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Introduction
Speaking about the Holy Spirit, Bobrinskoy contends that “throughout the
two thousand years of its tradition, the Orthodox Church has been deeply
conscious of the fact that the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost
inaugurates a new time for the whole humanity and cosmic history. From
Pentecost on, the church, and with it the whole creation, has been
experiencing the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in each one of us,
the single humanity is restored and the universe becomes, in Him, by a
Christological cosmology, the Body of Christ”.1
Orthodox theologians argue that their theology has been more “Spiritsensitive” than Western theologies. In fact, Orthodoxy believes that the Holy
Spirit is the life of the Church2.
Historical Background
The mystical theology of the Orthodox Church is not primarily concerned
with positive theological definition, but with the mystical experience of union
with God. Eastern Orthodoxy understands salvation in terms of deliverance
from mortality and corruption for life everlasting.
Therefore, the doctrine of salvation is not focused on sin and guilt, but
focuses rather on progressive appropriation of the divine energies,
culminating in deification (theosis)3. Deification means participation in the
life of the triune God. It is the work of the Holy Spirit, however, to impart the
divine energies to humans and to the whole creation through the Church.
When it comes to ecclesiology, Orthodoxy speaks about their church as being
founded on a twofold divine economy: the work of Christ and the work of the
Holy Spirit. Thus, the cristological ecclesiology if Ignatius4 and the
pneumatological ecclesiology of Irenaeus5 are being brought together. The
Church is both the Body of Christ and the Temple of the Spirit. Ware argues
that the Orthodox Church, “is not only hierarchical, it is Charismatic and
Pentecostal. The Holy Spirit is poured out upon all God’s people. In the
Apostolic Church, besides the institutional ministry conferred by the laying
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on of hands, there were other charismata or gifts conferred directly by the
Spirit”.6
The Spirit and the Institution
The view that the Church as communion is instituted by Christ and
constituted by the Spirit has, according to Zizioulas, significant consequences
for ecclesiology:
The institution is something presented to us as a fact, more or less a fait accompli.
As such, it is a provocation to our freedom. The “con-situation” is something that
involves us in its very being, something that we accept freely, because we take part
in its very emergence. Authority in the first case is something imposed on us,
whereas in the latter it is something that springs from amongst us. If pneumatology is assigned a constitutive role in ecclesiology, the entire issue of Amt und
Geist, or of “institutionalism”, is affected. The notion of communion must be made
to apply to the very ontology of the ecclesial institutions, not to their dynamism
and efficacy alone.7

