrees and creeds of the councils as some of
its foundational and most important articulations of Christian truth. It regards the
doctrine of the seven councils as an organic whole; a coherent mindset that is in
harmony with the scriptural revelation, and with the living springs of spiritual life
today. The harmony of the councils is one example (and a major one at that) of the
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harmony of the Orthodox tradition as a whole. Orthodox saints who have taught after
the age of the councils, such as St Photios (810–95) or the Hesychast Fathers such as
St Gregory of Sinai or St Gregory Palamas, in the fourteenth century, have been very
careful to guide all of their writing and reflection on the apostolic standards of the
Scriptures, the patristic consensus, and the conciliar tradition. In this way they have
secured their Orthodoxy in line with that of the saints from times past. It remains
a mark of authentic Orthodox theologization.

St Photios, known as ‘the Great’ in Orthodox tradition, is an important theologian
who stands as a bridge between the ancient and medieval ages of the church. In
the course of a council, held at Constantinople in 867 when he was patriarch of the
capital city, Photios’ arguments against papal supremacy (the first time the Orthodox
world had faced up to the issue, although it had long been uneasy about the develop-
ment) and the untraditional nature of the LatinFilioquetheology,27 resulted in the
synodical condemnation of the pope. The ultimate alienation of the Byzantine
and Roman churches has often been posited as happening in 1054, but the work of
Photios marked the first time (there had been many prior incidental divisions
and would be several others after) that the Eastern and Western churches officially
and instinctively drew apart on profoundly significant theological issues, especially
those related to the manner in which papal authority was felt by the Easterners to
have changed the ancient pattern of the Christian ecumene.28 The rift that yawned
open at that time between the Latins and the Orthodox, on the understanding of
the Trinity, was not a separate ‘doctrinal’ matter distinct from the ecclesiological
tensions then in evidence; rather it was something, Photios argued, that was part of
a general tendency of the medieval West, the ongoing alteration of the ancient tradition
in the name of ‘development’. His treatiseOn the Holy Spiritbecame a foundational
study for later Eastern Orthodox theology, and one that for centuries to come focused
the mind of the Byzantine world on why it held Latin Catholicism in suspicion, both
in terms of ecclesiastical organization and in relation to its understanding of Christian
doctrine.

East and West: the parting of ways

After the last council in 787, the political affairs of the Byzantine empire went into
a long decline, largely because of the pressure of the advance of Islam in the form of
the Seljuk and Ottoman Turks. The emperor’s role in the gathering together of the
synodical bishops, and his supervision of the proclamation of their decrees as part of
Christian law for the Eastern churches, was progressively hindered by the political
reality that saw more and more parts of the ancient Christian lands now under the
control of Islamic rulers, the caliphs, and then the sultans. The weakened position of
the Eastern Christians was exacerbated even more as a result of the Crusades. From
the late eleventh century onwards western armies, inspired by the appeal of the pope
for Christian soldiers to liberate the holy sites in Palestine, were regarded as a mixed
blessing by the Christian emperors in Constantinople. Only forty years before the
beginning of the First Crusade there had been a particularly bitter ‘falling out’ between
the Papacy and the Constantinopolitan patriarchate. Pope Leo IX had, with the
emperor’s support, sent legates, among them Cardinal Humbertus, to resolve the
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this day) that the hostility of the Western Church, and its designs against Orthodoxy,
were part of the reason why the Orthodox Church fell so heavily before the might of
the Ottoman armies in 1453.

From that time onwards, most of the Orthodox world was to know subjection
for centuries to come. It carried on its Christian life, for the most part, under
sufferance of non-Christian powers. From this time to the nineteenth century the
Orthodox Church lists a massive list of neo-martyrs and confessors among its ranks.
There were attempts to broker reunion, and these were especially led by the Byzantine
emperors of the day who were desperate to secure the political support of the Western
Christian states (and thus needing the pope’s blessing) as Islam advanced more and
more aggressively against the East-Roman Christian empire. The first reunion council
was that of Lyons in 1274. The Orthodox delegates then present agreed (though in
as vague a way as they could) to recognize papal claims to supremacy, and also to recite
the Creed with theFilioqueadded. Their ‘acceptance’ of these ideas led to their
wholesale repudiation among the Orthodox at large. The emperor’s sister is reputed
to have replied to the news of Lyons with the words: ‘Better my brother’s empire should
perish, than the unity of the Orthodox faith.’31 When the empire was once more in
critical need of military aid, Emperor John VIII made a passage to the west, and
personally attended the unionist Council of Ferrara-Florence (1438–9). The discus-
sions at Florence were much more substantial than anything that had occurred since
the time of the patriarch Photios in the ninth century.

The Orthodox delegates at Florence all signed the Act of Union, with the exception
of Markos Eugenikos, the archbishop of Ephesus, who has since gained the title of
‘Pillar of Orthodoxy’. But the terms of the union were never accepted by the Orthodox
back in the home countries, and remained a policy adopted by a tiny minority of
court clerics in the capital city. John, and his successor Emperor Constantine IX, the
last of the Byzantine emperors, tried to act as if it were an accomplished fact, but it
was indicative that the imperial court did not even proclaim publicly that the Act of
Union had been signed until 1452, one year before the city’s conquest. Many of the
Orthodox signatories revoked their names as soon as they left Florence. In the West,
by contrast the decree of union was widely announced as a ‘return of the schismatic
Greeks’, and the subsequent evidence of the ineffectiveness of the union was equally
widely interpreted as a sign of Orthodox perfidy. At this time, and having little
hope that any promised military assistance would ever be forthcoming anyway, the
Constantinopolitan Grand Duke Loukas Notaras is reported to have said: ‘I would
rather see the Muslim turban in the heart of the city, than to see the Latin mitre here.’32

The political end came quickly for the eastern Roman empire. The forces of Mehmet II,
Ottoman sultan, attacked the capital on 7 April 1453, and despite a courageous defence
of the Great Walls, broke through on 29 May. At dawn on that day, the last Christian
Eucharist was celebrated in the great cathedral of Hagia Sophia. Faced with the
prospect of death or enslavement, Latins and Greek Orthodox alike stood together to
receive the holy gifts.

In the same period that Constantinople suffered her long decline, Russia rose to
political eminence and, along with other eastern European states that retained some
degree of free action (such as Wallachia and Moldovia, the precursors of modern
Romania), they gave princely help to the wider Orthodox world, and acted as the
patrons of Orthodoxy. One of the greatest casualties of the long decline was the
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sense of ‘true to the correct opinion’ or ‘proper in faith’. Thus most of the churches of
the East have the word ‘Orthodox’ in their descriptive title. In the sense of the normal
understanding of the ‘Orthodox Church’, however, the word can be taken here in its
original intent, to signify those churches that are in communion with one another
because they share the same faith, in which is included the acceptance of the decrees
of the Council of Chalcedon, within the totality of the seven ecumenical councils
from the first Council of Nicaea in 325 to the second of the same name in 787. The
churches which rejected Chalcedon, were historically separated from the communion
of the Roman and Byzantine churches from the end of the fifth century onwards and,
accordingly, were also not part of the settlement of any of the three subsequently
recognized ecumenical councils following Chalcedon (Constantinople II in 553,
Constantinople III in 681, and Nicaea II in 787).

