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Jaroslav Pelikan argues that “as the twentieth century began, each of the
major churches of the divided Christendom was obliged, for reason of its
own, to address anew the doctrine of the church, its place in the mind of
Christ, its essential message, its nature and identity, its mark of continuity, its
authority and structure.”1 Whilst the doctrine of the church has been part of
the Christian confession ever since the Apostle’s Creed,2 ecclesiology, as a
doctrine, has developed in sporadic episodes within the history of
Christianity.3 It is the particular mark of the twentieth century to be called
the century of ecclesiology: practically speaking, the doctrine of the church
has become the leitmotif of this age.4 It appears, however, that three
prominent factors have influenced the development of the doctrine of the
church during this period: ecumenism, modernism/postmodernism and
internal dynamic.
Firstly, the shift from an ecclesiology of expansion (mission) in which
emphasis is laid upon denominationalism and distinctiveness5 toward an
ecclesiology of integration and interdenominational cooperation represents
without doubts one of the greatest achievements of the ecumenical
movement ever since Edinburgh 1910 (“Faith and Order”) and Stockholm
1925 (“Life and Work”).6 However, since the ecumenical movement had to
address, also, those issues that caused division within the Church, the initial
quest for unity took often the form of apologetic debates. Consequently, each
tradition (church) appealed to the past in order to legitimise its present and,
eventually, to offer its own model as a valid solution to the quest for the unity
of the Church.7
Whilst the intended unity is far from being realised, Kärkkäinen argues
that the ecumenical movement has been effective both to create a platform
for dialogue and to stimulate theological clarifications and rapprochements
between different traditions within Christendom.8 However, from an
Orthodox perspective, the crux of the ecumenical dialogue appears to be the
question of authority. Thus, Konstantinidis affirms that:
It is well known that from the Orthodox point of view the question of authority in
the Church is not only considered as an absolutely critical point of dialogue, but it
also stands out as a condition of entering into theological dialogue with them
[Catholics and Protestants].9
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Secondly, the Church has also been confronted by Modernism and Postmodernism; confrontation which among other aspects questioned both the
Church’s claim to possess the truth,10 and its role within the society.11
Consequently, from a modern perspective, the Church came under close
scrutiny of the secular society: its teachings were subjected to the same
criteria of truth that operate in the scientific world.12 Especially, the
development of the social sciences, the rising of Rationalism and literary and
historical criticism have determined the Church to formulate the essential
meaning of the Christian Tradition and also its relations, whether positive or
negative, to contemporary thought.13 Alternatively, the culture of Postmodernity with its pluralism and relativism has challenged the Church’s
claim to the absolute truth.14
And thirdly, the internal dynamics characterised by the emergence of
separatist, reforming, or renewal groups has influenced the doctrine of the
church yet from another perspective; namely the relevance of the Church’s
teachings and praxis for its own members.15
One particular aspect which has been challenged in this multi-faceted
encounter between Christianity and the above mentioned factors concerns
the role of the Church in establishing what is authoritative for faith and
morals; in other words to establish a dynamic relation between theological
epistemology (episteme) and religious practice (praxis) 16. Thus, if episteme is
concerned to identifying the truth (“ultimate reality”), and praxis with the
way in which that truth becomes normative, ecclesia represents that
community which, being more or less institutionalised, exercises authority in
maintaining the balance between them. However, this raises the question
concerning the Church’s credentials to exercise such authority.
Whilst in the Western world it appears to be impossible to give a clear
answer to this question due to the fact that the views of scholars vary not only
from one tradition to another, but even within the same tradition,17 the
Orthodox Church claims to speak with one voice due to the fact that
regardless “temporal circumstances [...] Orthodox Christians live in the same
ecclesial and spiritual worlds.”18 Moreover, Gavin argues that:
There can be only one Church founded by our Lord, and in that Church there can
be but one single Faith. This one Church is the Orthodox Church; the one Faith is
the whole Orthodox doctrine.19