However, Zizioulas affirms that the actual situation in Orthodoxy, “both
theologically and canonically no longer does full justice to the tradition of
which [his] exposé has been a reflection”.8 Consequently, we turn now to
examine the actual relation between the Spirit and the institution in
contemporary Orthodoxy.
Charismatic Institution
Patterned after the monarchical model of the Trinity,9 the Orthodox Church
is a hierarchical Church.10 As Hopko puts it: “the church is rather a
monarchical, patriarchal and hierarchical community in imitation of the
Trinity”.11 However, since this hierarchical structure of the Church is
pneumatically constituted, Ware argues that it is not a dead institution but a
charismatic body.12 The bishop is not only appointed by God to be the
monarch of his own diocese, but he also receives a special charisma from the
Holy Spirit to be the teacher of the faith and the president of the eucharistic
assembly.13 Moreover, since the Spirit is poured out on all God’s people in
baptism and chrismation the lay state should be considered charismatic: “a
royal priesthood” which could be understood as ordination, although, only in
a limited sense of the word.14
It follows, then, that within Orthodoxy the institutional and charismatic
spheres are not in opposition, but actually coincide. However, this raises the
question concerning both the origin and the modus operandi of this model of
“two-tier priesthood”: the sacramental (bishop, priest, deacon) and the
universal (laity).15
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“Two-Tier” Priesthood
Stăniloae argues that the origin of this model is not socio-historical, but
theological, that is, from the very beginning of the Church the sacramental
priesthood was necessary in order both to mediate in a visible way Christ’s
invisible ministry as king, prophet and priest, and to point toward the
otherness of Christ in His relationship with the believers.16 Similarly, the
official teaching of Romanian Orthodoxy affirms that the christological and
pneumatological origin of hierarchy is clearly recorded in Scripture.17 The
biblical “proof-texts” put forward are: the Holy Orders were instituted by
Christ after His resurrection when he gave His Spirit (John 20:21-23) to the
Apostles and sent them to proclaim the Gospel to the whole world (Matt.
28:18-20; Mark 16:15-16; Luke 24:47-48); the institution of hierarchy was
constituted by the Holy Spirit at Pentecost (Acts 2:1-4, 37-42); the hierarchy
(bishop, priest and deacon) were endowed with the power of the Holy Spirit
for the authoritative preaching of the Word (Matt. 28:19; Mark 16:15; 2 Tim.
2:15), the administration of the holy sacraments (Matt 28:19; Mark 16:16),
and for leadership (Matt. 28:20; Acts 20:28; 1 Tim. 4:16). Thus the threefold
ministry (prophetic, priestly, and kingly) of the invisible High Priest
continues in the Church with the same authority through the visible ministry
of the hierarchy. Further, the apostles continued the practice of the
sacramental priesthood in its threefold structure (John 20:21-23; Acts 6:3, 56; 20:28; Phil. 1:1; 1 Tim. 3:1-7, 8-12; 4:14; 5:17-22; 2 Tim. 1:6; Tit. 1:5, 7; 1
Pet. 5:1-2,5; James 5:14).
Theologically, the mystery of the Holy Orders, particularly that of the
bishop is the condition and the source of the other sacraments (mysteries)
although it cannot be separated from them.18 Therefore, concludes Radu,
since laity cannot administer the sacraments, it follows that the Church as a
sacramental community cannot exist without hierarchy (bishop, priest and
deacon).19 However, the Romanian approach is in striking contradiction with
Bulgakov’s view, who argues that,
It is impossible to state, historically, the place, the time and the manner of the
institution by the Apostles of the hierarchy in its present form, that is in the three
orders: bishops presbyters, deacons. The documents of the beginning of the first
century are silent on this point. Or indeed, if we find suggestions about the hieratic
dignities it is evident that the orders there have another meaning than that of day,
or that the distinction and the correlation between the three degrees, very clear
today, at that time lacked precision (Acts 20:17, 28; Titus 1:5-7; 1 Tim. 2:5, 7; 1
Peter 5:1-5).20

Yet, Bulgakov does not question the Orthodox presupposition concerning the
apostolicity of the Church’s hierarchy, but affirms that it developed gradually
during the second century as a result of the interplay between the Old
Testament priesthood and the apostolic succession.21
The difference between Bulgakov who argues that the early church had
only a “germ” of hierarchical structure and the Romanian view which asserts
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that from the very beginning the Church had a fully developed hierarchy
(bishop, priest, deacon) demonstrates not only the disagreements within
Orthodoxy concerning this issue, but also the constant appeal by Romanian
Orthodoxy to the authority of Scripture as a result of its encounter with the
evangelical movement which emerged from the work of the three Romanian
Orthodox priests: D. Cornilescu, T. Popescu, and I. Trifa.22
However, once the idea of divinely appointed hierarchy is accommodated,
the next problem the Church faces is to reconcile the charismatic constitution
of the Church to its hierarchical institution.23
Sobornost – The “One” and the “Many”
One attempt to resolve the tension between the Spirit and the institution is
the ecclesiology of sobornost.24 Whilst rejecting both Catholic “overinstitutionalized” and Protestant “overdemocratized” ecclesiologies, Khomiakov,
who coined the concept,25 developed a conciliar model, which, in his
understanding, is a synthesis between the two.26 Sobornost affirms that both
clergy and laity are constitutive of the Church. In other words, neither can
exist without the other, and consequently both clergy and laity are in the
Church and not outside or above it.27 This clarification was intended to
correct the Catholic influence which stressed the right of the bishops to
exercise episcopal authority even if they were not titular bishops.28
Alternatively, in the Orthodox tradition, the bishop cannot exist without a
local church and neither can a local church exist without the bishop.29 In this
way the “one” and the “many” are in a dynamic unity. Moreover, charisma
and institution do not exclude each other and actually coincide due to the fact
that sacramental priesthood is both divinely ordained and empowered:
The clergy is not above the people but in them and with them: it is not a judicial
absolutism but a divinely-given authority. Yet, for the faithful, this authority is a
spiritual power, based upon the mystical energy imparted in ordination to the
priesthood for the fulfilment of its sacramental task. The sacrament which this
energy of the priesthood brings into operation is a divine, not a human activity:
not an idea, a doctrine, an institution, but an immediate divine Fact. The
priesthood has the power to link the divine with the human, to bring heaven down
to earth, and it is in this sacramental ministration that the efficacy and basis of the
Holy Orders consists.30