The liturgical and spiritual life of these other separated churches of the East37 is very
close to that of the Orthodox Church. The ethos and style of thinking, the attitude
to prayer and sacraments, the overall ‘ecclesiastical mentality’ is also immensely close,
since the separation took place at a time so early in the patristic age. By the grace of
God a union may once more be a thing that can be accomplished, if more ways can
be opened up for a renewal of mutual love and respect. Historically so much of the
division was the result of political tensions and nationalist rivalry, and misunder-
stood intellectual initiatives. In the present century, where the political environment
is so different, and the chances for a truer and deeper mutual understanding are
so much better, the ecumenical ‘dialogue of love’ between Orthodoxy and the non-
Chalcedonian Eastern churches may indeed be coming to a new era of hope and
fruitfulness, based on a deeper understanding that theMia physis38 of St Cyril of
Alexandria’s early theology (which the non-Chalcedonians prioritize) is not intrin-
sically opposed at all, to the Christology of ‘one hypostasis and two natures’ pre-
sented by the Chalcedonian Fathers, who were also prioritizing (and nuancing)
St Cyril.39 Formerly designated the ‘Monophysite’ churches, and now more eirenically
the ‘Miaphysite’ or non-Chalcedonian Eastern churches,40 these are the Syrian,41

Armenian, Coptic, Ethiopic, and Malabar Indian churches. There is also the so-called
‘Nestorian’ Church of Syria, which is more properly known as the Assyrian Church.
This took a line of resistance quite different to the anti-Chalcedonian Miaphysites,
and stressed the distinction of the natures of the Incarnate Lord in a way that held Cyril
of Alexandria to be anathema (thus also rejecting the legitimacy of the generally
accepted Council of Ephesus in 431).

In addition to this, there is also a local presence of the hierarchs in the communion
of the Orthodox Church in most of these Eastern countries (Orthodox clergy of the
patriarchate of Alexandria in Egypt, for example, along with the Coptic hierarchy;
Syrian Orthodox clergy of the patriarchate of Antioch in Syria along with the Syrian
anti-Chalcedonians, and so on). In many places there are also representative clergy
in communion with Rome. In Jerusalem, for example, there is now the Orthodox
patriarch, and a ‘Latin’ patriarch. In Syria there have been at one time seven senior
ecclesiastics all designated as ‘patriarchs of Antioch’. In most cases, if not all, the
churches all have the word ‘Orthodox’ in their title. The simplest clarifying issue, in
the view of the Byzantine Orthodox tradition, and the one followed in this book is
that the term ‘Orthodox Church’ refers to those churches in communion with one
another who accept the statement of faith as established by the seven ecumenical
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is taken as a sure ‘give-away’ of deeper principles of Roman ecclesiology which are
regarded by the Orthodox as objectionable – not least the principle of jurisdictional
superiority as it is expressed in the Roman Catholic theology of the Papacy.

The Orthodox Church at present consists of the four ancient patriarchates which
remain in communion, out of the five ancient, patristic, exemplars of the pentarchy
of patriarchates47 that once established the largest-scale (what we would not call the
‘international’) form of the canonical structure of early Christianity: Constantinople,
Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem. To these four patriarchates are now added the
other churches that have been formed as the Church of Christ expanded in the world,
and new nations and peoples were added to the family of Christ in the course of
history, or as older parts of the whole reached a stage of legitimate self-determination
and organized themselves more independently from the ancient centres of the empire.
They can be briefly listed: first, those that were once part (or allies) of the ancient
Byzantine empire but emerged into separate nationhood as that vast system began
to fragment; Bulgaria, Ukraine, Russia, Serbia, Georgia, Romania, Greece, Poland,
Hungary, Albania, Latvia, Moldavia, and Macedonia. Secondly, those also that were
historically never part of the eastern Roman empire but came into their Christian
maturity at a later date: Finland, Slovakia and the Czech Republic, Estonia, China,
Japan, sub-Saharan Africa,48 Australia, America, and many parts of western Europe
(as missions and exarchates).

Some of these newer churches have subsequently, and more recently, been lifted to
the designation of ‘patriarchates’ signifying their large extent, historical importance,
and general venerability. There is a precedence operating in the Orthodox under-
standing of the ‘order’ of the churches, but it is not one that can be understood in
the sense of a jurisdictional order, such as a hierarchical line of authority that runs
down, in the manner of army authority working in a simple linear fashion, or suchlike.
Orthodox ecclesiology is adamant on one central point: that each local church under
its single bishop is the full and entire Church of Christ. Each Orthodox bishop is,
therefore, coequal with all his other brother bishops throughout the world. There
may be a ‘ranking of honour’ in the sense that a metropolitan of a city (an archbishop,
for example) has a supervisory role over a number of the other bishops of his local
province, or in the way that a patriarch has a significant degree of precedence in the
synod of all the bishops of his country, and sometimes (in accordance with the canons)
in relation to appeals sent to him from other parts of the church over which he has
the right to adjudicate;49 but all of this does not contravene the more fundamental
principle that each bishop in his own diocese is entirely equal in apostolic status to all
other bishops in the world.50

For this reason Orthodoxy has no pope, among its patriarchs.51 The outside world,
especially the media, may simplify their reports of Orthodox organization, so as to
describe the patriarch of Constantinople as the ‘Leader of the Orthodox World’, but
in fact this is an erroneous representation of the inner life of the church. The patriarch
of Constantinople is certainly ‘first among equals’ among all Orthodox bishops;
but the issue of who leads the church, who speaks for it, can not be answered in this
simplistic linear sense of monarchical governance (except to point to Christ, the
undying Lord of his church in heaven as well as on earth). In terms of authority
within the church polity, however, the patriarch of Constantinople has a prestigious
office, and often ‘speaks for’ Orthodox interests on a broad world platform. But the
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Synopsis of the organization of the Orthodox churches

The jurisdictional organization of the Orthodox Church, then, flows out of the
principle of the local churches gathered under their bishops, arranged in larger
metropolitan provincial synods, and this as eventually culminating in the expression
of the ancient pentarchy of patriarchates which were felt to express an ‘international’
sense of different Christian cultures in harmony with the whole. The ancient pen-
tarchy was: Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem. To the latter
four of this number, which remain in Orthodox communion, there are now included
several other autocephalous Orthodox52 churches, and other autonomous Orthodox
churches which are still attached to their supervisory ‘sponsor churches’ by closer
organizational ties. These autonomous churches are an extension of the ‘international
character’ of world Orthodoxy that prevailed in antiquity within the pentarchy
of patriarchates that constituted the Christian Roman empire. The pattern is now
as follows:

The four ancient patriarchates
Constantinople
Alexandria
Antioch
Jerusalem

The eleven autocephalous churches53

Cyprus (431)
Sinai54 (1575)
Russia (1589)
Greece (1850)
Bulgaria (1870)
Serbia (1879)
Romania (1885)
Georgia (1919)
Poland (1924)
Albania (1937)
the Czech lands and Slovakia (1951)

The Orthodox Church in America is ‘in process’ of belonging to this group (in the
sense that it is still in the process of gaining world-wide Orthodox recognition).
It assumed autocephalous ecclesiastical status in 1970 with the blessing of the patri-
archate of Moscow. The autonomy has not been acknowledged by the patriarchate
of Constantinople.

The three autonomous churches
Finland (1923; patriarchate of Constantinople)
Japan (1970; patriarchate of Moscow)
China (1957; patriarchate of Moscow)
(See also Estonia and Ukraine, below)
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Various ‘diaspora’ churches. The so-called diaspora churches are the Orthodox of
different ethnic groupings who for historical reasons, such as immigration or trade
over past generations, have been removed from their original homelands and now
reside in what were formerly seen as ‘Western’ countries. Orthodoxy is now deeply
rooted in most parts of western Europe and America, as the old geographical simpli-
cities have increasingly been blurred by global mobility. There are, for example,
incomparably more Orthodox belonging to the patriarchate of Constantinople living
in North America than there are in the old heartlands of Thrace, Asia Minor, or Greece.
There are more Orthodox living in Britain today than there are Baptists.

The old religious maps are changing. Diaspora churches began as a pastoral concern
for mission. They were set up by the authority of the home synods of the various
churches (above) who had faithful resident in foreign parts, and their organization
was complex or simple, extensive or merely local, depending on the size of the original
immigrant communities in different language groups.55 As time went on, throughout
the late nineteenth century to the present, the long-term nature of these communities
tended to ‘establish’ them in ways that had not originally been foreseen. Moreover, the
political problems of eastern Europe (particularly as they affected the countries which
fell under the Soviet yoke) led to significant problems of unity and coherence both
within these communities (which resisted the communist yoke from the vantage point
of their freedom) and in terms of their relation to the home synod. In most cases the
fundamental issue of an extension of the home synod’s authority for a mission in a
foreign country did not come into dispute. In most of the instances, Orthodox ‘pre-
sences’ were simply being set up within the historically defined territory of the ancient
Western patriarchate, where a national Orthodox hierarchy had never been in existence,
and for which there was no intention to newly constitute a resident one (which would
be an act of proselytizing that disregarded all the rights of the Western Church).

