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Who Is the Head of the Church? On the Question of the
Theory of Primacy

In an article published in Theological Herald (No. 1 (48)/2023), Archimandrite Dionysius (Shlenov),
Candidate of Theology, Professor in the Department of Philology at the Moscow Theological
Academy, and Head of its Postgraduate Studies Department, examines the question of the
admissibility of a primatial figure within the earthly Church. Fr om the perspective of ecclesiastical
hierarchy, a primatial figure—as the primate of the Church occupying first place in the
diptychs—appears not only permissible but even necessary. Historically, the Patriarch of
Constantinople (especially after the Council of Chalcedon in 451) enjoyed a primacy of honor in the
East, though not a primacy of both honor and authority, which—patrticularly after Rome's separation in
1054—came to be regarded as unacceptable. By appealing to isolated precedents of the exercise of a
primacy of both honor and authority on the part of the Patriarch of Constantinople, his supporters seek
to justify the extraterritorial decision to establish the Orthodox Church of Ukraine, a decision that has in
effect become the cause of a schism among the Orthodox Churches. As is well known, the Russian
Orthodox Church categorically rejected this approach. The extent to which its position is well founded
becomes evident from a survey of the understanding of the Head (kegpaAn) of the Church in the
biblical and patristic tradition.

Quoted from the publication of the Bogoslov.ru portal.

In the contemporary world, the Orthodox Church is compelled to face a number of challenges whose
aim is to undermine its unity both from without and from within. At the heart of these challenges lies the
question of primacy. In his 2011 publication, D. Shabanov outlined the general historical, canonical, and
literary context of this issue,[1] which, however, acquired particular urgency and relevance following the
unilateral granting of the tomos to the Ukrainian schismatics and the subsequent chain of events.[2]
Metropolitan John (Zizioulas) of Pergamon was perhaps the foremost theological ideologue of the
primacy of Constantinople, advancing an interpretation that greatly exaggerated its earthly
dimension.[3]

Is the one who is first in honor also first in authority? Can the principle of hierarchy be applied to the
relationships among the Primates of the Local Churches? Who is the Head of the Church, and to what

extent is this designation appropriate?

We shall attempt to answer these questions by examining the doctrine of the Head of the Church in the



Byzantine tradition. Who is the Head of the Church (or of the church understood as a local community)?
According to the theology of the Apostle Paul, it is Christ the Savior—for the Church as a whole;
according to Apostolic Canon 34, it is the bishop—for the particular local community; according to the
titulature of the Popes of Rome, it is the Roman Pontiff as the head of the churches under his
jurisdiction; according to certain contemporary theologians of the Constantinopolitan Patriarchate, it is
the Ecumenical Patriarch in relation to his potential worldwide "super-jurisdiction." Clearly, a line must
be drawn somewhere in this list—but wh ere?

An Exaggerated Conception of the Rights of the Primatial Bishop

Unfortunately, in the East, especially after Rome's separation, alongside the understanding of the
Church's conciliar structure there gradually emerged notions of the primacy of both honor and authority
of the Primate of Constantinople. In the thought of certain contemporary Constantinopolitan theologians
and canonists in particular, he is not merely "first among equals" (primus inter pares), but rather "first
without equals" (primus sine paribus).

This concept is based upon:

e an exaggerated interpretation of Canons 9, 17, and 28 of the Council of Chalcedon. As is well
known, the "barbarians" mentioned in Canon 28 of the Council of Chalcedon came to be
understood by Byzantine canonists of the twelfth century as peoples Christianized after the fifth
century, namely the Alans and the Rus'.[4] This expanded interpretation gradually became the
foundation for the conception of the Bishop of Constantinople as a hierarch possessing a
"primacy of honor and authority";

e the theory of the "two authorities," first clearly articulated in the Eisagoge (mid-880s);

e the actual elevation of Constantinople among the Eastern patriarchates beginning with the era of
St. Photius the Great, a development that took place within Byzantium, which at that time truly
existed and preserved the Orthodox tradition;

e the polemic against the primacy of Rome after its separation—not only through rejecting that
primacy but also through reproducing and continuing it within the territory of the Orthodox East;

e the legislative acts and ecclesiastical regulations, both ecclesiastical and imperial, promulgated
after 1054, which emphasized the special rights of the head of the Byzantine Church,[5]
although these were never accepted conciliarity at the universal ecclesiastical level;

e the defense of the authority of the Patriarch of Constantinople as the head of the Church, both in
certain medieval treatises and documents[6] and by contemporary theologians and canonists of
the Constantinopolitan Patriarchate.

What particular canonical acts served as antecedents to the theory of a primacy of honor and authority?

In addition to the better-known examples, let us mention several lesser-known ones.

Under Patriarch John VIII Xiphilinos, a decision was adopted (14 March 1072)[7] permitting the
election and consecration of bishops in the capital of Byzantium rather than in their own metropolitan



sees.[8]

Patriarch George Il Xiphilinos (acts of 1191 and 1197) and St. Germanus Il of Constantinople (1232)
emphasized the significance of patriarchal stavropegia, whose clergy were required to commemorate
the Ecumenical Patriarch and pay him the kanonikon.[9] At the same time, the monasteries and parishes
subject to these stavropegia were to remain under the authority of the local bishop.[10]

In the sixteenth century, Patriarch Metrophanes Ill of Constantinople issued a written indulgence to the
hieromonk Joseph: "...for whatever, as a human being, he has sinned in deed, word, thought, and in all
his senses; and if, being under an anathema <...>, he has incurred <...> or fallen into certain other sins,
as a human being, at various times, he has confessed these himself to his spiritual fathers and has
faithfully fulfilled the penance imposed by them. Fr om all these faults and bonds we declare him free by
the all-powerful power and grace divine..." (Document of 1571; more precisely, the document was drawn
up in April 1567.)[11] It is evident that, in the matter of indulgences or letters of absolution, the Primates
of the Local Churches,[12] above all of Constantinople, began to imitate the analogous practice of the
Roman Church, albeit without its more extreme features.

Each of these acts is explicable in light of the circumstances of its own time. When interpreted within
the limited context of the actual existence of the Byzantine Empire, it was permissible to acknowledge
certain prerogatives of the hierarch of the imperial capital, provided that no categorical theological
foundation was constructed to support them.

By the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, however, the situation had changed dramatically
and had become significantly more radical. On 18 September 2022, Patriarch Bartholomew, while
praying in the Anglican Church of St. Helena in Constantinople/Istanbul, prayed for the "supreme head"
or the "supreme ruler of the Church,"[13] evidently referring to himself as that head—a conclusion
confirmed by a number of his own public statements.