The Orthodox affirm that the unique authority of their Church to present the
apostolic faith and practice lies in its christological and pneumatological
constitution, that is, the Church is at the same time both the Body of Christ
and the Temple of the Spirit.20 In other words, the Church’s authority to
maintain the balance between episteme and praxis is determined by the
relations between Christ and the Church, on the one hand, and between the
Church and the Spirit, on the other. Methodologically, these relations will be
investigated from the perspective of space between the “Head” and the
“Body”, and between the “spirit” and the “Institution.” The mode in which
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this space is conceived in ecclesiology can lead not only to relatedness and
freedom between the divine and human spheres but also to separation or
fusion. If the space is too big it leads to separation and the Church becomes
only a social-historical institution, whereas if the space is too small it leads to
merging and the Church runs the risk to undertake the prerogatives of Christ
and the Spirit.
Orthodox Ecclesiology: The Body of Christ
Timothy Ware writes that “the Orthodox Church in all humility believes itself
to be the “one, holy, Catholic, and Apostolic Church”, of which the Creed
speaks: such is the fundamental conviction which guides Orthodox in their
relation with other Christians.”21 Consequently, the Orthodox Church
attempts to demonstrate that its faith and practice express the infallible
embodiment of the divine truth. As Bulgakov puts it: “The Church, truth,
infallibility, these are synonymous.”22 This brings us to the question of
Orthodox ecclesiology.
Historical Background
Compared with the Western Church, the Eastern Church knows only
relatively feeble development in ecclesiology.23 Not only that the Greek
Fathers and the Ecumenical Councils produced no systematic presentation of
the doctrine of the church, but Zizioulas affirms that “during the patristic
period, there was scarcely mention of the being of the Church.”24 One
implication of this fact, as Florovsky points out, is the impossibility to find an
Orthodox definition of the Church that could claim any doctrinal authority.25
Consequently, Jay asserts that the Church is “a fact that is lived rather than
theologised or dogmatised.”26 Similarly, Bulgakov affirms that one recognises
the Church not by definition but by experience.27
However, in the last few decades of the twentieth century a large number
of books have been published which illustrate the emergence of a vigorous
theology of the church within Orthodoxy. Three major trends are particularly
influential. Firstly, there is a trend which attempts to establish the identity of
the Orthodox ecclesiology in contrast with Catholicism and Protestantism.28
Consequently, it emphasises certain distinctive features of Orthodoxy such
as; iconography, the transfiguration of creation, a spirituality of kenosis and
theosis, a personalist view of society and the ecclesiology of sobornost.29
Secondly, there is another movement which explores both the internal and
external factors which have generated the contemporary crisis of the
Orthodox Church.30 The third group emphasises the role of trinitarian
theology as the ground for a new approach to the ontology of the Church. The
contribution of this group to contemporary theology, particularly its role in
the shift from an christological to a trinitarian ecclesiology,31 is openly
acknowledged by Western scholars.32 However, it has to be pointed out that
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the simple rediscovery of the doctrine of Trinity does not in itself resolve the
problem of ecclesiology. C. E. Gunton, for instance, argues that the Eastern
Fathers failed to carry through their theology of the Trinity by developing a
theology of community, conforming instead “their views to those of the world
around, with baneful consequences.”33 Similarly, Nissiotis affirms that the
Orthodox tradition has “excellent theological models of a very profound
ecclesiology but fail to use them, fail to put them to work.”34
In conclusion, one can observe that within traditional Orthodoxy there is
neither an “officially accepted” definition of the Church, nor a universally
accepted ecclesiological model. Therefore this paper interacts with those
views and authors that are widely accepted by the Eastern Orthodox
churches.
A Theandric Being – The Body of Christ
Description
Orthodox theologians underline the fact that the Church is not a purely
“earthly” institution to be studied as a social group, or as a simple historical
reality.35 Rather it is a “human-divine” being which although not exactly
definable nevertheless can be described.36 In the Byzantine tradition, for
instance, the Church is
a sacramental communion with God in Christ and the Spirit, whose membership
(the entire Body of Christ) is not limited to the earthly oikoumene (“inhabited
earth”) where law governs society, but includes the host of angels and saints, as
well as the divine head.”37

This sacramental communion, affirms Bulgakov, has a visible part and an
invisible one: the visible part is the historical church whereas the invisible is
the universal church.38 Alternatively, other Orthodox scholars reject this
combination of Roman Catholic and Neo-Platonic categories39 and point out
that there is but one Church, visible and invisible. The distinction is made
simply from a human point of view.
The Church, the Body of Christ, manifests forth and fulfils itself in time, without
changing its essential unity or inward life of grace. And therefore, when we speak
of “the Church visible and invisible”, we so speak only in relation to man.40