This divine power is not conferred to the clergy as a result of human election
for office, but is transmitted by apostolic succession.31 Consequently the
presence in the Church of this charismatic priesthood in apostolic succession
is vital for the being of the Church. Sine episcopo nulla ecclesia.32
However, Bulgakov argues that amongst the three offices of Christ (priest,
prophet and king) entrusted to the Church, only that of priesthood is by
divine right and power (de jure divino) entrusted to hierarchy, whilst the
ruling ministry is an expression of the unity of the whole body and the
prophetic ministry belong to the whole Church (clergy and laity). Hence
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Bulgakov concluded that laity has the right to participate both in the teaching
and ruling ministry of the Church.33 However, whilst affirming that all
believers are charismatic due to the fact that the Holy Spirit is poured out
upon all God’s people, Ware points out that lay charismatic ministries have
been less emphasized in the Orthodox Church.34 Bulgakov attempted to
overcome this problem by creating space for laity in Orthodox ecclesiology.
He argues that despite the fact that this ordo of laymen is subordinate to the
priesthood, it has certain independence.
Baptism even without confirmation, imparts some charismatic gifts; and because
of this, baptism in the Name of the Holy Trinity is valid even when performed by a
layman, so that baptism is valid even among those Christian confessions which do
not recognize Holy Orders and have lost apostolic succession.35

In sobornost, however, this freedom represents the grounds for cooperation
between clergy and laity, or in other words, between the “one” and the
“many”.
Firstly, the laymen co-operate with the clergy both in the administration
of sacraments, and in the eucharistic liturgy through singing, responses and
prayer.36 In this way the unity between the “one” and the “many” is clearly
illustrated during the eucharistic liturgy, when the bishop as the image of
Christ presides and the many are around him and participate at the
Eucharist.37 Therefore, the eucharistic assembly can have only a single person
as its head, the bishop.38 At the same time, the bishop who is the source of all
the other ministries (priests and deacons) in the Church is consecrated within
the Church during the eucharistic assembly and subsequently he can exercise
his episcopal prerogatives only in his church, as long as he is in office.39 In
this sense the Orthodox Church follows Cyprian: “The bishop is in the church
and the church is in the bishop”.40
Secondly, the “one” and the “many” work together in the election of the
clergy, in all its degrees from that of the deacon to that of the patriarch.41 The
laity present at the ordination of a clergyman signify their approval by
acclaiming him as axios (worthy) immediately after the impositions of hands.
Without this approval, affirms Bulgakov, ordination cannot take place.42
Thirdly, administration is conducted by the bishop (“one”) in “concert
with representatives (“many”) of clergy and laity organised in episcopal,
diocesan or presbyterial councils, or in special gatherings such as local or
ecumenical councils”.43
Fourthly, the “one” and the “many” work together in preaching and
teaching. Bulgakov asserts that the authority to preach the Gospel and even
the power to baptise are compatible with the status of the laymen.44
Strictly speaking, the succession of gifts of the Holy Spirit, given to the Church at
the time of Pentecost and descending by the Apostles and their followers, extends
to the whole Church. The “apostolic succession”, special and restricted, exists only
for the sacramental ministry, for the priesthood and not for teaching and dogmatic
consciousness.45
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Moreover Bulgakov asserts that the commandment, “Go into all the world
and preach the Gospel to the whole creation” (Mark 16:15) was given to all
believers and subsequently “we find in the Scriptures instances when not only
the apostles but all believers were involved in preaching and teaching (Acts
6:5; 8:5, 12, 14, 26-36)”.46 However, a certain limitation of the right of the
laity (“many”) to preach was introduced, asserts Bulgakov, not because of
charismatic inferiority, or of the incompatibility of the right of preaching with
the status of laity but because of practical and disciplinary reasons.47 As a
matter of fact, “only one ministry is withheld entirely from the laity, that of
the mysteries-the celebration of the holy Eucharist and other sacraments”.48
Fifthly, the pleroma of the Church (clergy and laity) is considered to be
the deposit and the guardian of truth, the only organ of infallibility. Even the
definitions of the Ecumenical Councils become normative49 only after they
have been accepted by the whole Church.50 In all these ministries, argues
Bulgakov, by acting in unity and co-operation, and not one group against the
other, the Church reveals the very essence of Sobornost.51
The Church is Christ’s body, in which there are many members, differing from
each other and yet indispensable to the body, and in that sense each has the same
value. They are many: the body is one [...] the Church has a hierarchy and its
constitution is hierarchical, and yet it is an organism rather than a juridical
institution.52