Thus, on 12 June 2022, a solemn concelebration took place in Constantinople between Ecumenical
Patriarch Bartholomew and Archbishop Stephen of Ohrid.[14] In his address, the Ecumenical Patriarch
explicitly described his own exceptional rights as the head of the Church. While the principal ideas
expressed in this speech had been articulated previously, never before had they been presented in such
a concentrated and ecclesiastically and canonically formulated manner. According to this address, the
Ecumenical Councils and the "divine Fathers" bestowed upon the Ecumenical Patriarch a special
ecclesiastical and canonical authority (including the right of appeal and judicial authority) in relation to
the other Local Churches of the East.

"(The divine Fathers) laid upon the seemingly frail shoulders of the Archbishop of



Constantinople the cross of sacred and canonical oversight over the Lord's Body in the East,
namely, to judge the bishops of the inhabited world..."[15]

"The Great Church of Constantinople is the mother, nourisher, nurse, and testator of each of her
children."[16]

"The newly created and newly established Churches believe that, by reinterpreting—or rather
by abolishing—the truth, they can establish new principles and new perspectives within the
Church."[17]

"The Archbishop of Constantinople is not merely one who governs on a single occasion, but, by
canonical obligation and unfailing duty, he is the perpetual guardian of the well-being of the holy
Churches of God."[18]

It thus follows that the Ecumenical Patriarch is understood as the one who possesses the exclusive right
to establish Local Churches and to oversee their activity. Although the term "head" is not explicitly
employed in this text, its content is developed in detail. Within this conception, the "head" is not the first
among equals, but rather the first with the assistance of those who are historically equal (the ancient
Eastern patriarchates and the Church of Cyprus) and without equals in relation to all the other Local
Churches apart from the remainder of the ancient Pentarchy and the Church of Cyprus.

At the beginning of 2023, these views became even more radical. Thus, Archbishop Makarios of
Australia, addressing a gathering of clergy, urged them to avoid the heresy of the "authority of a single
person” (alpeon NG «povorpoowring aubevtiag»). Anyone who protests or disagrees with the
Church's prevailing position on any issue falls into this category. Those who dissent from the Church's
policy regarding the Ukrainian schism are viewed not merely as seekers of truth, or even as
schismatics, but as heretics.[19]

On the eve of the Feast of the Triumph of Orthodoxy, on 3 March 2023, in his greeting to Archbishop
George, the head of the Church of Cyprus, the Ecumenical Patriarch declared that it was his sacred
duty to preserve "the canonical integrity of the Church's canonical tradition, the decisions of the
Ecumenical Councils, and the centuries-old ecclesiastical practice."[20] He described those who
disagree with this approach as being under the influence of "extra-ecclesial principles"
(e&wkkAnolaotikal apyat), evidently referring to the Russian Orthodox Church and its traditional
conciliar position.[21]



These radical views constitute a consistent leitmotif of the new ideology of the Phanar. In his doctoral
dissertation, defended at the Sorbonne in 1996, the present Metropolitan Gregory (Papathomas)
formulated the principle of the extraterritorial jurisdiction of the Patriarchate of Constantinople, a
principle that stands in striking contrast to the call for the other Local Churches to remain within the
boundaries of their own national territories.[22] According to the concept of a "pre-jurisdictional right,"
everything that does not fall under the jurisdiction of another Local Church belongs to the Patriarch of
Constantinople, who may, either temporarily or permanently, share this jurisdiction with those Churches
that remain obedient to him.

Hieromonk Niketas of the Monastery of Pantokrator[23] attempts, through subtle dialectical
argumentation, to demonstrate that, in addition to Christ as the Head of the Church, an earthly head is
likewise necessary.[24] In particular, he writes:

"...It is important that he (that is, the Ecumenical Patriarch.—I. D.) received these rights alone;
he did not demand them, but they were granted to him by an Ecumenical Council. Unfortunately,
whoever doubts these rights is doubting the decisions of the many God-bearing Fathers who
established them. All this is the fruit of the Holy Spirit, who is perfect God; and what God has
accomplished is perfect and requires no correction. It cannot be made better. If we intervene, we

can only make it worse."

Other terms, expressions, and arguments employed by proponents of this theory, both in general and in
particular, likewise emphasize the thesis of the actual and highly significant superiority of the Patriarchs
of Constantinople.[25]

Among earlier sources, one may cite the striking address of Nicetas of Amaseia in defense of the
primacy of the Patriarch of Constantinople as the head of the Church of Constantinople. The Patriarch of
Constantinople is described as "the first hierarch," shepherding the inhabited world.[26] "To him the City
and the Church are subject as to their head."[27] Yet the author was defending nothing more than the
relatively weak authority of Patriarch Theophylact (933-956) against the excessive dominance of the
metropolitans under his jurisdiction, and nothing beyond this.[28]

In his polemic against the primacy of Rome, the anti-unionist Patriarch Joseph of Constantinople
likewise greatly exaggerated the significance of the Council of Chalcedon and the judicial prerogatives
of the Patriarch of Constantinople as early as the second half of the thirteenth century. According to
Patriarch Joseph, the Council of Chalcedon is



"...later than the Council of Sardica, yet ecumenical, marvelous, renowned, and confirmed by
the sign and miracle of the all-glorious Great Martyr Euphemia; it possesses a unique
preeminence above all the Ecumenical Councils. This holy and ecumenical Council—renowned,
great, and more numerous than the others—grants me the primacy of hearing appeals among all
the Churches, although | am (only) the Patriarch of Constantinople."[29]

It is evident that, in this self-exaltation, he was imitating the ambitions of the Roman Pontiffs of his own
age and of the preceding period, who (as, for example, in the writings of John Bekkos) laid claim both to
primacy and to the exclusive right to hear appeals.[30]

It is only natural that such inflated conceptions of the "primacy of honor and authority" should provoke
opposition and a desire to examine the matter in search of the truth. We shall therefore consider the
understanding of the bishop as the head of the Church in the Byzantine tradition.[31]

The following topics will be examined:

1) Christ as the Head of the Church.

2) Apostolic Canon 34: the bishop as head.

3) Criticism of the Western doctrine of primacy (supremacy) in the Orthodox East.
4) Catalogues of ranks of sanctity and ecclesiastical hierarchy.

5) Hierarchy and holiness.

6) Historical conclusions.

7) A critique of the primacy of honor and authority.