But there was a problem that was destined to grow in the new millennium, and
that was in relation to countries which could not be regarded as once having been
constituent parts of the Western Church (Oceania, America, Asia, for example). There
the Orthodox could claim the right to establish the national church of the country
on the basis of the canon of the Council of Chalcedon attributing care of newly dis-
covered lands to the patriarch of Constantinople. This question we can discuss shortly.
Although the planting of the church historically tends to follow national trade mis-
sions, in the main, and the Chalcedonian canon is not entirely relevant to the
actual global situation, nevertheless the question of long resident Orthodox ‘mission’
communities in Oceania, Asia, and America becomes acute when it is obvious to all
that the original ‘mission’ has now grown into the status of a new potentially indigen-
ous Orthodox church. Today this does not apply, in practice, except perhaps in relation
to Oceania and North America, instances we shall also discuss.

The ancient patriarchates

1 The patriarchate of Constantinople
The patriarch of Constantinople56 now has a primacy of honour within Orthodoxy.
There is enduring historical controversy among scholars (as was the case in ancient
church history too) over whether the twenty-eighth canon of the Council of Chalcedon
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afforded the ‘right’ to be considered as last ecclesiastical court of appeal. This right
was effectively undercut in practice by the simple reason that travel in antiquity was
immensely difficult, so only the most critical of any issues from the Eastern, Greek-
speaking, churches would ever be heard as an appeal in Rome anyway. To complicate
matters, language difficulties also stood in the way, and this too was reflected in the
ancient canons of the church. For most practical affairs, then, the see of Alexandria
at first held the precedence in the Eastern Church, mirroring what Rome did in
practical terms for all the Western churches, where it was the sole patriarchal and
apostolic see. The rise to political pre-eminence of Constantinople changed this system
of ecclesiastical governance. Constantinople’s expansion not only ‘put out’ Alexandria;
it also began to overshadow the patriarchate of Antioch and the Syrian hierarchs,
whose territory it was very close to. There were moments of tension between
Constantinople and Antioch, also reflected in the decisions of the early councils, but
many of the most important of the early Constantinopolitan archbishops were drawn
from the ambit of the Syrians and Cappadocians who adjoined that region.

The second ecumenical council, which took place at Constantinople in 381, and the
Council of Chalcedon in 451, gave the precedence of Constantinople greater clarity
and force. It has always been seen as a matter of ‘normalcy’ among the Orthodox that
a city’s ecclesiastical importance should reflect its role in the structure of the civic
governance.58By this period the position of the imperial capital was unarguably central
in church affairs just as it was in political affairs, and from this time on the patriarchate
of Constantinople was established as the centre of precedence among the Eastern
churches. The Roman patriarchate continued to resist the implication that a see’s
precedence should be tied to its geopolitical importance.59 Nevertheless the canonical
position of the patriarchate of Constantinople was universally accepted in the East,
and Rome itself came to admit it, long before the time of the Great Schism of the
Middle Ages. After the rise of Arab power in the seventh century, the once great
Christian communities of Antioch and Alexandria fell into disastrous decline, which
further elevated the prestige and importance of Constantinople as a Christian nucleus.
The decree of the sultan set the patriarch of Constantinople as the political superior
of the other patriarchs for the first time ever. This immense temptation to follow the
path to political domination over the other churches was largely resisted. The potential
of the patriarchate under Islamic power to lord it over the other sees was also under-
mined by a certain degree of corruption of the Phanar, which closeness to the seat
of the sultanate brought with it; for in the late fifteenth and throughout the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries the patriarchate was massively unsettled by the extent of
bribery the sultans encouraged for elevation to that sacred office.

After the first cabal of Greek merchants from Trebizond offered the sultan a bribe of
1,000 florins to depose the incumbent patriarch Mark II (1466–7) and replace him with
a candidate of their own choice, the sultan’s eyes were opened to the possibilities.
By 1572 the standard ‘investiture fee’ for the patriarch was the substantial ‘gift’ of 2,000
florins, and an annual payment of 4,000 more, gathered from taxation of the Christian
‘Rum’ people who were placed under the patriarch’s supreme charge throughout
the Ottoman empire. There were always more than enough Christian factions lining
up to pay the highest premium to ensure the election of their candidate after that
point. Accordingly the tenure of the patriarchs under Turkish rule was usually very
short. Sometimes the same candidate acceded to the office, was deposed, and re-elected
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asked for the reimposition of Antiochene control over the island, as had been agreed
in the earlier canons of the church. The conciliar fathers gathered at the Council of
Ephesus nevertheless sympathetically heard the appeal of the Church of Cyprus,84

and decreed that its independence could continue, having endured for sufficiently
long time as to become ade facto reality. This independence was again confirmed
under the Emperor Zeno, by a synod of the Constantinopolitan patriarchate in the
later fifth century. Since that time the autocephalous status of the Cypriot Church
has been accepted in all the Orthodox world. The long medieval period of Latin
domination was a hard one for the Orthodox of Cyprus, and during the ‘Reunion’ of
Florence, it showed the Cypriots that the Latin overlords continued to despise the
Byzantine Church, despite the alleged proclamation of ecclesiastical union, and
sought always to eradicate it if they could in favour of Latin rite and practice. The
even longer shadow of the Ottomans was also a time of suffocation. At the time of
the Greek War of Independence the Turks assassinated the Cypriot archbishop
(Cyprianos) and all his synod. Only in 1878, with the British occupation of the
island, did the church enter a period of peace and (relative) political stability,
although the British (between 1930 and 1947) interfered greatly in the election of
the hierarchs, in order to put a brake on the move to ‘self-annexation’ to Greece. In
1960 Cyprus’ independence was effected as a sovereign republic, with Archbishop
Makarios becoming the first head of state. The movement (which he himself
tempered throughout his life) to effecthenosis (union with Greece) asserted itself
powerfully in his old age, despite his counsel, and in its aftermath Turkey invaded
the island illegally claiming justification from the need to protect its nationals. From
that time onwards the situation has not been resolved. The northern territories
remain under Turkish occupation, and have been heavily colonized by Turkish
immigration.

The archbishop of Cyprus is known as His Beatitude, and still exercises the (once
very refined and exalted) privilege given to him by the emperor, to sign all his
documents in scarlet ink, and to wear vestments of silk and purple. He himself is the
archbishop of Constantia (Famagusta) and is resident at Nicosia. He has suffragan
eparchs whose sees are at Paphos, Larnaka, and Kyrenia. Together they comprise the
Holy Synod. There are currently 552,000 faithful in this church, representing almost
the entire Christian population, and three-quarters of the entire population, of Cyprus.
There are also numerous Cypriots in the diaspora, especially England, which for many
years exercised a protectorate over the island. The Greek Cypriot Orthodox of the
diaspora, however, belong to the oversight of the patriarch of Constantinople, although
many of the parishes in the patriarchate’s British exarchate are comprised entirely of
Orthodox who are of Cypriot origin, with clergy who are also mainly Cypriot. The
Church of Cyprus has eleven active monasteries, some dating back to Byzantine times,
and renowned throughout the Greek-speaking Orthodox world as pilgrimage centres,
such as the Kykko monastery in the Troodos mountains. There are also a total of sixty-
seven other monasteries, many of which contain historically important frescoes, which
are either currently unused or presently in ruins, and which date back to many
different periods of the island’s rich and venerable Christian history. Its resourceful
and generous people have in recent times been blessed with an abundance of priests
who, in turn, have often volunteered for missionary work in Orthodox communities
overseas.
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synaxis, entirely governs the affairs of the monastery-church. It is the smallest
independent church of the entire Orthodox world: a unique and special instance,
poised between autocephalous and autonomous condition.