Whilst avoiding a dualistic image, this view “spiritualises” the Church as a
changeless being41 running thus the “danger of historically disincarnating the
Church.”42 Alternatively, other Orthodox scholars argue that a correct
approach to ecclesiology has to include both the mystical and historical
aspects of the Church, as well as to establish the link between them.43
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The Body of Christ
The key toward an understanding of Orthodox view of the Church is the
synergistic concept “divine-human” or “theandric”, developed by analogy to
the Christological definition of Chalcedon.44 The Church, as a divine-human
being, belongs to the history of salvation as the fifth event after Christ’s
Incarnation, Crucifixion, Resurrection and Ascension into heaven.45
Therefore the Orthodox speak about the Church as the body of Christ.46 As
Staniloae puts it: “the Church is Christ, understood as Christ extended into
humanity.”47 This thought is deeply rooted in patristic tradition, especially in
the writings of Cyril of Jerusalem, Cyril of Alexandria, Augustine and
Anastasius of Antioch.48
(God) assumed our whole race in a single individual, having become the first-fruits
of our nature [...] For his purpose was to raise up in its totality what has fallen.
Now what had fallen was our whole human race. Therefore he mingled himself
completely with Adam, Life itself with the dead, in order to save him. He
penetrated into the totality of him to whom he was united, like the soul of the great
body, vivifying it throughout, communicating life to it wholly in all its perceptive
faculties. This is why mankind is called “the body of Christ and his members in
particular” (1 Cor. 12:27), the body of the Christ who both diffuses himself equally
in all together, and dwells individually in each one according to the measure of his
faith.49

Between Christ and the Church there is the closest possible bond; Christ
“mingled” himself totally with men in so far that it is impossible to
distinguish between them. In fact Andruţos affirms that the Church is
the centre and the organ of Christ’s redeeming work; [...] it is nothing else that the
continuation and extension of His prophetic, priestly, and kingly power [...] The
Church and its Founder are inextricably bound together [...] The Church is Christ
with us.50

And as such, continues Andruţos, the Church has the same authority as its
Founder.51 Moreover, founded upon the mystery of God itself, and God’s
being as communion, the Church is also a reflection of the Holy Trinity and
the life of God, which is love and communion.52 Communicated to the Church
through the work of the Son and the Spirit,53 God’s love expands to the entire
creation in order to bring it to communion with God.54 In other words, the
Church is also the organ of the Holy Spirit to mediate the saving energies of
Christ, that is, to lead the whole creation to theosis.55 Orthodoxy regards
theosis56 as being, first and foremost, the result of the work of the Holy Spirit.
Lossky writes, “The Son has become like us by the incarnation; we become
like Him by deification, by partaking of the divinity of the Holy Spirit.”57
Similarly, Stavropoulos affirms that theosis is offered by Christ, but realised
only with the Holy Spirit: “Only in the Holy Spirit will we reach the point of
becoming gods, the likeness of God.”58 In other words, Christ has achieved
our salvation and deification in an objective way whilst the Spirit applies it in
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a subjective way, through the agency of the Church, to our persons.59
However, Meyendorff argues that “it is not the Church which through the
medium of its institutions bestows the Holy Spirit, but it is the Spirit which
validates every aspect of Church’s life, including the institutions.”60 Thus, one
can be confident that one does receive grace by means of sacrament, precisely
because it is through the Church that the Spirit works.
The Church is God’s temple, a sacred enclosure, house of prayer, a gathering of the
People, body of Christ, his Name, Bride of Christ, which calls the people to
penitence and prayer; purified by the water of holy baptism and washed by his
precious blood, adorned as a bride and sealed with the ointments of the Holy
Spirit [...] The Church is an earthly heaven wherein the heavenly God dwells and
walks; it is an anti-type of the crucifixion, the burial and the resurrection of Christ
[...] The Church is a divine house where the mystical living sacrifice is celebrated
[...] and its precious stones are the divine dogmas taught by the Lord to his
disciples.61