*kk

1. Christ as the Head of the Church

According to the theology of the Apostle Paul, "Head" is one of the names[32] of Christ the Savior.
Christ is "the head of every man," while God is the "Head" of Christ Himself (cf. 1 Cor. 11:3). God the
Father has exalted His beloved Son, Christ the Savior, above all things and appointed Him Head of the
Church (Eph. 1:22). Christ is the Head of the body of believers, which is composed of many different
members (cf. Eph. 4:15-16; Rom. 12:5; 1 Cor. 12:27).

The Apostle Paul's most fundamental passage concerning Christ's headship over the Church states
that, just as the husband is the head of the wife, so Christ is the Head of the Church (cf. Eph. 5:23).
Christ is the Head of the body, the Church (Col. 1:18), and also the Head of every principality and
authority (Col. 2:10).



In all of these passages, the Greek term kepaAn ("head") is employed (corresponding to the Hebrew
.("beginning" or ",leader" ",head" meaning ,wX

The true Head of the Church is Christ the Savior. It is He who governs the Church. As Head of the
Church, Christ the Savior sets before us the example of meekness, patience, and boundless
forgiveness. He washes the feet of His disciples, and He declares that He came not to be served, but to
serve others (cf. Matt. 20:17 ff.). He alone is the true Primate of the Church (the hierarch, the deified and
divine man, the knower of every sacred form of knowledge, according to the distinctive definition found
in the Dionysian Corpus).[33] Earthly power, worldly might, temporal preeminence, and earthly
privileges belong to the realm of secular authority and are wholly inadmissible in the relations among the
Local Orthodox Churches.

This doctrine of Christ as the Head of the Body of the Church, or simply as the Head of the Church,
constitutes a cornerstone of ecclesiology, for the Church is the treasury of the faith, the guardian and
authoritative interpreter of Divine Revelation as contained in Holy Scripture and Holy Tradition. Since
the Church is the Body of Christ, whose Head is Christ Himself, it is precisely the Church that is
infallible.[34] Infallibility is an attribute of God[35]—of all three Persons of the Holy Trinity, including the
Second Person. According to the Macarian Corpus, Christ is "infallible in knowledge."[36] "Grace"[37]
and "divine justice"[38] are likewise described as "infallible." According to the patristic tradition, God is
also the "Infallible Judge" and the "infallible eye."[39]

Thus, the doctrine of Christ as the Head of the Church is inseparably connected with the concept of
divine infallibility, which is bestowed upon the Church as a divine-human organism. Consequently, every
form of leadership and authority within the Church was understood by the Holy Fathers as an imitation of
Christ: both as the reception of the authority that belongs properly to Christ the Savior, and as its
delegation to those who exercise it according to the divinely established order and for the benefit of the
Church.

On the basis of the theology of the Apostle Paul, St. John Chrysostom wrote:

"...we have become one Church, constituting the harmonious members of one Head, and have
become one body; if what has taken place should be treated with contempt, then everything will
fall into contempt and destruction."[40]

Elsewhere he writes:



"...[Christ] is first in all things: first above, first in the Church, for He is the Head; first also in the
Resurrection."[41]

2. Apostolic Canon 34: The Bishop as Head

From the earliest period, the primacy and universal headship of Christ the Savior did not preclude the
existence of a certain form of primacy within the Church's hierarchical order.

Apostolic Canon 34 (fourth century) speaks more clearly than any other text of the primacy of honor
enjoyed by the bishop as a fundamental ecclesiastical principle:

"The bishops of every nation ought to know the first among them, and to acknowledge him as
their head (emphasis added.—I. D.), and to do nothing of consequence without his consent; but
each may do only those things which concern his own diocese and the places belonging to it.
But neither let him who is first do anything without the consent of all. For thus there will be
unanimity, and God will be glorified through Christ (di.a Xpioto0) in the Holy Spirit."[42]

A profound symmetry is embedded in Apostolic Canon 34 between the primacy of the bishop within his
own church and the conciliar character of all ecclesiastical decision-making, in which the primatial
bishop himself also participates. The bishop is to be recognized "as the head," yet not as the head of the
entire Church, but only of the diocese entrusted to his care.

Subsequently, the Byzantine tradition contains numerous references to Apostolic Canon 34, which
came to be interpreted not merely within the historical circumstances in which the Apostolic Canons
were compiled (the fourth century), but as possessing universal significance.

The twelfth-century Byzantine canonist John Zonaras applied the first part of Canon 34 (its reference to
the bishop as head) to "the primatial bishops in each province, that is, to the metropolitans."[43] At the
beginning of his commentary, he writes:

"Just as bodies move improperly—or indeed become altogether useless—if the head ceases to
function in a healthy state, so too the body of the Church will proceed in a disorderly and
improper manner if the member that occupies the place of the head and holds the primacy is not
accorded the honor due to him."[44]



Taken in isolation, this principle of primacy might appear to imply a universal primacy throughout the
entire Church. Yet Zonaras' subsequent explanation makes it clear that he understands Canon 34 as
referring not to a single universal first bishop, but to a plurality of first bishops, in keeping with the
conciliar structure of the Church. In essence, he interprets it in the sense expressed more explicitly in
Canon 9 of the Council of Antioch (341):

"The bishops of every province ought to know that the bishop who presides over the metropolis
assumes responsibility for the whole province, because all who have business to conduct come
to the metropolis from every direction. Therefore it has been determined that he should enjoy the
primacy of honor, and that the other bishops should undertake nothing of importance without
him, in accordance with the ancient canon of our Fathers... Yet each bishop is to exercise
authority over his own parish... and to show pastoral care for the entire territory subject to his
city... But let neither attempt to do anything without the bishop of the metropolis, nor he without
the judgment of the others."[45]

Alexios Aristenos proposed a broader and less specific interpretation, allowing for an even higher level
of ecclesiastical authority above bishops and metropolitans—namely, the patriarchal office. After briefly
paraphrasing Apostolic Canon 34:

"Without their primatial bishop, bishops do nothing beyond the affairs of their respective
provinces, and the primatial bishop does nothing without them, for the sake of proper
unanimity,"[46]

he offers the following explanation:

"Neither bishops nor metropolitans should undertake anything beyond their authority without the
consent of their primatial hierarch—for example, the ordination of bishops, investigations
concerning new dogmas, or the alienation of ecclesiastical property. They should concern
themselves only with matters pertaining to their own territories and the places subject to them.
Likewise, the primatial hierarch cannot undertake anything of this sort without their knowledge.
Thus the principle of unanimity is preserved."[47]



Aristenos' interpretation does not imply the existence of a single universal primatial figure within the
Church, since he speaks of "their own primatial hierarch" (tov eaut®v nip®tov). Consequently, every
body of metropolitans has its own primate—that is, a patriarch, the head (primate) of a Local Church.
Aristenos likewise regarded Canon 9 of the Council of Antioch as an authoritative clarification of
Apostolic Canon 34.[48]