Whilst this approach attempts to resolve the problem of clericalism as a
separate class from laity by emphasizing the unity between the “one” and the
“many”,53 Orthodox theologians do not always agree over the practicality of
this model. Some emphasize the primacy of the community (“many”) over
the bishop (“one”) whilst others stress the primacy of the bishop over
community. Thus Meyendorff argues that,
The documents of our disposal do not give us any certainty about the existence of a
“monarchical episcopate” in all churches from the first century [...] On the other
hand, we can assert that there never was a Christian Church when the Lord’s
Supper was not celebrated.54

Alternatively, Florovsky asserts that,
[...] the order of bishop is so necessary for the Church that without it the Church is
not a Church and the Christian is not a Christian, and they cannot even be so
called.55

Whilst attempting to overcome this contradiction between the “one” and the
“many”, Zizioulas proposes a eucharistic ecclesiology which reflects “the
proper synthesis between Christology and Pneumatology. This principle is
that the “one”, the bishop, cannot exist without the “many”, the community,
and the “many” cannot exist without the “one”.56
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Observations
Methodological
The Orthodox approach to the relation between the Spirit and the institution
represents a significant attempt to realize a synthesis between both
christology and pneumatology, and the “one” and the “many”. However, from
a methodological point of view the whole construct has weak exegetical
foundations. Thus, in addition to the disagreements between the Orthodox
theologians concerning the origin of the monarchic episcopate, the validity of
the biblical evidence put forward by the Romanian Church is severely
questioned by the conclusions of recent studies in New Testament and postapostolic writings.57 Schillebeeckx, for instance, argues that the relation
between the Spirit and the institution in the early church took the form of a
charismatic type of leadership based upon the “solidarity and equality of all
Christians ‘in the Spirit’ (Acts 2:17-18)”.58 Due to their charisma, those
leaders, or “teachers of faith” who could be ordained or non-ordained, had
undoubtedly “great prestige in the Church”.59 Faivre is of the opinion that the
process of clericalization began in the middle of the third century when the
bishop took all the authority in the Church.60 Similarly, Stockmeier argues
that,
The conspicuous absence from the New Testament writings of the office of bishop
as is materialized in the course of the second century is sufficient proof of the
variety which characterised the developing outward structure of the Church.61

Whilst this view has been, to a certain degree, accepted in recent years by
some Orthodox scholars, there is no evidence, yet, of significant implications
for ecclesiology.62 However, Bria points out that the development of the
institution in the imperial church had been achieved at the expense of its
charismatic dimension.
A particular understanding of the apostolic succession of the bishops appeared
which conceded to them the right to make pronouncements of faith. Their
doctrinal authority was based on their consecration in the apostolic succession,
leaving little room for consideration of their spiritual capacity to discern the truth
on the basis of the experience of the Pentecost. In some periods of church history,
this led to crisis situations in which ecclesiastical authorities did not speak the
word of God clearly or defend gospel values.63

Second, in the absence of a critical hermeneutic, the typological approach
which underlines the model of unity between the “one” and the “many” can
be misleading. For example, Ignatius wrote:
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You must all follow the lead of the bishop, as Jesus Christ followed that of the
Father. Where the bishop appears, there let the people be, just as where Jesus
Christ is, there is the Catholic Church.64

