A Rational Case for Eastern Orthodoxy

Is Belonging to the Orthodox Church Rationally Justified?

Yes — and the justification is not merely defensive. A serious engagement with the Catholic-Orthodox
question, and to a lesser degree with the competing claims of Oriental Orthodoxy, pursued through
the strongest available apologetics on each side, the official dialogue documents, and the hard historical
cases that most treatments avoid or minimize, arrives at conclusions that serious scholars on competing
sides partially concede. But more fundamentally, Orthodox Christianity commends itself not merely
by demonstrating that Rome overreaches, but by articulating a positive theological vision with deep
roots in the Gospel, the Fathers, and the conciliar tradition. That vision, not the historical critique
alone, is what carries the argument. The argument has a unifying thread: the principle of synergy —
that God works #hrongh creaturely participation rather than znstead of it. Applied to ecclesiology, the
Church’s recognition of truth is constitutive when the whole Body receives it, not merely confirmatory
of what a single authority has already settled. The apparent messiness of conciliar history is, on this
reading, evidence of the model’s authenticity: it looks the way it does because the Spirit is genuinely
working through human freedom rather than bypassing it.

The document’s structure follows a deliberate logic. Section I engages the biblical texts on Petrine
primacy and ecclesial authority, beginning there because all three traditions affirm Scripture as
foundational and because Rome’s distinctive claims rest substantially on a particular reading of these
texts. Section 1I examines the historical record of the first millennium and its aftermath — the essential
arena for this dispute, since each tradition claims to be the authentic heir of the undivided Church, and
that claim is susceptible to evaluation on criteria all three accept. The biblical and historical case is
where Hastern Orthodoxy’s argument is strongest. Section 11 addresses the Filiogue — the sharpest
single doctrinal expression of the structural rupture documented in Section II, where canonical,
historical, and theological objections converge on the same departure from the common inheritance.
Sections 171" then set out the positive theological vision: the synodal model of the Church and the
Palamite doctrine of God, which are not merely reactions to Latin developments but coherent
expressions of the apostolic inheritance in their own right. Seczion 17T addresses Otiental Orthodoxy’s
distinct claim to pre-Chalcedonian continuity, which requires separate engagement. Section 111
addresses miracles as motives of credibility — a prominent and increasingly sophisticated line of
argument in contemporary Catholic internet apologetics that deserves rigorous treatment on its own
terms. Seczzon 1111 turns to objections raised against Eastern Orthodoxy itself. Section IX draws a final
distinction between the stable theological question this document has pursued and the contingent
question of which local community is the present best fit. Seczion X addresses the epistemic burden:
what honest inquiry into this question actually requires.

Throughout, this case deliberately prioritizes criteria that all three traditions affirm in principle: the
Vincentian canon, the hermeneutical primacy of the first millennium, the doctrinal authority of the
ancient ecumenical councils, and the normative character of patristic consensus. On these shared
grounds, Eastern Orthodoxy carries the lighter burden of proof. Broader theological and practical



considerations introduce additional complexities, but they do not overturn the foundational continuity
case.

I. Biblical Foundations of Petrine Primacy and Ecclesial Authority

Catholic apologetics have long presented a focused biblical argument for a unique, perpetual Petrine
office of supreme headship and protective infallibility, centered especially on three key passages:
Matthew 16:18-19, Luke 22:31-32, and John 21:15-17. These texts highlight Peter’s prominence and
deserve to be engaged at their strongest, without caricature or evasion. Before turning to the historical
developments examined in the sections that follow, it is essential to read these passages in their full
canonical context and in light of the Church’s received patristic interpretation.

Catholic presentations rightly note that Matthew 16:18-19, addressed to a Jewish audience, draws on
the vivid imagery of Isaiah 22:20-22, where Eliakim receives the “key of the house of David” as prime
minister and steward. Peter is renamed “Rock,” given the keys of the Kingdom of heaven, and the
authority to bind and loose. Luke 22:31-32 shows Jesus praying specifically for Peter that his faith may
not fail, so that he might strengthen his brethren. In John 21, after the miraculous catch, Peter hauls
the unbroken net ashore — a powerful symbol of unity — and receives the threefold commission to
feed the lambs and tend the sheep. Across the Gospels, Peter is named first, speaks for the group, and
exercises a clear representative role. These patterns, it is argued, point to a singular servant headship
that continues through successors.