Theodore Balsamon interpreted Canon 34 in substantially the same way, understanding the "primatial
bishop" to be the ordaining bishop and those governed by him to be those whom he had ordained. He
likewise speaks consistently of "primatial bishops" in the plural.[49]

A later Byzantine canonist, the hieromonk Matthew Blastares, also understood the "head" of the Church
referred to in Apostolic Canon 34 to mean the primatial metropolitan,[50] just as Zonaras had done.
Elsewhere, however, Blastares maintained that the Patriarch of Constantinople should possess judicial
primacy (see, for example, his commentary on Canon 9 of the Council of Chalcedon[51]), but only within
the boundaries of his own patriarchal jurisdiction, just as any other patriarch.[52]

According to the interpretation of Apostolic Canon 34 found in the Slavonic Kormchaia, the bishop who
is "head" is the senior metropolitan or an archbishop. Since the archbishop is mentioned after the
metropolitan, the term refers not exclusively to the Archbishop of Constantinople, but to any archbishop
within the general structure of the Church's hierarchy.[53]

In the late Byzantine patristic and literary tradition, Apostolic Canon 34 consistently served to affirm the
conciliar structure of the Church.

Hieromonk Hierotheos cited Canon 34 to demonstrate that the Roman Pope, having fallen into heresy,
was obliged to heed the conciliar body that rebuked him and to repent without delay.[54]

During his stay within the Patriarchate of Constantinople, Barlaam of Calabria employed this canon in
his polemic against papal primacy. In his Treatise on the Primacy of the Pope, appealing to Canon 34,
he argues that the Church is fundamentally conciliar in nature and that there can be no question of
privileges even for a see possessing exceptional historical significance, such as Rome.

In his anti-Latin treatise On the Procession of the Holy Spirit, St. Nilus Cabasilas likewise invokes
Apostolic Canon 34 in order to affirm the conciliarity of the Church and to demonstrate the
inadmissibility of the Filioque. He argues that the conciliar structure of the Eastern patriarchates enables
them to preserve the true doctrine and maintain the truth without alteration.

In his commentary on Apostolic Canon 34, St. Nicodemus the Hagiorite presents a vision of complete



ecclesial harmony:

"Because the metropolitan listens to the judgment of the bishops, priests, and deacons subject
to him, and because they likewise obey the metropolitan, the principle of mutual obedience is
realized, and genuine concord and love are truly brought to fulfillment."[55]

In more recent times, however, theologians of the Phanar have interpreted Apostolic Canon 34 as
supporting the primacy of Constantinople. Metropolitan John (Zizioulas) of Pergamon, the author of the
"Eucharistic ecclesiology of primacy" (eUxaplotiakn ékkAnolohoyia Tol rpwteiou),[56] regarded
Canon 34 as the principal foundation for the idea of a visible primacy within the earthly Church.[57] He
compares the bishop's primacy at every level of ecclesiastical hierarchy with the primacy of the First
Person of the Holy Trinity, God the Father, among the three divine Persons.[58] According to this
interpretation, the significance of Canon 34 lies above all in its teaching concerning a first among the
first, an understanding that, however, does not correspond to the Byzantine tradition.

Metropolitan John further argues that Canon 34 establishes the indispensable role of the president of
an Ecumenical Council in the very convocation and conduct of the Council. Without the first
patriarch—that is, specifically the Patriarch of Constantinople—an Ecumenical Council cannot take
place.[59]

According to Metropolitan John, the principles embodied in Canon 34 are to be implemented at every
level of ecclesiastical organization—episcopal, metropolitan, and patriarchal—on the basis of Trinitarian
theology.[60]

He further maintains that the ecclesiastical order that emerged after the Great Schism of 1054 is one in
which the Patriarchate of Constantinople possesses among the patriarchates of the Orthodox East not
merely a primacy of honor but also a primacy of responsibility—in other words, a primacy of authority. In
his view, Apostolic Canon 34 provides the canonical explanation for this highly hierarchical and
comparatively less conciliar model.[61]

Ultimately, for Zizioulas, the primacy of the first among the first at the highest patriarchal level becomes
a pressing and indispensable ecclesiological principle, as reflected in his statement:

"It appears that even within the Orthodox Church there does not exist a merely honorary
primacy."[62]



Within Zizioulas' system of argumentation, it is explicitly maintained that canon law (the doctrine of
primacy) is inseparable from dogmatics (ecclesiology). He thereby implies that the doctrine of
primacy—as represented by this expanded interpretation of Apostolic Canon 34—belongs to the
Church's dogmatic teaching and cannot be separated from it.[63] Yet, in seeking to defend the doctrine
of primacy in this manner, he simultaneously exposes it to considerable vulnerability: sound dogmatic
teaching is inherently coherent, whereas unsound dogmatic formulations invite theological criticism and

refutation.

A similar interpretation was advanced, for example, by Protopresbyter George Tsetsis, with whom
Bishop Athanasius (Jevti¢) (8 July 1938-4 March 2021) profoundly disagreed.[64]

Bishop (now Metropolitan) Kyrillos of Abydos likewise connects Apostolic Canon 34 with the right of
appeal to Constantinople, thereby interpreting it as evidence of the exceptional prerogatives of the See
of Constantinople.[65]

Vlassios Phidas wrote that "the canonical institution of the First" is "splendidly expressed in Apostolic
Canon 34." He further states: "In his commentary on this canon, the distinguished canonist J. Zonaras
likewise demonstrates with great clarity the ecclesiological importance of the exceptional role of the First
for the harmonious functioning of the entire ecclesial body."[66] Yet the passage from Zonaras cited
immediately thereafter[67] amounts to little more than a paraphrase of Apostolic Canon 34 itself.[68]

In his article defending the position of the Patriarchate of Constantinople regarding the Orthodox
Church of Ukraine, Lewis Patsavos likewise appeals to Apostolic Canon 34 as supporting the principle
of the extraterritorial jurisdiction of the Patriarchate of Constantinople.[69]

Thus, contemporary Constantinopolitan theologians have come to defend positions that their
predecessors had explicitly rejected. It is as though the trajectory of the tradition itself has been
reversed, indeed almost completely redirected. Evidently, the balance between conciliarity and primacy
has been distorted in favor of an absolute earthly primacy, one that has come into conflict, "both in word
and in deed," with the evangelical understanding of primacy, perfectly embodied in the person and
example of Christ the Savior.

If one considers the broader subject of "the bishop as the head of the Church," beyond the exegesis of
Apostolic Canon 34 alone, Byzantine literature consistently portrays the bishop as a spiritual guide and
shepherd. References to a bishop exercising judicial authority beyond the boundaries of his own
diocese are exceedingly rare.