The Russian Orthodox Church (patriarchate of Moscow)

The Russian Orthodox Church, which holds rank as fifth in the precedence of honour
among the patriarchal churches, is a complete contrast to this, with 11,200 parishes,
and 80,451,000 faithful. There are wider estimates than this which speak of the world
total of Russian Orthodox (meaning those who would regard themselves of the Slavic
Orthodox tradition) approaching 160 million, but this takes in Russia, Belorussia,
Ukraine, Moldavia, and the Baltic as well as the central Asian countries and the
diaspora. Even in its smaller, national configuration, the Russian Orthodox is a massive
church, and indisputably one of the most important voices in contemporary global
Orthodoxy. This the case not only because of its size, but more so because of its
profoundly Christian culture, with its rich historical manifestations for almost a
thousand years past, as well as the immense depth of its variegated spiritual tradition,
not to mention the recent experience of martyrdom that its members have shared
along with many of the eastern European lands that fell under the Soviet communist
oppression.

The Russians hold up 988 as the date of the foundation of their church. At this
time Prince Vladimir was baptized (at Chersonesus) and commanded the turning of
his people, the Rus, to the Gospel. Mass baptisms were held in the then capital of
the land, Kiev (now in the Ukraine). It had from the beginning the closest relations
with the patriarchate of Constantinople, and the whole liturgical and spiritual culture
of Russian Orthodoxy was fostered by Constantinopolitan missionaries for many
generations. The rise of the people of ancient Rus to nationhood went hand in hand
with the emergence of the Muscovite princes as the single most powerful ruling
families in the vast land. The capital transferred with the princes from Kiev to
Moscow (many other Russian cities, of course – Vladimir, Novgorod, and Kazan
among them – played an important part in the foundation of the Christian culture)
and after the overcoming of internal disunity, as well as external threats from the Golden
Horde, Russia was well aware of its political and military might, and had a developed
national consciousness by the late sixteenth century. In 1453 the Byzantine emperors
themselves fell to the might of the Crescent. Christian Byzantium was a political reality
no more, and the affairs of the Christians passed, in the Greek-speaking East, to the
condition of subjugated slaves under the administration of the Constantinopolitan
patriarch acting as agent of the sultans.

The Russian tsar (whose government had progressed hand in hand with the metro-
politan archbishops of Moscow who were largely drawn from the aristocracy and
always had a primary concern in the affairs of state) then declared that he and his
own people had entered a stage of new destiny for the Russian and Christian peoples.
Two Romes had fallen, was the famous utterance of the monk Philotheos,88 a third
had now arisen. The grand dukes of Moscow had entered into their heritage as the
successors to the Caesars. The new ‘tsars’89 would continue the duties (with the
concomitant privileges over the world-wide church) of the former Byzantine emperors,
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and isolated Tikhon. In 1922 he was imprisoned in a monastery while moves were
made to initiate the systematic breaking up of the ecclesiastical organization. The
government launched its massive programme of confiscating church goods (icons
and chalices and so on) under the heading of ‘relief for the poor’, the victims of the
state-induced famine of 1921–2. Simultaneously it sponsored the formation of the
‘Higher Church Administration’ (HCA) which, using pro-communist clergy, declared
that Tikhon had resigned his office and thenceforth the patriarchate was abolished,
leaving the HCA as the supreme governing body of the Russian Church. Agathangel,
the archbishop of Yaroslavl, who had been nominated by Tikhon as one of those who
might lead the church if he himself was liquidated by the communists, immediately
denounced the HCA and was exiled to Siberia. Metropolitan Benjamin of Petrograd

Figure 2 Image of St Tikhon, an energetic missionary bishop who came from
America to be the first patriarch of Moscow after the restoration of the Russian
patriarchate in the early decades of the twentieth century. Unfortunately the end of
the heavy tsarist oversight of Russian church affairs was soon followed by the long
nightmare of communist oppression, and Tikhon himself suffered much at the hands
of Lenin and Stalin. It is widely suspected that his alleged natural death may have been
one of the many ‘secret murders’ ordered by Stalin. The decades of state persecution
and suppression following Tikhon’s death caused much disruption in the national and
international organization of Russian Orthodoxy.
Photograph: topfoto
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then courageously took up the challenge and excommunicated the cleric Vvedensky
who was then spokesman for the HCA. In return the HCA decreed that all Russian
bishops and priests who did not recognize its authority were immediately to be
considered deposed from office. There followed a Bolshevik purge on them, and
there were widespread arrests that had the general effect of dampening down opposi-
tion. Benjamin of Petrograd and three other leading bishops were shot by the security
police, and all the chief hierarchs who supported the patriarchate were sent into exile.
Large numbers of the lower clergy started to accede to the governance of the HCA,
which began a series of ‘reforms’ of church life in the spirit of ‘proletarian openness’.

The HCA quickly began to fragment into separate movements: the Living Church,
the Union of the Old Apostolic Church, the Union of Church Rebirth, and so on, all of
which have come to be collectively known as ‘The Living Church Movement’. In 1923 it
met in a council and declared itself to be a ‘genuine proletarian and revolutionary
force’, and designated itself as the Church of Renewal, declaring all other ecclesiastical
groups to be forthwith abolished. But just as quickly its fortunes waned. The
Bolsheviks’ interest ebbed away. They had turned their attentions back on Tikhon.
Just what pressures they applied to him in his time of incarceration are not known,
but it is certain that they did not simply offer him tea and polite chat. In 1923 he issued
a statement expressing regret for ‘mistakes’ which the church had made, and especially
for acts of disloyalty to the revolutionary government. He promised renewed loyalty
to the regime. The reason the Bolsheviks wanted this statement so much was to offset
the rapid moves of the Russian bishops outside the boundaries of the country (most of
whom were monarchists and formed a network of resistance in Europe and America)
to organize the Russian Orthodox Church Outside of Russia (ROCOR) in defiance of
the Bolshevik subversions.

The ROCOR hierarchs had faith in Tikhon, who had actually encouraged them early
on to make their move for independence. Now, in 1923, he was set free to resume his
governance of the internal affairs of the Russian Church, the HCA was abandoned
(and, losing its political force for terrorizing its opponents, quickly lost ground), but
the cost was to rein in the ROCOR bishops who comprised the Karlovtzy synod. Their
subsequent history is discussed later in terms of the Russian diaspora. Suffice it to say
here that, as time went on after Tikhon’s release, the bishops in exile progressively lost
confidence in the hierarchy of the church in the homeland, and gave little credence to
their claim to be able to speak freely, or act honestly for the greater benefit of Russian
Orthodoxy, while all the time being under the eye (and the fist) of such totalitarian
atheists who were bent on manipulating them. Tikhon died in 1925. He has been
thought by many to have been liquidated as one of Stalin’s many clandestine political
murders. Of the three potential ‘successors’ he had nominated before his incarceration
(a strategy he conceived in the early 1920s on the grounds that he might not always
have freedom to act) only one hierarch was still alive at that time, Sergius Starogrodsky,
the metropolitan of Nizhni-Novgorod. He raised few expectations among any of the
bishops, and enjoyed no confidence among the exiles comprising the Karlovtzy synod.
As a result the synod and the Russian mother church parted ways acerbically.

After an educational period of imprisonment in 1927 Sergius was himself a broken
man, ever after very anxious to affirm that all was well in the Russian Church, and
persuade all who would listen how benevolent the government was. He was rewarded
in 1943 with Stalin’s permission to restore the patriarchate, to which he was duly
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elected. He died only six months afterwards in May 1944. The majority of the
Orthodox churches outside Russia acknowledged the legitimacy of the leadership of
Sergius, and his successor Alexis Simansky, the former metropolitan of Leningrad.
But from this time onwards elements in the ROCOR began to argue the point that a
synod which is not free cannot issue canonically binding results. Accordingly the
division between the Russian Orthodox in the country, under the Soviet regime, and
those outside the country grew more and more tendentious as the twentieth century
progressed.