Eastern Orthodoxy receives this Petrine primacy without hesitation or diminution. Peter is indeed the
paradigmatic rock, the first recipient of the keys, the spokesman for the apostles, and the one charged
with a leading pastoral ministry. Yet this primacy is one of honor, service, and coordination within the
apostolic college, not a monarchical supremacy with immediate universal jurisdiction or a personal
infallibility. Authority in the Church is sacramental and conciliar, exercised in communion under Christ
the sole Head (Ephesians 5:23; Colossians 1:18). The Church is built upon Christ the cornerstone and
the foundation of the apostles and prophets as a whole (Ephesians 2:20; Revelation 21:14).

Reading Matthew 16 within its immediate Matthean context clarifies the point. The Isaianic typology
is fitting: the keys represent stewardship and authority within the new Temple that is the Church. Peter
receives them first as the paradigmatic confessor whose faith is revealed by the Father. However, the
passage sits within Jesus’ critique of misused authority and flows directly into Matthew 18, where the
identical language of binding and loosing is given in the plural to the apostolic college and the local
church gathered in Christ’s name. There, disputes are brought to “the church,” and Christ promises
His presence “where two or three are gathered in my name.”

This conciliar principle is powerfully prefigured on the Mount of Transfiguration in Matthew 17,
immediately following the confession at Caesarea Philippi. Just as Moses received his authority on Sinai
through the divine theophany in the cloud, so the apostles’ new chain of authority begins with those
who behold God incarnate. Jesus takes Peter, James, and John — the inner circle of three — up the
mountain. There they witness His divine glory, the appearing of Moses and Elijah (representing the
prophetic tradition rooted in theophanic encounters), and hear the voice of the Father. The
Transfiguration functions as the New Covenant counterpart to Sinai: an ordination-like scene in which



authority is confirmed through participatory vision of God rather than through isolated delegation.
Even in this most intimate revelation, the divine encounter and commissioning vision are shared
among the three, who then descend together to rejoin the rest of the disciples. The pattern reinforces
that Christ is present and reveals Himself — and bestows authority — in the gathering of the apostolic
college, however small, rather than through one isolated figure.

John 20:19-23 further actualizes this shared authority: the risen Lord breathes the Holy Spirit upon
the apostles collectively and grants them power to forgive or retain sins. Peter is first as type, but the
authority is participatory and distributed.

Matthew 28:18-20, the Great Commission, extends this same pattern into the Church’s perpetual
mission. Christ’s declaration that “all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” is
followed by a commission addressed to “the eleven disciples” collectively, sealed with a promise of
enduring presence: “and behold, I am with you always, even to the end of the age.” The “you’ here,
as throughout this cluster of texts, is plural. The promise’s evident perpetuity is sometimes read as
requiring an ongoing personal successor to anchor it, since Peter did not live to the end of the age. But
the text supplies its own answer to what continues the promise, and it is not singular: the commission
and the presence attending it are given to the apostolic college as such, the same body whose plural
authority Matthew 18 and John 20 already establish. Nothing in the passage isolates Peter as the
mechanism of transmission, and the inference that would require a perpetual personal successor to
Peter would, applied consistently, require one to each of the eleven. The perpetuity actually promised
belongs to apostolic ministry exercised in communion, not to a single continuing chair.

Michael Patrick Barber’s article “Jesus as the Davidic Temple Builder and Petet’s Priestly Role in
Matthew 16:16-19” (Journal of Biblical Literature 132/4, 2013) demonstrates that Matthew 16:16-19 is
best understood within Matthew’s Davidic Christology. Jesus is consistently portrayed as the Son of
David who fulfills temple-building expectations. The promise to “build” the church upon the rock
evokes these Davidic traditions, with the church presented as the new temple community. In this
context, Peter’s role takes on priestly dimensions. Jesus’ bestowal of the keys echoes Isaiah 22, where
Eliakim receives the key of the house of David and is clothed in garments associated with the high
priest. Ancient Jewish interpreters recognized Eliakim’s priestly status, linking the “key of the
sanctuary” to his office. Binding and loosing align with priestly responsibilities of teaching, judging,
and mediating forgiveness. Barber concludes that Matthew 16 institutes the episcopacy: Peter receives
paradigmatic priestly authority as steward in the new temple, but the same authority is extended
collegially to the apostles and their successors, the bishops. Apostolic Canon 34 — the ancient conciliar
canon requiring that a primate not act outside his own diocese without the consent of the brother
bishops, just as the brother bishops may not act without the archbishop — gives this collegial-priestly
model its canonical expression: the primate facilitates and convenes, but cannot override the synod
that gives his decisions their universal force.