However, since the Church is a divine-human being, the question which
arises concerns not only the link between these two aspects, but also the
distinction between them. In other words, can one predicate to the human
aspect of the Church whatever is true about its divine element? These aspects
will be analysed in the following methodological, theological, and sociological
observations.
Observations
Methodological
The first observation related to Orthodox ecclesiology refers to the use of
images in order both to safeguard the mystical character of the Church and to
rule out any tendency to reduce it to a simple, historical institution.62
However, due to the fact that little has been done by Orthodox scholars63 in
the area of hermeneutics64 in general and linguistics in particular,65 the
critical reflection that lead to a more accurate discrimination between the
valid and invalid application of images,66 is, to a large degree, absent from the
Orthodox writings.67 Thus, whilst the New Testament contains, for example,
dozens of images of the Church68 such as bride of Christ, building, plant,
priesthood, race, temple, people of God, it appears that Orthodox ecclesiology
prefers the figure of the Church as the Body of Christ. Paradoxically, however,
the concept of “the Body of Christ” has not been carefully studied from an
exegetical point of view within the Orthodox tradition.69 Ware, for example,
speaks in one place about the “Body of Christ” in two different senses: first,
the eucharistic Body of Christ, and second, the Church as the Body of
Christ.70 The relation between the two is a causal one: “Because we eat from
the one loaf, therefore we are made one Body in Christ.”71 In order to support
his view, Ware quotes from G. Galitis:
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[...] Communion [...] makes us according to Paul one body, the Body of Christ. And
this Body of Christ [...] is the Church. Consequently, participating in the Body of
Christ, that is in the Church, and partaking of [...] the Body of Christ through the
Eucharist are two ways of same thing [...] Thus the Eucharist is the Sacrament of
the Church itself. It is through this Sacrament that the Church realises itself, that
the Body of Christ is built and held together.72

However, if the eucharistic Body of Christ and the ecclesial Body of Christ are
one and the same thing, then the logic of the discourse is absurd. The Church
eats the Church in order to build up the Church.
Elsewhere, Ware makes an attempt to distinguish between the three
senses of the concept “Body of Christ”: incarnated Christ, the ecclesial Body
of Christ, and the eucharistic Body of Christ. First, the distinction between
the incarnated Christ, and the ecclesial Body of Christ:
The dogma of Chalcedon must be applied to the Church as well as to Christ. Just as
Christ the God-Man has two natures, divine and human, so in the Church there is
a synergy or cooperation between the divine and the human. Yet between Christ’s
humanity and that of the Church there is this obvious difference, that the one is
perfect and sinless, while the other is not yet fully so. Only a part of the humanity
of the Church, the saints in heaven, has attained perfection, while here on earth
the Church’s members often misuse their freedom.73

This explanation, indeed, attempts to differentiate between the incarnated
Christ and the ecclesial Body of Christ. In order to defend his view that the
Church is the Body of Christ, Ware uses a Platonic image of the Church with
two distinct entities: the invisible perfect and the visible imperfect. However,
in reality Ware identifies the Church with its changeless nature.
[...] The sin of man cannot affect the essential nature of the Church. We must not
say that because Christians on earth sin and are imperfect, therefore the Church
sins and is imperfect; for the Church, even on earth, is a thing of heaven, and
cannot sin. Saint Ephraim of Syria rightly spoke of “the Church of the penitents,
the Church of those who perish”, but this Church is at the same time the icon of
the Trinity. How is it that the members of the Church are sinners, and yet they
belong to the communion of saints?74

In order to answer this question, Ware quotes Meyendorff:
The mystery of the Church consists in the very fact that together sinners become
something different from what they are as individuals; this “something different”
is the Body of Christ.75

Consequently, in affirming that the nature of the Church is not affected by the
life of its members, Ware and Meyendorff follow a Platonic approach in
which the invisible essence of the Church subsists independent of its
particular visible mode(s) of expression. Alternatively, the argument that in
mysterious way sinners in communion becomes saints suggests that the
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divine element “so overwhelmed humanity that it became a mere cipher.”76
As Bria argues:
The key issues facing Eastern Christianity today are linked with the tension
between a defensive and magisterial way of presenting the church as a symbolic,
mystical reality, and the history, life and mission of the concrete communities that
form the visible church. We cannot idealise the church by ignoring the people who
carry the burden of tradition in different situations. We must reflect on what
people are actually doing to identify what is emerging in contemporary
Christianity.77