In the account of Abba Evagrius, while he was living as an ascetic in his cell, a presbyter said to him:

"We know that, had you remained in your own country [Constantinople], you would have
become a bishop and a head; but now, as a foreigner, you sit here."[70]

Evagrius' reply makes it clear that he preferred the monastic life to the episcopate:

"You have spoken truly, Father. Yet | have spoken once, and | shall not add a second
word."[71]

At first glance this appears to be a simple expression of monastic renunciation. Yet it also reveals, on
the one hand, a confirmation of the straightforward meaning of Apostolic Canon 34 (the local bishop is
the head), and, on the other hand, the priority of holiness over hierarchical rank. To be holy is of
supreme importance, and this same principle governed the understanding of ecclesiastical hierarchy
itself.

During the golden age of patristic literature (fifth-seventh centuries), references to the bishop as the
head of the Church (or of a church) are relatively infrequent. The Apostolic Constitutions even exhort
bishops to lead rather than be led: every bishop ought to be "the head," and not "the tail."[72]

In the late Byzantine Chronicle of the Morea, "all bishops" are described as "heads,"[73] an
understanding likewise implied in the writings of Patriarch Callistus I1.[74]

3. Criticism of Western Primacy (Supremacy) in the Orthodox East

The Popes of Rome began referring to themselves as the heads of all the Local Churches at least as
early as the Fourth Ecumenical Council. At that Council, the deacon Paschasinus, representing Pope St.
Leo of Rome, described him as "the head of all the Churches."[75] This formulation broadly reflects the
position of St. Leo the Great and his legates, who, as is well known, presented to the Council Fathers a
falsified version of Canon 6 of the First Ecumenical Council of Nicaea (325), with the addition: "The
Church of Rome has always possessed the primacy" (H ékkAncia Pwung ndvtote €oxe T1a
MpwTela).[76]



In the self-understanding of the Roman Church, especially after the Schism of 1054, it was and
remained the universally acknowledged "head, mother, and teacher," even during the era of the Council
of Ferrara-Florence.[77]

The Church of Constantinople, as well as the Patriarch of Constantinople, was likewise referred to as
"head," as, for example, in the writings of St. Nikon of the Black Mountain: "...the Great Church, that is,
the Patriarchate, the head of all churches and monasteries..."[78]—clearly within the limits of its own
jurisdiction.

From the standpoint of Orthodox polemicists, however, the epithet "head," when employed as a
synonym for universal primacy, is rejected. According to John Eugenikos (mid-fifteenth century), the
Roman Pope, by calling himself "the head of the whole Church," manifests a spirit of audacious
presumption.[79] Should he repent, he could become "the head of the Western Churches" and the first
"according to rank" in relation to the Eastern Churches, but nothing more.[80]

Patriarch Meletios Pegas of Alexandria (5 August 1590 - 13 September 1601)[81] denounced the
tyranny of the Roman Pontiffs, who claimed to be "the sole principle and head of the Church."[82] "The
truth of the Gospel acknowledges one catholic Head of the Catholic Church, proclaiming one
Christ..."[83]

The doctrine of the Pope as the head of the Church distorts ecclesiology in its entirety, since it stands in
direct contradiction to the doctrine of Christ as the Head of the Church.[84]

Christ is the Head, whereas the Primates of all the Local Orthodox Churches are "heads" only in a
derivative and subordinate sense.[85] Christ alone is the one Head of the Church, while the patriarchs
are many heads.[86]

The most comprehensive critique of the doctrine of the primatial bishop as a distinct head or mother of
the Church was offered by St. Dositheus (Notaras), Patriarch of Jerusalem.[87] There is no third head
between Christ as the Head and the bishop as a head.[88] Consequently, the Roman Pope, insofar as
he claims to occupy the position of such a "third head," must be rejected.[89] Christ is the "special Head"
of the Ecumenical Council.[90] Thus, it is not the Pope, but Christ who is the Head of the Church.[91]

A prominent leitmotif in the writings of St. Dositheus is his criticism not only of the Roman Pope as a
claimant to primacy, but also of the Patriarch of Constantinople. Neither of them, he maintains, has the
right to claim the title "Ecumenical” in the absolute sense of the term.[92]



Over time, the title "head" entered the titulature of the Patriarchs of Constantinople during the Byzantine
period, particularly throughout the second millennium.[93] At the same time, they remained especially
sensitive to this designation, since the Pope of Rome's self-identification as "head" was regarded as
unacceptable. It was precisely this criticism that the Byzantine Patriarch Theodore Il Eirenikos
(1214-1216) advanced.[94]

In late Byzantine theology, it was considered permissible to refer to the patriarch as a head, but only
insofar as he represented the image of the true Head, Christ the Savior.[95]

St. Dositheus of Jerusalem described the Ecumenical Council as the "head" both of the Popes and of all
the patriarchs.[96] All the patriarchs are "heads and chief shepherds,"[97] or, as another formulation
expresses it, "...the five patriarchs are one head."[98]

4. Lists of the Ranks of Holiness and Hierarchy

In St. Dositheus, in his polemics against the papal primacy, one can find the most complete list of the
sacred ranks and epithets within the Church:

. Rulers (Hyepodveg);

. Exarchs ("E&apxol);

. Leaders (Apxwv - ApXovTeQ);

. Presidents (lNposot®teg);

. Chairmen (Mpdedpol);

. Members of the Council (XUvedpol);

. Luminaries (PwoTthpeg);

. The Unbound (Anodeopol);

. Torches (IMupooi);

. Pillars of truth (XTUAoL TAG AAnBeiag);

. Fathers of bishops ([Nat€peg TV Emokomnwv);

. Fathers of fathers ([Nat€peg mat€pwv);

. Educators of the universe (Oikoupgvng MNawdeutali);

. Foundation of the Churches (Edpailwpa t@v EKKAnGLOV);

. First among the chief ones (Kopuepalol);

. Leaders of the people (Anuaywyol);

. Establishment (Xtepswpa);

. Architects (ApXLTEKTOVEQ);

. Support (‘Epelopa);

. Heads (Kegalai);

. Rules of faith (Kavdveg niotewg);

. Protectors, teachers, and eyes of the entire universe (tfig Oikoupgvng ardong Npootdrtat kat
AwddokaAol kat OgpBalpol);

. Fruit-bearers and nourishers of the universe (Kaproddtat Tpg@ovteg v Oikoupgvnyv);
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24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.

49.

50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.

57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.