In the first sentence the bishop is the image of the Father and the people are
the image of Jesus, whilst in the second the bishop is the image of Jesus and
the people the image of the Catholic Church. Elsewhere Ignatius argues:
Everyone must show the deacons respect. They represent Jesus Christ, just as the
bishop has the role of the Father and the presbyters are like God’s council and an
apostolic band. You cannot have a church without these.65

Here the deacons represent Jesus, the bishops represent God and the
presbyters represent the apostolic band. Comparing the two passages from
Ignatius’ writings it becomes clear that a theology of hierarchy construed
upon his hermeneutical approach faces difficulties in harmonising the
overlapping senses of the images. Even if one accepts Zizioulas’ attempt to
reconcile the historical and eschatological aspects of the ministry,66 that is,
the ministry is not an interim period between Ascension and Parousia but an
expression of the eschatological nature of the Church, one still faces the
problem of reconciling Ignatian overlapping typological roles, both
historically and eschatologically. Additionally, commenting on the emergence
of a rich literature concerning the “reality and the symbolism of the
episcopate”, Bria asserts:
The episcopate is a visible structure exercising a power that gives certainty to the
life and mission of the church. It is a structure which gives the church a status of
certainty, but such a church cannot take risks in its affirmations and acts.67

Theological
One important point of trinitarian theology, as C. E. Gunton argues, “is that
enables us to develop an ontology of the personal”, that is, of being in
relations of mutual constitution with other persons.68 However, an uncritical
emphasis of the monarchy of the Father has not only trinitarian
implications,69 but also ecclesiological, that is, it leads to a strongly episcopal
ecclesiology that tends to see the bishop as the image of the Father.70 For
example, as a result of the emergence of the monoepiscopate, with Ignatius of
Antioch, the bishop acquired special ecclesiastical and soteriological
prerogatives. Thus, the bishop is the locus of unity and “without him the
lifegiving sacraments could not be administered”.71 The bishop is not only “a
living image of God upon earth” but actually the “fountain of all Mysteries
(sacraments) of the Catholic Church, through which we obtain salvation”.72
And further, “what God is in the heavenly Church of the first born, and the
sun in the world, that every High Priest [bishop] is in his own particular
Church”.73 Similarly, Bulgakov affirms that the bishop “has the power to link
the divine with human, to bring heaven down to earth, and it is in this
PERICHORESIS 3/2 (2005)

Orthodox Ecclesiology: The Temple of the Spirit

157

sacramental ministration that the efficacy and basis of Holy Orders
consists”.74 Consequently, the bishop is not “one among equals” but, as
Chadwick points out, this approach gave “vertical justification by claiming
that the bishop is God’s representative on earth, an earthly counterpart
corresponding to the heavenly Monarch, so that ‘we ought to regard the
bishop as the Lord himself’.”75
Additionally, a hierarchical ecclesiology reflects strong tendency to reduce
the relation between the Spirit and institution to the relation between the
Spirit and the hierarchical structure of the Church. Consequently, the
sobornost attempt to create space for lay ministries is, to a large degree,
rejected by other theologians. For instance, the relative lay independence
illustrated by the idea that baptism administered by lay people is valid, is
strongly rejected by Zizioulas who affirms that “there is no baptism, which is
the constitutive act of the community, i.e. the ontological basis of the laity,
without the bishop”.76
Further, concerning the teaching ministry of the Church, Ware argues that
“the bishop is the divinely appointed teacher of the faith, whilst the guardian
of the faith is not the episcopate alone, but the whole people of God, bishop,
clergy, and laity together”.77 Thus to teach and to possess the truth are two
distinct functions: the former belongs to the bishop, the latter to the entire
people of God.78 However, whilst the role of laity is being reduced to that of
the guardian of faith, the Orthodox theologians do not agree as to the
significance of this role. Drawing from the belief that the whole Church, not
simply the clergy, is the guardian of truth,79 Kotsone argues that a lay person
is obligated to oppose even a bishop who is not holding the truth.80
Alternatively, Lossky contends that except in the case of schism the will of a
bishop is binding for the faithful regardless if the bishop is right or wrong.81
Whilst attempting to reconcile these two trends, Ware fails to offer a
synthesis which would create space both for relatedness and freedom
between both clergy and laity, and the Spirit and institution.
More than once in Orthodox history the “charismatics” have come into conflict
with the hierarchy, but in the end there is no conflict between the two elements in
the Church’s life: it is the same Spirit who is active in both.82