And further,
A deeper comprehension of holiness, repentance and sin in the institutional life of
the church is needed. The view that the objective holiness of the church cannot be
spoiled by the sin of Christians fails to take account of ambiguities in the life of the
church, the sinful duality of human history.78

However, the view that the Church is a perfect sinless being, totally separated
from the sinful life of its members still dominates the Orthodox ecclesiology
and constitutes the main argument of the doctrine of the infallibility of the
Church.79 As Meyendorff puts it:
The mystery of the church consists precisely in the fact that sinner, coming
together, form the infallible Church. They constitute the Body of Christ, the
Temple of the Spirit, and the Column and Foundation of Truth. No analogy can
possibly be drawn between individual member, who is a sinner, and the Church,
the Body of Christ.80

Second, the relation between the incarnated Christ and the eucharistic Body
of Christ is described by Ware using the words of the Orthodox Liturgy:
“Thine of Thine own we offer to Thee, in all and for all.”81 Ware interprets the
line from the Liturgy as follows:
(1) We offer Thine of Thine own. At the Eucharist, the sacrifice offered is
Christ himself, and it is Christ himself who in the Church performs the act of
offering: he is both priest and victim.” Thou thyself art He who offers and He
who is offered.”82
(2) We offer to Thee. The Eucharist is offered to God the Trinity, not just
to the Father but also to the Holy Spirit and to Christ himself. Thus if we ask,
what is the sacrifice of the Eucharist? By whom is it offered? To whom is it
offered?, in each case the answer is Christ.
(3) We offer for all: according to Orthodox theology, the Eucharist is
propitiatory sacrifice offered on behalf of both the living and the dead.83 In
this explanation, however, there is no distinction between the incarnated
Christ and the eucharistic Body of Christ. Consequently, the discourse runs
thus: Christ sacrifices Christ and offers himself to Christ. In addition, if we
keep in mind that there is no distinction between the incarnated Christ and
the ecclesial Body of Christ, then the discourse is even more confusing: Christ
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sacrifices Christ and offers it to Christ in order to be eaten by Christ.84 These
methodological aspects have significant theological implications to which we
now turn.
Theological
First, the theandric ecclesiology built around the analogy of the “body” offers
a model of union between God and man: Christ is the “Head” and the Church
is the “Body”. Yet, in the absence of a clear distinction between Christ and the
Church the analogy of the body runs the risk of an “ecclesioChristomonism.”85 In fact Barth warns against such a risk when he writes
that the Church: “Even in its invisible essence it is not Christ nor a second
Christ, nor a kind of extension of the one Christ.”86
Consequently, the figure of the “body” needs to be balanced by other
images that convey clearly the idea of otherness of the Creator in relation
with creation. For example, the Catholic Church adopted since Vatican II the
image of the “People of God” which allows for a clearer distinction between
the Church and its divine head.87 Lossky himself tried to resolve this aspect
when he turned toward the image of the “bride.” Thus, he affirms that Christ
is the head of the body in the same sense in which the husband is the head of
a single, unique body of the man and woman in marriage.88 Nevertheless,
Lossky realised that the union of a man and a woman in marriage implies two
distinct persons (prosopa or hypostaseis). The problem, then, is to identify
the hypostasis of the Church. Drawing from the patristic interpretation of the
Song of Songs as referring to Christ and the Church, Lossky considers that
the hypostasis of the Church in this case can be neither the hypostasis of the
Son nor of the Holy Spirit but only the hypostasis of the Mother of God.
Thus it would seem that until the consummation of the ages, until the
resurrection of the dead and the Last Judgement, the Church will have no
hypostasis of her own, no created hypostasis, no human person having
attained to perfect union with God. And yet, to say this would be to fail to
perceive the very heart of the Church, one of the most secret mysteries, her
mystical centre, her perfection already realised in a human person fully
united to God, finding herself beyond the resurrection and the judgement.
This person is Mary, the Mother of God [...] In two perfect persons, the divine
person of Christ and the human person of the mother of God, is contained the
mystery of the Church.89
The “spiritualised” hermeneutic of the Fathers90 combined with Lossky’s
attempt to offer the Church a hypostatic identity, led to one of the most
unfortunate conclusions reached by an Orthodox theologian. Besides the fact
that Lossky personifies the Church into the hypostasis of Mary and thus
transforms Mary into a kind of “macro-anthropos”, he also portrays the
relation between Christ and his mother in concepts that resemble the story of
Oedipus marrying his mother.91
Alternatively, most Orthodox theologians accept the image of the “body”
without the necessary correctives for a balanced ecclesiology and
PERICHORESIS 3/1 (2005)