Features of the Church (Xapaktipeg tThg EkkAnciag);

Great champions (MeydAoL avtaywviotali);

Great bishops (MeydAot Emiiokoriol);

New apostles (NEol ArtdoToAoL);

Equal-to-the-apostles (loardotoAol);

Common pastors of the universe (kowvol TG Oikoupgvng lMolueveg);

Providers and protectors (IMpoun6eiq kai MNMpootdrat);

Mouth of the Church (Xtépa ExkkAnciag);

Great fathers (MeydAol mat€peg);

Zeal for the faith (ZAAog niotewg);

Impregnable towers (dkaBaipetot Mupyol);

Foundation of doctrines (Bdolg doyudtwv);

Unbreakable rock of faith (M€tpa niotewg appnkKrog);

Sources of piety (INpodpoAoL euoeBelag);

Archpastors (ApXLITOLMEVEG);

Great archpastors (ueydA\oL ApXLTTOLUEVER);

Wise chief shepherds (cogotl MNowevdpyat);

Definition of Orthodoxy (Opog 6pbodotiag);

Guardians and cultivators of the vineyard (PUAakeg kal Apotinpeg TAG AUTIEAOU);
Unshakable towers (doewotol MNupyol);

Adorners of the apostolic choir (Koouritopeg AnooToAkig xopeiag);

Hierarchs by the self-operation of the Word (ApxLepeiq autoupyiq tol Adyou);
Successors of the apostles (ArtootoAwv Aladoyol);

Rulers over the entire universe (emi ndoav Apxovteg v Oikoupevnyv);

Foundation of the Church, and those who preside, and the rule (EkkAnoiag ©spgliov kat
Mpoe&dpyxovteg Kal Kavwv);

Heirs of the throne of Christ on earth, as Peter — the rock of confession — upon which Christ
established His Church (KAnpwTtal tol 8pdvou tol XpLotol £l TG YNg, wg NeTpog MNeTpa
dpohoyiag, v N EmnEev 6 XpLotog TRV EkkAnoiav autod);

Pillar of Orthodoxy (ZtrjAn OpBodotiag);

Most blessed (MakapiwTtatol);

Most holy (Aywwtatol);

Holy ones (AyLol);

Light (®d®g);

Salt (AAag);

Great priests, who have jointly received from God the oversight of all things (ueydAot lepegig, €k
©e0U Ko Tdvtwy TNV eruotaciav AapovTeg);

Great teachers of the Church (peydhot Thg EkkAnoiag Awddokaiol);
Apostolic men (drtootoAwol Avdpeg);

Apostolic priests (arooTtoAlkol lepelg);

Apostolic choir (artootoAikn Xopela);

A choir deriving from apostolic authority (€€ armootoAlkng aubevtiag Xopeia);
Fathers of Christians ([at€peg TV XpLoTiavav);

Prophetic men (pogpnTtikol Avopeg);

Wise interpreters of the ineffable things (t@v amopprtwv cogol Yropntat);
God-bearing (©copdpol);

God-inspired (QsdrmveuoTol);

God-speaking (©edgpboyyol);

Lords of all (Aeomidtat navtwv);

Worthy of apostolic authority (Tfig drmootoAlkng aubevtiag Aglol);
Teachers of teachers (Addokalot AldaockdaAwv);



71.
72.
73.
74.
75.
76.
77.
78.
79.

80.
81.
82.
83.
84.
85.
86.
87.
88.
89.
90.
91.
92.
93.
94.
95.
96.
97.
98.
99.
100.
101.
102.
103.

104.
105.
106.

107.
108.

109.

Shepherds of shepherds, resembling Paul (Mowugveg Mowugvwy MauAw napamniriolo);
First among the chief ones, as other apostles (Kopugpaiot wg GAAoL AldcToAOL);

First among the fathers (Kopuepaiol Twv natepwv);

Teachers of the catholic faith (AtddokaAoL TAG KaBOALKNG TIOTEWR);

Instruments of the Holy Spirit (Opyava toU aylou Nveuuatog);

Treasure of the Church (©nocaupog Thg EkkAnciag);

Lords (Kuptol);

Guides (Kabnyeuodveg);

Fathers and teachers of the Universal Church (IMat€peg kal AddokaAol THG kaBoAou
‘EkkAnoiag);

Lights of lights (PdTa TOV GWTWV);

Common fathers of the universe (kowvol MNat€peg THg Oikoupgvng);

Most divine (©cldtatol);

Honored by God (©cotiunTtol);

Most pious (EUAaBEoTatol);

Most beloved of God (@cogp\ecTatol);

Most holy in all things (ta ndvta aywtatol);

Good shepherds (ayabot Noweveg);

Most reverent (Oowwtatol);

Most honorable (Aideoiuwtatol);

Most sacred (lepwtatol);

Lords and masters (Kuptot kal Aeomiotat);

Venerated bishops (npookuvntol Emiokorol);

Servants of the servants of God (doUAoL TV doUAwV ToU Oc0l);

Bishops of the Universal Church (Ermiokoriot TAg kaBoAou EkkAnciag);

Ministers of God (Aettoupyol @col);

Good servants (AyaBol BepdmovTeg);

Glorious and honorable fathers ('Evdo&ol kal Emnionuol matepeg);

Cultivators (I"ewpyol);

Blessed ones (MakdpLot);

Great ones (Meydhou);

Those who dig up, uproot, and plant (kataokdmntovteg, EKpLloUVTEG Kal KATAPUTEUOVTEQ);
Defenders of apostolic teachings (T@Wv ArMooToALKWV dOYHATWYV YTIEPUAXOL);

Those who appeared as abbots of the Churches through the election of divine grace (yrfigw THQ
Belag xdpitog avagavevteg Hyouuevol TV EKKANOLOV);

Salvation of Christians (Xwtnpia TV XpLoTiaviv);

Wonder-workers (Qaupatoupyoi);

Lawgivers, having received authority from apostolic authority (©eopobetal, €€ AnooToAlkNg
aubevTtiag Aapovteg v £€ouaiav);

Rulers of the priesthood (Apxovteg lepwouvng);

The least presidents of the Churches, reigning together with Christ (€AdxLotoL T@v EKKAnoLv
Mpdedpol, cuppacthevovteg TR XpLoT®)[99].

Most venerable (lMavoowwtatol);

St. Dositheus of Jerusalem explains the source from which he derived such a large number of

ecclesiastical titles and appellations: the menologia, the writings of the Holy Fathers, and the acts of the

councils[100]. The title “head” occupies the 20th place in the list of 109 names. Some of the titles

evidently repeat Divine names (“lights,

salt”), while others represent characteristic ranks of holiness

(fathers, apostles) or ranks of the ecclesiastical hierarchy (most holy, presidents, exarchs).