However, Ware offers a lengthy description of the charismatic hierarchy,
whilst the charismatic laity is considered to be a silent guardian of faith. This
approach leads to the conclusion that when the space between the Spirit and
the institution (hierarchy) diminishes, the space between hierarchy and laity
increases, as it happened, for instance, in the imperial church.83
Sociological
Whilst the Orthodox Church dismisses the charge that its model of Spiritinstitution downgrades the laity by arguing that the latter participates both in
the election of the hierarchy and in the life of the Church, a careful analysis of
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Orthodox ecclesiology proves beyond any doubt that lay ministries are not
encouraged.84 Being aware of this aspect, Bulgakov attempted to create space
for lay participation in Church governing, teaching and prophecy.85 Thus,
compared with the imperial church in which the “People of God” (laos) were
considered to be a “mob” (ochlos), and thus totally excluded from episcopal
election,86 sobornost represents a significant step towards a more corporate
ecclesiology. However, whilst affirming that lay people are necessary in
episcopal election, sobornost ecclesiology limits their participation to the
right to acclaim (axios) the newly elected bishop. Consequently, Bulgakov’s
assertion that “ordination cannot take place without this approval” is without
object if one observes that the acclamation takes place after the “imposition
of hands” which represents both the divine endowment and apostolic
succession.87 Thus, compared with the early church model in which the
community was actively involved in the election of its leaders88 due to their
belief in “horizontal unity”,89 sobornost ecclesiology believes in “vertical
unity”90 which “operates through the levels of being reflected in lower levels
and representational levels, all held together in a synthesis of divine Word
made human flesh”.91
Another sociological aspect concerns the ecclesial relation between the
“one” and the “many” by analogy to the Trinity. Thus, whilst within the
Godhead each divine hypostasis has His specific office as Father, Son, and
Spirit, a hierarchical ecclesiology which fails to provide space for each
member of the community to have his/her particular office runs the risk to
perceive the “many” in non-personal terms such as “crowd” or “public”.
Although Orthodoxy acknowledges that the gifts (charisma) of the Holy
Spirit are intended to safeguard the absorbtion of the person into an
impersonal being,92 in practice the “many” who respond to the “one” during
the liturgy have no space for the development of “charismatic” ministries. As
Fitzgerald puts it:
Orthodox theologians are challenged by the critical need to reafirm the important
place in the Church which the laity is meant to have. Simply put, can the Orthodox
continue to advance the valuable features of eucharistic ecclesiology without, at
the same time, calling for a genuine renewal of community worship and church
life, in which the laity are enabled and encouraged to take their rightful place? In
many places, the Eucharist appears to be very much an action of the clergy and
their “assistants”, in which the laity are but passive spectators. Such a situation is
certainly contrary to the best expression of Orthodox liturgical theology.93