PAUL NEGRUŢ

40

consequently divinise the Church. The Church is one organism with its head.
In fact some theologians went as far as to speak about the Church as a new
hypostatic union.92 Elsewhere Lossky asserts:
Thus, all that can be asserted or denied about Christ can equally well be applied to
the Church, inasmuch as it is a theandric organism, or more exactly, a created
nature inseparably united to God in the hypostasis of the Son, a being that has, as
He has, two natures, two wills and two operations which are at once inseparable
and yet distinct.93

This approach, however, fails to draw the distinction between the incarnated
Christ and the ecclesial Body of Christ.94 Moreover it leads easily to the
personification of the Church either as “the Incarnation itself”95, or as a new
hypostatic union.96 Consequently, the uniqueness of the historical Christ is
endangered by this fusion between the incarnated Christ and the Church.
Further, the divinization of the Church leads to a takeover by the “body” of
the attributes of its “head.” Subilia points towards the shift from Christ to
Church, from apostles to bishops, from revelation to dogma:
The grand New Testament phrases, “through Christ”, “in Christ”, “with Christ”, “in
the sight of Christ” undergo a change from a Christological to ecclesiological
reference, and take on the meaning, “through the Church”, “in the Church”, “with
the Church”, “in the sight of the Church.”97

One other aspect of an ecclesiology construed by analogy to the body refers to
the role of the Holy Spirit. In the absence of a clear distinction between Christ
and the Church, the Orthodox emphasis on pneumatological ecclesiology
leads to the conclusion that the Holy Spirit is the life-principle of the
Church.98 Bulgakov argues that:
The Church, in her quality of Body of Christ, which lives with the life of Christ, is
by that fact the domain where the Holy Spirit lives and works. More: the Church is
life by the Holy Spirit because it is the Body of Christ.99

The risk of this approach lies in the fact that there is no space between the
Holy Spirit and the institution in order to make possible a critical reflection
upon the ministry of the Church. Moreover, the Church is perceived as the
only channel (instrument) whereby the Spirit realises the relation between
creation and deification.100 Yet, whilst such an approach provides a
theological framework for the relation between creation and new creation,101
the absence of space between the Church and the Spirit leads to realised
eschatology.102
Sociological
According to the Orthodox tradition the threefold office of Christ (Prophet,
King and Priest) is continued by the Church.103 Scholars agree that in order to
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fulfil its role the Church has always had some forms of organizational
features such as recognised ministers, accepted confessional formulas and
prescribed forms of public worship.104 This is what is generally called the
institutional aspect of the Church. However, historically speaking, this
institutional aspect developed from a charismatic and diversified form into a
more hierarchical model.105 Thus the teaching, sanctifying and governing
ministries of the Church became the [exclusive] prerogatives of the hierarchy
being thus institutionalised.106 Subsequently, the Church developed the view
that the institution is both sacred and represents the sphere of the operation
of the Spirit.
From the christological point of view, as the body of Christ and the grounds of
organised sacramental life, the church is a sacred institution; from the
pneumatological point of view, as the temple of the Spirit and the field where the
Spirit of God operates, the Church is a continuous Pentecost.107