This list enumerates lofty epithets that may be applied not only to bishops, but also to other shepherds
who are most closely suited to episcopal ministry. Each of these exalted titles has its own history: some
appeared in ancient times, while others entered episcopal titulature during the second millennium, either
before or after the fall of Constantinople. Each title presupposes a high calling — through deed, word,
and thought — directed toward the spiritual enlightenment and pastoral care of the flock of God.

The fundamental meaning of all these appellations is to indicate the teachers of holiness in accordance
with the patristic understanding of hierarchy. Ideally, the representatives of the hierarchy — and
especially of the higher hierarchy — should themselves attain the spiritual heights to which they are
called to lead others. All these titles are, in essence, Christ-imitation, as can be seen from the examples
of the titles “wonder-worker”[101] and “head.”

It is also noteworthy that we are dealing here with a mixed list of ranks or titles belonging both to holy
persons and to hierarchical offices. This phenomenon is characteristic of earlier analogous (although

considerably shorter) lists as well. Thus, in the Apostolic Constitutions, the ranks of ecclesiastical
hierarchy and holiness are enumerated in a total number of sixteen:

1. the saints;

2. patriarchs;

3. prophets;

4. righteous ones;

5. apostles;

6. martyrs;

7. confessors;



8. bishops;

9. presbyters;

10. deacons;

11. subdeacons;

12. readers;

13. chanters;

14. virgins;

15. widows;

16. laypeople[102].

St. John Chrysostom urged that children should not be given names in honor of their ancestors — their
father, mother, grandfather, or great-grandfather — but rather in honor of the righteous, martyrs,
bishops, and apostles[103]. It is evident that bishops are mentioned among these three ranks of
holiness not merely as office-holders, but as holy persons — hierarchs.

St. Cyril of Alexandria, among other things, referred to the apostles and bishops as “the dogs of the
Lord,” as “guardians of the intelligible flock”[104].

St. Epiphanius of Cyprus, in turn, lists bishops, together with anchorites, among the most important
groups of clerics and saints within the Church[105].

Thus, the most detailed list of the ranks of hierarchy and holiness compiled by St. Dositheus excludes



the notion of a single primatial person within the Church, but rather emphasizes the idea of the
Areopagitic hierarchy, in which the representatives of one rank are completely equal in honor and do not
differ from one another by any special authority or power[106].

5. Hierarchy and Holiness

The emphasis on the holiness of the hierarchy is also confirmed by patristic exegesis of Acts 20:28:

“...Take heed therefore unto yourselves, and to all the flock, over which the Holy Spirit has made you
overseers, to shepherd the Church of the Lord and God, which He purchased with His own blood.”

In this verse, the Apostle Paul, addressing the presbyters from Ephesus who had come to him at his
invitation in Miletus, called them overseers/bishops of the Church. By the overseers/bishops, the Holy
Fathers and Christian writers understood:

e priests or shepherds who were utterly self-sacrificing and devoted, as, for example, in the
writings of St. Basil the Great[107];

¢ bishops[108];

¢ holy and God-bearing fathers. Thus, St. Nicephorus of Constantinople wrote of the saving
dogmas of “our venerable and God-bearing fathers, whom the Holy Spirit appointed for a time to
shepherd His Church and govern it"[109].

The exegesis of the verse Matthew 10:40 — “He who receives you receives Me; and he who receives
Me receives Him who sent Me...” (0 dexouevog Upag Epe dexetal kal 0 Epe dexduevog dEXETAL TOV
anooteilavtd Me) — is equally multifaceted. In its literal understanding, this verse referred to the
apostles[110]. In spiritual-contemplative exegesis, it could indicate the virtue of obedience[111], as well
as refer to particular groups of believers or ranks of the ecclesiastical hierarchy: monks[112],
priests[113], or holy persons in general[114]. St. Gregory Palamas interpreted it precisely in this way:
“He who receives you receives Me,” says the Lord. “Not at the same time concerning all, but concerning
one among all’[115]. The connection between the bishop and Christ, just as the connection between the
bishop and the Church as the Body of Christ, is exceedingly great. From this perspective, the bishop
cannot fail to be holy, or at least cannot fail to strive for holiness, since the bishop, as the head of the
small body of the Church, by definition must correspond as fully as possible to his exalted calling. The
idea of episcopal holiness is expressed with particular clarity in the prayer for the consecration of a
bishop, cited by St. Serapion of Thmuis[116]. Patriarch Gregory Il Mammas, moreover, applied the
verse Matthew 10:40 to every hierarch: “Every hierarch we call a successor of Christ and one who sits
upon the throne of my Christ and God. For He says: ‘He who receives you receives Me’ (Mt. 10:40), and:
‘He who hears you hears Me’ (Lk. 10:16)"[117].



This seemingly accidental blending in lists and variants of exegesis compels one to reflect on the
essence of the matter. Is it possible, among all the saints, to distinguish one who would be holier than
the others and could be called the imitator of Christ the Savior par excellence? If the answer to this
question is negative, one may ask an analogous question with regard to the hierarchy. Indeed, the
hierarchy is called a hierarchy precisely because it indicates the subordination of the lower ranks to the
higher ones; however, according to the sufficiently generally accepted theology of the Areopagitica, its
true center is Christ the Savior, who, according to the interpretation of the scholar René Roques[118],
acts as a double mediator or head — both of the ecclesiastical hierarchy (the Mediator between the
ecclesiastical and heavenly hierarchies) and of the heavenly hierarchy (the Mediator between the
heavenly hierarchy and God the Father). Can there be someone supreme beside Him Who is the true
way, and the truth, and the life (Jn. 14:6), and the Light?

6. Historical Summaries

1. The title “head” in the sense of an absolute leader and spiritual sovereign refers primarily to Christ the
Savior — as the “Head of the Church,” according to the theology of the Apostle Paul (see: Eph. 1:22;
5:23; Col. 1:18).

2. In the Orthodox tradition, the Church as the Body of Christ, with Jesus Christ as its Head, was the
bearer of Divine infallibility, which further strengthened the designation “Head” as the spiritual apex of
such infallibility.

3. The designation of a bishop as “head” in the 34th Apostolic Canon (4th century) became, on the one

hand, a direct indication of the special Christ-like character of episcopal authority, following the example
of apostolic authority, and, on the other hand, emphasized his governing role in the local Church among
the bishops and clergy subject to him — in an organic combination with their conciliar opinion.