The communist yoke caused great damage to the church. In 1900 there were
56 million faithful, amounting to 75 per cent of the population. By 1970 this number
had fallen to 39 million, representing 29 per cent of the population (though there
were many more crypto-Orthodox than this figure suggests). In 1914 Russia had
550 monasteries for men and 474 monasteries for women. Most of them were state-
subsidized or had powerful endowments to undergird their life and work. There were,
at that time, 21,000 monks and 74,000 nuns. The greatest monasteries were those
of ‘The Caves’ (Pechersky Lavra) at Kiev on the banks of the Dnieper, founded by
SS Antony and Theodosius between 1032 and 1062; the Trinity Monastery (Troitsky)
near Moscow (Sergeyev Posad) founded by St Sergius of Radonezh; and the Alexander
Nevsky monastery, founded at St Petersburg in 1724. There were numerous others
whose spiritual and intellectual life was remarkable: the Donskoy monastery at
Moscow, the Simonov, Novospassky, St George’s at Novgorod, Novodievichy,
the Ascension monastery at Tver, Solovky in the White Sea (which as a Gulag
would be the place of martyrdom for so many under Stalin), Sarov (which gave the
world the shining saint Seraphim), Rostov, Yaroslav, Uglich, Valaam (in Finland), the
Optina hermitages, and the Pochaevskaya Lavra in Volhynia (Poland). The destruc-
tion of the monastic life was among the first achievements of the Bolsheviks.
Its rebuilding will bring with it an immense reflowering of the spiritual power of
the Russian Church.

Under communism all expression of Christian freedom was dangerous. All formal
evangelistic and catechetical work was forbidden to the church. Even so the religious
life of Russian Orthodoxy was irrepressible. Even in the dark times of communist
persecution the Orthodox attendance at the divine liturgy was far higher than
European church attendance. The Bolshevik government rapidly passed anti-religious
legislation even before it had secured a totalitarian grasp on the state. It confiscated all
private and all ecclesiastical property in December 1917, and in January 1918 withdrew
any state subsidy for ecclesiastical institutions, separating church and state, and out-
lawing any form of religious instruction of the state’s citizens. Between 1917 and
1923, when the Bolshevik zeal was hot, twenty-eight Russian bishops and 1,400 priests
were executed. After the revolution, the newly elected pope, Pius XI, made powerful
intercessions on behalf of suffering Russia, at the International Conference of Genoa,
but the British imperial representative, David Lloyd George, strongly opposed him,
and carried the day for no ‘interference’ in Russian religious affairs; a policy adhered
to on wider fronts that would also abandon the last tsar and his family to a bloody
death after England shamefully refused them asylum.

Thousands of the leading clergy and laity of Russia were sent to labour camps, and
many of them never returned. Churches were turned into museums or cinemas; the
sacred relics, ikons, and vestments were burned or defaced. If anything could gain

McGuckin/The Orthodox Church 9781405150668_4_001 Page Proof page 52 31.12.2007 1:31pm

52

THE ORTHODOX THROUGH HISTORY



of course, means ‘martyrdom’) of the ‘fool for Christ’ (Iurodivy), and the deep Russian
tradition of the ‘passion-bearers’.90 At the end of Stalin’s political career (1924–53)
the number of functioning priests in Russia could be counted only in hundreds. As
Vera Bouteneff has expressed it: ‘The scale of this martyrdom is unprecedented in
the history of the Christian church.’91 The whole Soviet persecution is estimated to
have killed 600 bishops, 40,000 priests, and 120,000 monks and nuns.

Between 1960 and 1963 many of the village parish churches (which had a more
flourishing attendance than the city churches and were generally felt by the people to
be less scrutinized by the authorities) began to be targeted, and large numbers were
abruptly closed. In 1947 there were an estimated 22,000 churches serving the liturgy
on Sundays; by the late 1970s fewer than 7,000 remained open. Today, in the restruc-
turing of Russian society in the aftermath of its long night of communism the
Orthodox Church is in a relatively favoured position. It is widely looked to in
Russian society as a sign of hope for the making of a new future, with a deeper cultural
and historical memory than the banalities of the old regime. There is much restruc-
turing going on in the wider society, as well as in the church itself, and a general spirit
of good will has affirmed itself between the hierarchy and the new political leaders
from Gorbachev’s time onwards. Churches are being restored and rebuilt, the numbers
of the faithful are again increasing, and the Russian Church is busily repairing decades
of profound structural and psychological damage. The 80 million who have currently
affirmed themselves as Orthodox believers, represent 54 per cent of the nation’s
population.

In 2006 there were 216 functioning monasteries of men and 237 of women, all busy
with renewal. The Russian synod had 169 bishops and 131 dioceses, 13,000 priests,
and 1,500 deacons. The educational establishment now is starting to flourish again
with five theological academies, and twenty-one seminaries, as well as two Orthodox
universities and a Theological Institute. The central Moscow diocese comprises
298 parishes, 182 metochias, and sixty-eight monastery churches. Thirty-three
churches are still being requested to be returned to ecclesiastical use, and ninety
churches and chapels are in process of construction. There are 820 priests and
297 deacons. In addition the monastic priests comprise 400 clergy and there are
125 monastic deacons. There are thirty-seven senior and thirty-eight junior semin-
aries functioning. After generations of trauma the Russian patriarchate is now for the
first time coming to terms with the need to re-establish unity and trust among its
scattered diaspora. How it approaches that task will be something that the Orthodox
world watches with careful attention. It will require immense tact and sensitivity, on
both sides: that of a mother church reasserting its vast reservoirs of energy and new
hope for the future; and that of the scattered communities who once looked with
dismay on a hierarchy under the thumb of atheistic tyrants, and which sometimes
seemed both supine and neo-imperialist in its attitudes to other churches that
themselves had fallen under the Soviet yoke. The rapprochement may be a thorny
one in the immediate future; but it is one that is undeniably important. It is an
exercise in what the church represents at its very core and essence: the power
and possibility of reconciliation. It is more likely to succeed if the temptations to
neo-imperialism and self-assertive authority are set aside (on both sides) in favour
of the gentle spirit of the humble Christ, who knew that his role was ‘to serve and not
to be served’.92
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There is a Bulgarian diaspora in America whose hierarchs retain the closest links with
the Bulgarian synod. The Bulgarian monastery of St George, on Mount Athos, is (like all
Athonite monasteries) under the jurisdiction of the patriarch of Constantinople.

The patriarchal Church of Serbia

The Serbs are a Slav nation originating from the Carpathian region. In the sixth and
seventh centuries, with the active encouragement of the Byzantine emperor, Heraclios
(d. 641), they established themselves in the regions of southern Dalmatia, Herzegovina,
and Serbia, and acted as a frontier guard for Byzantium. An early mission from Rome
did not gain much fruit, but a mission from Constantinople later in the ninth century
was more long-lasting, and Christianity in Serbia looked to Constantinople for its
guidance. The foundations of the modern state and nation of Serbia were laid between
1159 and 1195 by Stephen I Nemanya. It was his son, Stephen II, who was crowned as
the first Serbian king, and who established the first metropolitan see for his Orthodox
people in 1219. He appointed his own brother, St Sava, as metropolitan archbishop,
and Patriarch Manuel of Constantinople consecrated him to the office, at Nicaea,
where he was in residence because of the Latin occupation of Byzantium. St Sava had
already founded the Serbian monastery of Hilandar, on Mount Athos (1197), and in
his own country he efficiently organized the infrastructure of the churches, crowning
his brother as king in 1221with a golden crown supplied for the occasion by Pope
Honorius III.99

In 1346 the synod of Uskub, in the time of King Stephen III, declared the Serbian
Church to be autocephalous, and the archbishop of Ipek (Pec) was given the title
patriarch. Its time of early glory was to be short-lived, however, for the military disaster
of Kossovo in 1389, followed by another at Smederevo in 1459, marked the subjugation
of the country to the power of the expanding Turks. The Serbian Church followed the
pattern witnessed in all provinces subordinated to the Ottoman power, and was made
a direct jurisdiction of the Phanar. The patriarchate of Ipek was abolished and the
archbishop subjected to the Greek archbishops of Ohrid. In 1557 it had another era
of independence. A Serbian grand vizier, Mohammed Sokolovich, who had converted
to Islam to serve the sultan, appointed his natural brother, a Christian monk, to be
patriarch once more. The independence lasted until 1767 when the sultan ordered
the independent churches of the empire to revert to the immediate jurisdiction of the
patriarch of Constantinople.