However, one has to acknowledge that there have been periods in the history
of Orthodoxy when lay persons played an important role in the life of the
Church, such as St. Seraphim of Sorov, Father John Kronstadt, or the startsi
(elders) of the monastery of Optina,94 but such examples are exceptions
rather than the rule of the Orthodox Church.
Consequently, it can be argued that, so far, Orthodox ecclesiology in
general and sobornost in particular, have failed to offer a satisfactory answer
to the question concerning the tension between institution and the Spirit.
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Moreover, even the attempt made by sobornost to address this issue faces a
growing opposition from within both Russian and Greek Orthodox fold. The
main charge brought against Khomiakov and his school, for instance, is that
it has endangered the prerogatives of the episcopate and “democratized” the
idea of the Church.95 Consequently, by failing to create space for laity to
participate in the life of the community, a hierarchical Church runs the risk of
losing the very communities which its bishops are supposed to represent. In
fact Zizioulas draws attention to this phenomenon when he affirms that, “the
community has almost disappeared and the number of titular bishops is
increasing rapidly”.96 Further, whilst acknowledging that the Orthodox
Church a “pyramidal” structure, Zizioulas argues that this “clericalization”
can be corrected only if christology and ecclesiology are pneumatically
constituted.97
Conclusions
Commenting on the situation of contemporary Orthodoxy, Gvosdev affirms
that “the Orthodox Church has been described as a rigidly hierarchical,
authoritarian body. At various points in its history, particularly in the
nineteenth and twentieth century, the national Orthodox churches in Eastern
Europe ‘remained static, lacking a horizontal cohesiveness and local
dynamism’ because of a system of ‘bureaucratized, pyramidal subordination’
to a state dominated hierarchy.”98
This hierarchical model which has characterized the Orthodox “schooltheology”99 has its roots in the unbalanced translation of both Chalcedonian
christology and monarchical trinitarianism into ecclesiology. Thus, whilst an
ecclesiology construed around the image of the Body of Christ provides a
frame of thought for the relation between Christ and the Church, it does not
allow for enough space between the “Head” and the “Body”. Consequently,
emphasis has been made on the invisible Church which shares the same
authority with Christ. Further, since the Holy Spirit is the life of the Church
there is no space between the Spirit and the institution: hence the latter
claims the same authority as the former. Theologically, this approach paved
the way for an ecclesiology in which Christ, the Spirit and the Church are so
inextricably knit together as to run the risk of merging into one another, or to
extend the principle of communicatio idiomatum from christology to
ecclesiology. Historically, however, the Orthodox Church faces the danger of
incoherence between symbolism and reality. In other words, whilst
Orthodoxy took the magisterial route of idealizing the institution, it lost the
community.100 The hierarchical ecclesiology provides space for the “one” (the
bishop) whilst failing to create space for the “many” (the laity).
However, the twentieth century has revealed not only the crisis of the
Orthodox Church, but also its significant potential for renewal. The most
significant change appears to be the shift from a hierarchical institutionalism
to a hierarchical community. The underlying principle for this change is the
PERICHORESIS 3/2 (2005)

160

PAUL NEGRUŢ

belief that the universal church exists only in and through local
communities.101 There are two main trends within this shift from institution
to community. First, the eucharistic vision emphasizes the fact that since
truth exists ontologically as communion,
Only in the Eucharist does the Church acquire a vision of the truth as both
historical and free from the laws of history; as social and yet transcending all
societies; as love which although experienced in and through human relations
remains ultimately only a matter of sharing the trinitarian love of God, of theosis.
The Eucharist is the only historical experience that the Church possesses in which
all this becomes real.102

This view adopted by Melia, Florovsky, Meyendorff, Schmemann and
Afanasieff,103 and particularly emphasized by Zizioulas attempts to develop a
neo-patristic synthesis in order to recover both the symbolic-hierarchical and
corporate-existential aspects of the Greek Fathers.104
Secondly, there is the pastoral vision which is primarily concerned with
the present situation of the Orthodox pleroma living in different cultures and
facing different challenges than those of the Byzantine period. This approach
argues that contemporary Orthodoxy has to re-writes its theology in such a
way as whilst being faithful to the Holy Tradition, it has to be also relevant for
the present realities. In other words, Orthodoxy has to re-discover the
theology of community which allow space for all the faithful to participate in
the truth of faith according to their charisma.
Pentecost continues to enable the people of God to hold the Tradition in ways the
Spirit wills. The Eastern Church understands this continuity as ensured by an
episcopal ministry consecrated in the apostolic succession. But the church is built
on the foundations of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as its
main cornerstone (Ephesians 2:20). This view of the church does not prevent the
participation of all in building up the body. The wholeness-koinonia-of the body
implies that all categories of the people of God share fully in “all truth”. This is the
charismatic ministry of the people of God, who are transformed by the power of
the Holy Spirit into the “living stones” of the church.105

This pastoral view illustrates clearly the shift from the institutionalism of
the past through the contemporary crisis towards a new ecclesial
community. Consequently authority is no longer a predicate of the office
but a quality of truth; and truth is Christ in communion and community.
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