4. The establishment of the metropolitan and patriarchal systems of Church governance led to the
clarification and multidimensional use of the title “head” with regard to the levels of episcopal,
metropolitan, and patriarchal administration in the East. In the West, Roman popes, as the sole rulers of
the Western Church, found it easier to call themselves heads, or rather, the head — in each particular
case.

5. The omnipotence of the Roman popes, permissible in itself but at times excessively ambitious,
created a dangerous precedent and example for the Patriarchs of Constantinople, who, after the falling
away of the Western part of Christianity in 1054, became first “in honor” within the tetrarchy of the



Eastern patriarchates (while theoretically considering themselves members of the pentarchy in the hope
of Rome’s repentance).

6. The main thrust of the Eastern polemicists against papal primacy, who constituted an overwhelming
majority in the East, consisted in their opposition to the remaining and growing claims of the Roman
popes to primacy, the right of appeal, and first place in the Roman papal Diptychs. In the event of their
repentance, it was theoretically possible to grant them or restore to them the primacy of honor in the
diptychs, whereas the right of appeal was not considered acceptable for them (although the Roman
popes sought to obtain it, seeing in it a real manifestation of primacy of authority).

7. As a result of the polemic against Western primacy, two directions or tendencies emerged, which
later became fully independent and no longer dependent upon the original impulse:

Representatives of the Eastern Autocephalous Orthodox Churches began to place particular emphasis
on the conciliarity and equality of these Churches, which allowed them to oppose to Roman primacy a
principle directly contrary to it. Within the framework of this foundational approach of Orthodox tradition,
which categorically excludes the principle of omnipotence, one could speak only of the primacy of honor
in the Diptychs (although in reality stronger and more independent Churches, due to political factors,
could possess temporary practical advantages) as the only theoretical distinction between Churches,
both ancient and those established at the end of the first and during the second millennium.

The Patriarchate of Constantinople, as the first in honor and the only patriarchate located within
Byzantium, which remained independent until a certain period, as well as the one who remained first
after Rome and therefore assumed the role of heir not only to the primacy criticized by the East but also
to the right of appeal, increasingly began to imitate the ambitions of the Roman Church — both because
of genuine practical needs and as a result of excessive ambition. However, these aspirations of the
Constantinopolitan See remained limited in nature. The period following the fall of Constantinople in
1453 allowed the Patriarchs of Constantinople to add to their existing claims to primacy of authority real
secular powers granted to them by the Ottoman regime (for which they had to pay with their freedom
and excessive accommodation — something particularly evident in their attitude toward the Greek
liberation movement of the 1820s).

In 1923, Patriarch Meletius (Metaxakis) of Constantinople attempted to compensate for the loss of
power within the Turkish state by expanding jurisdictions on the global stage (primarily at the expense of
certain parts of the former Russian Empire). Finally, in 2018, the unilateral granting of the Tomos to the
“Orthodox Church of Ukraine,” contrary to the position of the canonical Russian Orthodox Church in that
territory, marked the practical realization of that theoretical primacy which had been developed in
preceding decades by leading Constantinopolitan theologians, such as Metropolitan John Zizioulas, and



canonists, such as Metropolitan Gregory (Papathomas).

8. Modern canonists and theologians of the Phanar have attempted to skillfully substantiate the
necessity of the authority of the first in the earthly Church as absolute and not subject to any revision.
This justification has proved to be extremely subtle and difficult to refute. Thus, from their perspective, it
is impossible to convene an Ecumenical Council without the “first.” This “first” (that is, precisely the
Patriarch of Constantinople) seemingly performs only an organizational role at such a Council; however,
the organizer becomes the head, the leader, and, in essence, the presiding authority, “hierarchically”
greater than all other primates, among whom their own rather significant hierarchical gradations arise
(the division between members of the pentarchy and the Autocephalous Churches established in the
Balkans). Yet the Ecumenical Council is the bearer of infallible revealed divine truth. It is precisely the
Ecumenical Council that constitutes the highest criterion on earth — in its divine-human and synergistic
structure. Could such an organ truly possess a ruling figure besides God Himself?

7. Critique of the Primacy of Honor and Authority

The primacy of Constantinople appears to be greater than that of Rome, since its ideologues in reality
claim absolute universality (while diplomatically refraining from directly entering into the jurisdiction of
Rome, which serves as a model for them but has not yet been reunited with them).

The primacy of honor has its foundation in the conciliar canonical order of the Church, whereas the
primacy of authority in the East proceeds from temporary practice and “customary law,” which has not
been received by the other Autocephalous Churches or has been accepted only partially, but in any
case not by all.

Primacy is not another organic aspect of conciliarity, but rather enters into a strong and insurmountable
contradiction with the principle of conciliarity.

The polemic against Roman ambitions and the distortion of doctrine has become a tradition of the
Orthodox East, which has preserved its methodology with a particular emphasis on the immutability of
Tradition, to which nothing may be added and from which nothing ought to be taken away.

The principle of the immutability of Tradition obliges one not to introduce a new universally accepted
canonical norm of primacy (as Metropolitan John Zizioulas introduces it), which, when consistently
implemented, leads to schism, although in itself it may also be regarded as heresy (if, according to



Metropolitan John, canonical order proceeds or ought to proceed from dogmatics).

The canonical teaching concerning the necessity of a first in honor and authority within the earthly
Church, toward which the new theology of the Patriarchate of Constantinople tends, comes into
categorical contradiction with Christology, as was noted by Orthodox polemicists primarily in relation to
papal primacy.

The critique of papal primacy is, in essence, also a critique of Eastern primacy. The absence of a
Trinitarian or Christological heresy does not justify the idea of an excessive primacy of the Phanar,
which, considered in the totality of its consequences for Orthodox unity, constitutes in itself a dark page
in the history of the universal Church.

The absence of reflection among Constantinopolitan canonists and theologians, as well as their
unwillingness to revise the theory of primacy, indicates, among other things, their arbitrary approach to
Tradition — rejected in certain respects and excessively reinterpreted in others — which nevertheless
retains its life-giving power and significance according to the theory and practice of the Autocephalous
Orthodox Churches (including many faithful of the Greek Orthodox Church who understand the
“lawlessness” of arbitrariness concentrated in the hands of one person).

Conclusion

Is this article not excessive in its pathos of denying something obvious and significant? It would appear
that the observations presented here are drawn from reliable sources, important and authoritative for
Byzantium itself. The final conclusion is as follows: the primacy of honor and authority contradicts the
very tradition of the Orthodox East.

The term “head” itself may be used of a superior of any rank; however, if this term is understood in an
absolute sense, it may become — and does become — an obstacle between the believing soul and
Christ, Who revealed to the entire world the true example of humility and greatness for all ages to come.
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