During the early years of the nineteenth century independence once more became
a possibility given the weakened state of the Ottoman empire. After the treaty of
Adrianople the church adopted autonomous status in 1832, with a metropolitan see at
Belgrade. After Serbian political independence was fully secured in 1879, the church
declared itself for autocephalous status. At the end of the First World War the Balkan
borders were redrawn again, bringing together the Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes into
Yugoslavia. At this time four smaller autonomous Orthodox churches were joined
together: Karlovtzy in southern Hungary, Montenegro, Czernovits, and Bosnia-
Herzegovina. The reunion, accomplished finally in 1920, was announced at the same
time as the restoration of the patriarchate at Pec. The senior hierarch, based at
Belgrade, is called His Holiness the Archbishop of Ipek, Metropolitan of Belgrade
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in 1885, thede factosituation of Romanian ecclesiastical autocephaly was eventually
recognized by the patriarch of Constantinople, Joachim IV.

After the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian empire in the wake of the First World
War the ‘greater Romanian territories’ were once more reorganized, bringing together
three separate church groups: Transylvania, Bukovina, and Bessarabia. The negotiation
of union took six years, from 1918 to 1924, and culminated in the declaration of
the Romanian Church as a patriarchate in 1925, which was immediately recognized
by the patriarchate of Constantinople and the other Orthodox churches. The patriarch
is known as His Beatitude the Patriarch of Romania, Locum-Tenens of Caesarea in
Cappadocia, Metropolitan of Ungaro-Wallachia and Archbishop of Bucharest. The
first patriarch was Miron Cristea, who has since been followed by a succession of skilled
and energetic leaders. After the end of the Second World War Romania fell under heavy
Soviet control. During the communist regime, the Greek Catholic communities were
suppressed and ordered to rejoin the Orthodox. Since the post-Ceausescu liberation
many of them have wished to return to Roman communion, though many parishes
have also expressed the desire to remain Orthodox. There was some lively tension
over the rightful attribution of church properties which is now being resolved in a
collaborative inter-church dialogue.

During the communist years following the Second World War, the condition of the
Romanian Orthodox Church was among the best in all the zone of Soviet satellites,
though it was far from happy. Soon after the communist takeover, 200 priests were
imprisoned, and six bishops were forcibly retired. Patriarch Justinian (1948–77) often
annoyed many of the free exiles by stating the self-evident truth that many of the
principles of Marxism were in harmony with the evangelical spirit of dispossession and
communion. He and his successors worked out amodus vivendiwith the authorities
that, in a sense, continued the prior Romanian tradition of close political collaboration
(in the 1930s, for example, the patriarch was the prime minister of the state and
another bishop headed its State Department of Religion). The practice of the faith
flourished, and was deeply rooted in the personal lives of millions of ordinary
Romanians. Church activity was officially hampered, but one-third of the salaries of
the clergy was paid by the state. In 1955, when the Church of Romania celebrated its
seventieth anniversary of independence, the government made much fuss about it as a
symbol of national pride. At the same time, however, thirteen bishops and hundreds of
priests languished in Romanian gaols.

From time to time the flourishing condition of the church drew disapproving
remarks from the central Soviet leaders, resulting in periods of church demolition
and visibly heavier oppression. The state secret police, the Securitate, were especially
brutal in communist Romania, and there have been many examples of the suppression
of individual dissidents, monks, and priests, which have amounted to many bloodless
(as well as bloody) martyrdoms in the course of the last two generations. In 1958
there was a sustained crackdown against the church, as the authorities took fright
at the programme of renewal over which Patriarch Justinian was presiding. Five
hundred priests and leading monks were arrested and subjected to the infamous
communist show-trials. Two mass trials were held, inflicting sentences of between
eight and twenty-five years in gaols and labour camps. The aspirants of the women’s
monastery at Agapia were taken from their college, and sent en masse to a labour camp.
Legislation subsequently demanded that no aspirant to the monastic life should be
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After initial resistance, severely repressed by the harsh imprisonment of the clerical
leaders, the hierarchy settled into a conformist relationship with the communist
powers, that was rewarded in 1944 when Patriarch Sergius of Moscow officially
recognized the Church of Georgia’s autocephalous status. It endured a long suffocation
under the Soviets. By 1970 there were only eighty state-recognized churches in
operation, but this period also saw the start of a revival of church life. The church
had always kept the affection of the Georgian people, who knew it had been one of
great preservers of Georgian identity. In 1991 Georgia declared its political indepen-
dence. The katholikos Ilya II was a charismatic leader at this time, and presided over a
call to return to faith. The revival gained symbolic publicity in 1992 when the Georgian
president, Shevardnadze (a former atheist and member of the Russian Soviet
Politburo), accepted baptism in the Orthodox cathedral of T’bilisi. But Georgia’s
progress to democracy was a difficult one, and the country began to suffer great
instability because of the close-following civil war of 1993, its own separatist move-
ments (there are over a million Muslims in the eastern parts of Georgia), and great
economic difficulties. Today the church consists of 600 parishes, and about 3,011,600
faithful, forming the vast majority of the Christians of the country. There has been
a sizeable ethnic Armenian Orthodox presence in Georgia from ancient times. They
number about 340,000 faithful.

The Church of Poland

The Polish Orthodox Church traces its origins back to two chief periods of formation;
the first in the tenth century, and the second revival after the union of Lithuania and
Poland in the fourteenth century. When Poland was dismembered politically in 1722,
its Orthodox population was absorbed by the Russian Church. When the country was
reconstituted as a sovereign independent state, after the cessation of the First World
War in 1918, her new borders contained about 4 million Orthodox faithful, mainly
Ukrainians and Belorussians in the eastern part of the country. They had hitherto
belonged to the jurisdiction of the patriarch of Moscow. At that time, Patriarch Tikhon
was willing to grant autonomous status to the new church, but the new government
was pressing the Polish hierarchy to establish its complete independence from Russian
control by declaring autocephaly. In 1923 the senior Polish hierarch, Archbishop
George Yoroshevsky, was still arguing for a greater degree of autonomy when he was
actually assassinated by a crazed Russian monk who felt such a move was scandalous.
The degree of scandal this, in turn, caused, occasioned the Polish government to appeal
directly to the patriarch of Constantinople for the award of autocephalous status, and
this was given by Constantinople in aTomosof 1924. The Moscow patriarchate did not
recognize this until the country came under its own political control once more in
1945, and, in 1948, Patriarch Alexei wrote to the Phanar announcing that the Russian
Orthodox Church had itself conferred autocephaly on the Polish Orthodox. Attempts
by the Catholics in the pre-war years to over-zealously persuade the Orthodox to come
back into union (they were regarded by the Polish Catholics as former Uniates who had
been pressured to enter the Orthodox Church in the nineteenth century) involved
many cases of lawsuits to claim back churches and buildings, and forcible closures of
institutions. This heavy-handedness extensively soured relations between the Orthodox
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The Church of the Czech lands and Slovakia

Orthodoxy was present in Moravia, the medieval forerunner of Czechoslovakia,
from the time of the mission of SS Cyril and Methodios in the ninth and tenth
centuries, but the majority religion of the region had always been Roman Catholic.
The stirrings of the Reformation secessions were severely controlled by the Habsburgs
in the early seventeenth century when they gained power over Bohemia and Moravia.
Czechoslovakia was constituted as an independent nation in the years following the
First World War, part of the break-up of the Austro-Hungarian empire. The Orthodox
churches of recent times were founded in Prague in the mid nineteenth century, and
since then have come under, at various times, the patronage of the patriarchates of
Serbia, Constantinople, and Moscow.