Hence the Orthodox agree with Cyprian’s conclusion that Extra Ecclesia
nulla salus,108 or, “a man cannot have God as his Father if he does not have
the Church as his Mother.”109 Similarly, Florovsky asserts that “outside the
Church there is no salvation, because salvation is the Church.”110 This view is
supported, among others, by Pheidas who argues that the canonical limits of
the Church coincide with its charismatic boundaries.111 However, there are
other Orthodox theologians, such as Zizioulas, Karmires, and Metropolitan
Damaskinos of Switzerland, who are in favour of a distinction between the
canonical limits and the charismatic boundaries of the Church.112 Thus,
whilst Orthodox theologians agree that the Orthodox Church is the only true
Church113 and that outside the Church there is no salvation, Ware asserts that
there are disagreements among them concerning the situation of those who
do not belong to their communion.114 First, there is a “rigorous group” who
hold that “since Orthodoxy is the Church, anyone who is not an Orthodox
cannot be a member of the Church.”115 This view seems to be consistent with
the Orthodox teaching that Extra Ecclesia nulla salus, because the Church
mediates the saving grace of Christ through the Holy Spirit. But once this
view is accepted it leads to strong institutionalism, which implies that the
work of the Holy Spirit is circumscribed to an institution. Second, the
“moderate group” holds that it is true to say that Orthodoxy is the Church but
false to infer from this that those who are not Orthodox cannot possibly
belong to the Church.116 This view allows for a little more space for the
freedom of the Spirit, but it does not clarify the relations between the Spirit
and the institution; between the believer and the institution; and between the
believer and the Spirit. The clarification of these aspects would imply a
significant shift in Orthodox theology. So far the preparatory commission of
the great and holy Council of the Orthodox Church produced a document
(1971) on oikonomia in the Orthodox Church, in which it affirms that “the
Holy Spirit acts upon other Christians in very many ways, depending on their
degree of faith and hope.”117 However, Zizioulas believes that thus far
Orthodox theology does not have a satisfactory solution to the problem of the
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limits of the Church and their implications for those individuals and
communities who exist outside those limits.
It is certainly not easy to exclude from the realm and the operation of the Spirit so
many Christians who do not belong to the Orthodox Church. There are saints
outside the Orthodox Church. How can we understand that theologically? How
can we account for it without saying that the canonical limits of the Church are not
important?118

The best way to describe this model would be “open ended institutionalism”,
which without doubt renders a more favourable ecumenical rapprochement
between different traditions.
Furthermore, an institutionalised approach to ecclesiology promotes what
can be called an “institutionalised hermeneutic.” According to this approach
the task of the theologian is “to show how a doctrine defined by the Church is
contained in the sources of Revelation.”119 There is however a difference
between the “institutionalised hermeneutic” of an “over-institutionalised”
Church, as in Roman Catholicism, which tends to canonical formulation of its
entire teaching inventory, and the “moderate institutionalism” of the
Orthodox Church, where the dogmas includes only the major doctrines of the
Church. Bulgakov affirms that the Orthodox Church has only a small number
of dogmas that are absolutely binding for the whole church; the rest of its
teaching is in the area of theologoumena (theological opinions).120 However,
Orthodox theologians do not speak with a single voice on this issue. Those
who upheld the “one-source” theory of revelation affirms that, strictly
speaking, the minimum dogmatic teaching consists of the NiceneConstantinopolitan symbol and the definitions of the Ecumenical Councils,121
whilst other who adhere to the “two-source” theory of revelation argue that
“the dogmatic teaching of the Orthodox Catholic Church is identical with the
teaching of the one, ancient and undivided Church, this teaching having been
preserved integrally and without change over the centuries in Orthodoxy.”122
And further, the “Orthodox dogma is the sum total of all the truth of
Scripture and Tradition, all Orthodox doctrine is “equally obligatory for all
believers, as absolutely necessary for salvation.”123 Yet, in spite of these
contradictions the Orthodox Church still considers that it contains the entire
deposit of truth which is binding on all believers.124 In this context, Stăniloae
explains the task of the Orthodox theologian:
Thus Orthodox theology still remains faithful to the dogmatic formulations of the
first centuries of the Church, while nevertheless making continuous progress in
their interpretation and in the revelation of that ineffable mystery which they only
suggest [...] Orthodox theology today understands that every dogmatic term and
every combination of dogmatic terms indicates the boundaries and safeguard the
depths of the mystery in the face of a one-sided and rationalist superficiality that
seeks to dissolve it.125
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In other words, Orthodox theologians are free to find new meaning in old
dogma, but are not free to question or critique them. As long as theologians
accept the binding character of the definitions of the councils, they are free to
hold contradictory views on the meaning of these definitions. This is indeed
one of the advantages of the “moderate institutionalised hermeneutic”,
although any dogma that has unsatisfactory and contradictory explanations
will lose its internal authority and subsequently will rest upon the external
authority of the office.
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