In 1918 the vast majority of the population was Roman Catholic. During the First
World War Orthodoxy had been suppressed in the country, and it was also to endure
some element of persecution again during the Second World War. When the
Czechoslovakian Orthodox Church was reconstituted in the aftermath of the First
World War, approximately 40,000 declared themselves and a bishop (Gorazd Pavlik)
was appointed for them by the Serbian patriarch. Bishop Pavlik succeeded in rallying
together most of the Orthodox faithful under the jurisdictional care of the Serbian
patriarch, but in 1942 he and several of his clergy were assassinated by the Nazi
invaders.105 By 1946 the political mantle of the Soviets had fallen over the country,
and the patriarch of Moscow acted independently to assume jurisdictional charge of the
Czechoslovakian Orthodox. This was one of the reasons the Phanar at first looked
askance, for many years, on the canonical status of the churches of Czechoslovakia
and Poland, although now relations are fully restored. The concept of a separate
Czechoslovakian Orthodox Church had been shrunk significantly by the Soviet annexa-
tion of much of its former territory in Podcarpatska Rus, but was soon after swollen in
1950 by the ‘supposedly’ free return to Orthodoxy of the Byzantine-rite Catholics of the
diocese of Preshov in Slovakia. These reunited congregations demonstrated their true
opinion in 1968 when large numbers elected to return to the Roman Catholic Eastern
rite communion. In 1951 the patriarchate of Moscow declared the Orthodox Church of
the country to be thenceforward autocephalous under the guidance of the metropolitan
of Prague. The country separated politically once more into its chief constituent
parts of the Czech lands and Slovakia after the collapse of communism in the last decade
of the twentieth century. The Orthodox remained united across the national divide.
There is a smaller Orthodox presence in Slovakia, with ten parishes and 23,000 faithful,
while the Czech Republic has 100 parishes and 51,000 faithful who use the Slavonic
rite. The total number of Orthodox in the region amounts to 74,000 faithful.

The three autonomous Orthodox churches

1 The Orthodox Church of Finland
The Church of Finland petitioned to come under the Omophorion of the patriarch of
Constantinople in 1923, as part of its reaction to the communist oppression of the
Russian Church, and the achievement of its own political independence in 1919. Before
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that, Finland’s small Orthodox community had historically looked to the patriarch
of Moscow. The Moscow patriarchate did not accept the legitimacy of this exchange of
jurisdictions until 1957. Most of the Christian Finnish population since the Reformation
have been Lutherans, but the birth of Orthodoxy in Finland long pre-dated the
Reformation, originating from the missionary work of the Russian monks of the
famed monastery of Valamo on Lake Ladoga, who evangelized the pagan tribes of this
region in the thirteenth century. The church is a relatively small one. There are forty
parishes, with about 70,000 faithful, but it is a vigorous community which has for
centuries known itself in the context of a much larger Lutheran majority, which itself
has given way to an increasingly extended atheistic secularism. The Finnish Orthodox
Church has experience, beyond many others, of the issues of witnessing to, and dialo-
guing with, a profoundly secularized environment which will prove invaluable for other
Orthodox communities in a new age of ‘re-evangelization’ and ecumenical dialogue.

2 The Orthodox Church of Japan
Orthodoxy in Japan was initiated by the Russian priest (after 1906 archbishop, and
since 1970 canonized as ‘saint’) Nicholas Kassatkin (1836–1912). He was sent in 1861
by the patriarchate of Moscow to serve the pastoral needs of the Russian consular
offices in Hakodate, Japan. Once there he decided that he should work as a missionary
priest among the local Japanese too, and mastered the language and culture, beginning
translations of the sacred books into Japanese. In 1868 he performed his first baptism
of a Japanese convert, and a mission was established in 1871. In 1872 he was able to
witness the ordination of two indigenous Japanese priests. Since his foundation
the church has grown, through periods of stagnation and setback, to the point where
it now has forty parishes in three dioceses, and about 38,000 faithful (28,000 were listed
in 1904). The political effects of the Russo-Japanese War of 1904, then the Russian
Revolution, and then the Second World War, disrupted relations between the
patriarchate and Japan. The Japanese government, in 1939, also put a heavy nationalistic
hand on the constitutions of all societies, and pressed the church to draw up a new
constitution for itself that diminished reliance on foreign intervention. Accordingly
the archbishop at that period, Metropolitan Sergei (Tikhomirov), resigned his charge
(along with many other non-Japanese church leaders) and handed over the property
of the church to Japanese ownership.

The Professor of Russian Language at the Japanese military academy, Arsenius
Heikichi Iwasawa, was appointed as head of the new episcopal committee to find a
new chief bishop, but remained administering the church until 1941, to the accumu-
lating protests of a significant group of clergy who, representing the ‘All Japan Church
Council’, had elected Archpriest James Shintaro Tohei as the legitimate episcopal
candidate. Having approached the Russian synodal hierarchs (ROCOR), Iwasawa’s
group secured the episcopal consecration of Archpriest John Kiichi Ono. He and his
wife (daughter of the first Japanese priest ever ordained) took monastic vows on the
same day, and he received episcopal ordination, as Bishop Nicholas, shortly after.
When he returned to Tokyo cathedral for the first Pascha service, however, he found
the doors of the church locked against him. Persuasion from the government led to a
reconciliation between the two parties, and Bishop Nicholas was acknowledged as
presiding bishop. Archpriest James was put forward for episcopal consecration too, but
died before this could be effected. At this time the government formally approved the

McGuckin/The Orthodox Church 9781405150668_4_001 Page Proof page 74 31.12.2007 1:31pm

74

THE ORTHODOX THROUGH HISTORY



intervention of any other ecclesiastical
supervision other than its own local
synod. Autonomous status can represent
a degree of self-regulation lower than
autocephaly, where the supervisory over-
sight of an older patriarchate can still be
combined with more or less complete
local self governance in day-to-day affairs.
The word ‘autocephaly’ means ‘head of its
own affairs’: with its own ruling synod.
Such synods will be led by a metropolitan
archbishop or a patriarch.

53 Given a certain precedence of honour
according to the date of the establish-
ment of their ecclesiastical independence.
But some of them such as Russia, Roma-
nia, and Greece, are much more signifi-
cant than the others in terms of their
magnitude.

54 The church is so tiny (one monastery),
that some regard it as autonomous rather
than autocephalous. It is technically the
latter since its archbishop has no super-
visory senior other than his own synod.

55 Bulgarian, Georgian, or Serbian Orthodox
living in foreign parts, for example would
often not require a separate church, since
the Russian liturgy was celebrated in the
same church Slavonic they knew at home,
and they often joined with the existing
Russian diaspora churches. They might
only have their ‘own’ church building in
a particularly large city where a sizeable
local expatriate population justified it.

56 Now known, politically, as Istanbul in
Turkey. Formerly it was the centre of the
eastern Roman empire and the head-
quarters of the emperor. The Great
Imperial Church (once the church of the
patriarchate too) was Hagia Sophia. After
the conquest of the city by Islamic forces
in 1453, the emperor was killed, and his
dynastic rule was ended, and the patri-
archate took over (under the sultans)
political and religious supervision of all
the Christians of the eastern Islamic
dominion. After many vicissitudes and
sufferings, the patriarchate came in 1603
to be established in its present location in
the modest church of St George at the
Phanar in Istanbul.

57 ‘Following in all things the decisions of
the holy Fathers, and acknowledging the
canon, which has been just read, of the One
Hundred and Fifty Bishops beloved-of-
God (who assembled in the imperial city
of Constantinople, which is New Rome, in
the time of the Emperor Theodosius of
happy memory), we also do enact and
decree the same things concerning the
privileges of the most holy Church of
Constantinople, which is New Rome. For
the Fathers rightly granted privileges to
the throne of old Rome, because it was
the royal city. And the One Hundred and
Fifty most religious Bishops, actuated
by the same consideration, gave equal pri-
vileges to the most holy throne of New
Rome, justly judging that the city which is
honoured with the Sovereignty and the
Senate, and enjoys equal privileges with
the old imperial Rome, should in ecclesias-
tical matters also be magnified as she is, and
rank next after her; so that, in the Pontic,
the Asian, and the Thracian dioceses, the
metropolitans only and such bishops also
of the dioceses aforesaid as are among
the barbarians, should be ordained by the
aforesaid most holy throne of the most
holy Church of Constantinople; every
metropolitan of the aforesaid dioceses,
together with the bishops of his province,
ordaining his own provincial bishops, as
has been declared by the divine canons;
but that, as has been above said, the metro-
politans of the aforesaid Dioceses should
be ordained by the archbishop of Constan-
tinople, after the proper elections have
been held according to custom and have
been reported to him.’ Canon 28, Council
of Chalcedon (451).

58 Making exceptions for ancient custom
(where once glorious Christian capitals
have been overthrown by non-Christian
power, for example) it is expected that the
senior hierarch of a church should be
seated in a leading city, not a backwater.

59 It argued (although it too had risen in
importance in Christian affairs because of
its own geo political position) that an apos-
tolic foundation imparted a superiority of
juridical charism. This was the germinal
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87 See Baddeley and Brunner 1996.
88 Old Rome (fallen, that is in its separation

from the Orthodox fold); and New Rome
(Byzantium), fallen in subjugation to the
Ottomans. The Russian monk and poli-
tical theorist Philotheos of Pskov wrote,
in 1510, a letter to Tsar Basil III which
included the following lines: ‘I will add a
few words on the present Orthodox empire
of our ruler. He is on this earth the single
Tsar of the Christians, the leader of the
Apostolic Church which stands no longer
in Rome or Constantinople, but in the
blessed city of Moscow. She alone now
shines in the whole world brighter than
the sun. . . . All Christian Empires are fallen
and in there place stands only the empire of
our ruler, in accordance with the prophe-
tical books. Two Romes have fallen, but the
third stands, and a fourth there shall not be’
(cited in Baynes and Moss 1961: 385).

89 In 1472 Ivan III (Ivan the Great) married
Princess Sophia, niece of the last Paleolo-
gan emperor of Constantinople. From
this time the grand dukes adopted the
title of ‘Junior Caesar’ (tsar is a corrup-
tion of Caesar) and used the heraldic
device of the Paleologans, the double-
headed eagle (the dominions of Rome in
East and West). More and more they came
to see themselves as the continuing might
and legitimacy of the Roman emperors,
with rights over church and state based
on those of the Christian emperors.

90 Those (like Princes Boris and Gleb) who
have elected a path of suffering rather than
the assertion of their rights, in honour of
the suffering Lord of Humility.

91 Bouteneff 2004: p. vi.
92 Mark 10.45.
93 See Meyendorff 1981; Obolensky 1971.
94 The Holy Wisdom: in emulation of Hagia

Sophia in Constantinople, though archi-
tecturally it was more in the form of the
Byzantine church of Holy Apostles.

95 What has been called the ‘Northern
Thebaid’ after the first exemplar of monas-
ticism in the arid heat of the Egyptian
desert.

96 Many of the old guard remained in power
after the fall of Russian Soviet communism

and the Ukrainian declaration of
independence, relabelling themselves
superficially.

97 Moldavia today is normally used as a
regional designation for the parts of
the ancient Moldovian principality still
remaining in the territory of Romania,
and the new republic now detached
from the Soviet Union is designated as
Moldova.

98 The word connotes ‘tribalism’ and
opposed the notion of ethnic groups
claiming to be separate churches on the
basis of ethnicity. Its strong point is that
the Church of Christ cannot be sub-
divided along ‘ethnic’ lines. The commu-
nion of the Gospel has (or ought to have)
transcended this way of humanly thinking
about society, as something merely tribal,
divisive, and self-protective. But the patri-
arch’s denunciation, at the time, over-
looked the two significant perspectives:
(a) that many of the Slavic churches
under the jurisdiction of the Phanar as it
conducted itself under the yoke of the
Ottomans, seemed to be suffering from
Greek phyletism, and (b) that the ancient
canonical principle of independent secu-
lar administration, meaning independent
ecclesial administration (which had given
birth to the ancient patriarchates them-
selves), had not evaporated in the modern
age, leaving only the old privileges unas-
sailable, but on the contrary was rightfully
being applied to new political realities in
a world where the Byzantine emperor was
long dead.

99 St Sava managed to maintain the
warmest relations with both the senior
patriarchs.

100 Henry 1930; Joanta 1992.
101 Chief among them are Neamts, the

central church of Moldavia, rebuilt by
Stephen the Great in 1497 (the printing
press of Paisy Velichovsky was based
here: Humor, founded in 1535); Putna
monastery, built by Stephen the Great
in 1466, who is himself buried here;
Voronets (1486), built to replace the
wooden cell where Daniel the Hesychast
(Stephen’s confessor) had spent his last
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years, and to house his tomb – it received
its magnificent frescoes in 1547 under
Prince Petru Rares – the monastery and
the numerous Hesychast cells in the
surrounding hills were destroyed by the
Austrian armies in 1786; Sucevitsa
(1583–6); and Moldovitsa monastery
(1546), rebuilt under Prince Petru Rares.

102 See Stebbing 2003.
103 A title originally used by the primate

of the Armenian Church to signify the
leader of an autonomous church – one
which was largely in charge of its own
affairs, but which recognized the right of
an older patriarchate to appoint its
senior hierarch.

104 Bolshakov (1940) puts it in these terms:
‘They were repelled for ever by the meth-
ods used to turn them into Roman
Catholics’ (cited in Attwater 1962: 126
n. 8).

105 On the charge of protecting the assas-
sins of the infamous Gestapo chief
Heydrich.

106 There are, of course, no ‘denominations’
in Orthodoxy, which regards such a
thing as a heresy, since the Church is
one, and cannot be other than one.

107 Generally speaking that means the non-
Orthodox lands of the West, but even
in Orthodox countries the various
national churches tend to have a pas-
toral oversight of their own faithful, at
least in terms of offering a church where
the liturgy can be celebrated in their
language (although this is never set up
as a independent church in another
Orthodox church’s territory). So, for
example, in Athens there is a Russian-
language church staffed by Russian
priests, a fraternal arrangement between
the hierarchs of both countries.

108 It has never been as simple as this in ‘real
life’ however, as the establishment of
Orthodox mission churches has always
followed the natural process of the estab-
lishment of trade with new countries,
that immediately required the setting up
of churches to care for the pastoral need
of the traders from the different national
churches. This particularly had reference

to the Russians, who had an expanding
empire of great proportions while the
rest of the Orthodox world was politically
in bondage.

109 Formerly led by the widely respected
metropolitan, Antony Bloom. Through-
out his life he retained full relations with
the Moscow patriarchate. After his death
parts of the Sourozh diocese preferred to
place themselves under the jurisdiction
of the Russian archdiocese of western
Europe under the Omophorion of the
patriarch of Constantinople.

110 Sremsky Karlovtzy in Yugoslavia. Its first
meeting was held at the invitation of
the patriarch of Serbia. After the Second
World War, and the fall of Yugoslavia to
communist control, it moved its meet-
ing headquarters to Munich, and after
1949 to buildings on the Upper East
Side of New York City.

111 The Muscovite patriarchate had been
abolished by Peter the Great several gen-
erations before, who replaced it with
synodical government, and it had only
just been reconstituted when Tikhon
was elected as the first incumbent of
the restoration. After Tikhon’s death,
Stalin delayed the reassignation of patri-
archal status for many years until he had
observed how Sergius would behave.

112 Bulgakov, Florovsky, Lossky, Zernov,
Evdokimov among them.

113 Especially his Sophia speculations, which
have never been received by Orthodoxy
at large. His condemnation, however,
was more than an act designed to ensure
purity of doctrine, and was politically
motivated to weaken Evlogy’s prestige.
One of the results was to identify (rightly
or wrongly) ROCOR as the group that
tolerated no new thought, and wished
to recreate Russia in the Romanov
mould out in the West, while the Evlogy
group was producing fascinating writ-
ings and engaging in the complicated
ecclesiastical world they now discovered
in the West. That tension is still in
evidence today, a peculiarly enduring
pathology of the communist legacy in
relation to the validity of Orthodoxy’s
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