The patristic consensus richly supports this priestly and episcopal reading. St. Cyprian of Carthage, in
On the Unity of the Church, grounds the entire episcopate in Peter as the source of unity: although a like
power is given to all the apostles, a primacy is shown in Peter “whereby it is made clear that there is
but one Church and one chair,” with the chair of Peter manifested in every lawful bishop in his own
see. St. John Chrysostom stresses that the Church is built upon Peter’s confession of faith,
underscoring the participatory nature of the authority. St. Augustine, in his Retractations, clarifies that



“the rock was Christ... Peter, having confessed Him, was called Rock,” directing attention to Christ
as the true foundation while honoring Petet’s representative role. St. Ambrose states with precision
that Peter’s was “the primacy of confession, not of honor; the primacy of belief, not of rank” — a
formulation that names everything the Orthodox tradition affirms and everything it denies about the
Petrine office.

In Luke 22, Jesus prays for Peter amid the apostles’ dispute over greatness, so that after turning back
he might strengthen his brethren. Satan seeks to sift “you all” (plural). This special strengthening is real
and models the bishop’s ministry of confirmation, yet it occurs within the shared apostolic burden.

In John 21, the threefold commission — “Feed my lambs... Tend my sheep... Feed my sheep” —
entrusts Peter with the high-priestly task of shepherding the one flock under Christ. Yet what the
patristic tradition emphasizes about this episode is instructive. The dominant interpretation — found
in Cyril of Alexandria, Theodore of Mopsuestia, and Augustine, and incorporated into Orthodox
liturgical use in the Synaxarion reading for the Feast of Sts. Peter and Paul — understands the threefold
commission primarily as a restoration of Peter to the apostleship from which he had, through his
threefold denial, fallen: a threefold confession as remedy for a threefold denial. Cyril writes explicitly
that Christ “heals the one who has suffered evil” and that the commission constitutes “a renewal as it
were of the apostleship already given to him.”

The 1848 Encyclical of the Eastern Patriarchs states this formally: “our divine Fathers, with one accord,
teach that the sense of the thrice-repeated command, ‘Feed my sheep,” implied no prerogative in St.
Peter over the other Apostles, least of all in his successors. It was a simple restoration to his
Apostleship, from which he had fallen by his thrice-repeated denial.” The term Chrysostom uses for
what Peter receives — prostasia — is placed by Lampe’s Patristic Greek Lexicon under “patronage and
protection,” not “authority to command,” and Chrysostom immediately adds that Peter and John
“together were about to take upon themselves the guardianship of the world.” Peter’s own authoritative
interpretation of his commission confirms this collegial reading. In 1 Peter 5:1-2 he addresses elders
simply as a “fellow eldet” (sympresbyteros) and instructs them using the identical verb he had received
from Christ: “Feed (poimanate) the flock of God which is among you.” His application of his own
commission to the shared ministry of all elders is the clearest possible indication that the charge of
John 21 was not understood as conferring a unique right of command.

Even granting the fullest possible primacy to Peter across these passages, it remains a significant stretch
to derive from them the specific claims defined at Vatican 1. The New Testament consistently embeds
Peter’s role within a broader synodal and conciliar framework — seen in the plural grant of binding
and loosing (Matthew 18), the shared bestowal of the Spirit and authority to forgive sins (John 20), the
council of Jerusalem (Acts 15), and the pattern of shared apostolic governance. This biblical reading
— grounded in canonical context, temple ecclesiology, and patristic consensus — affirms a genuine
Petrine primacy of service and supports the historical examination that follows: Rome’s claims
represent a structural development not continuous with the undivided Church.



II. The Historical Case Against Rome’s Claims

1. The Pastor Aeternus problem is not cosmetic

The three layers of Vatican I’s claims — ex cathedra infallibility, the judicial supremacy of §8, and
foundational indefectibility — each face a different, serious historical challenge. Honorius undermines
indefectibility: condemned as Pope for hetresy transmitted through his official correspondence by the
Sixth Ecumenical Council. Vigilius’s First Constitutum meets the formal criteria for an ex cathedra act set
out by Bishop Vincent Gasser in his official 7e/atio to Vatican I — the authoritative conciliar explanation
of what the definition means — and was still wrong and reversed. Constantinople II’s
excommunication of the reigning pope directly contradicts §8’s flat claim that no one may pass
judgment on the Apostolic See.

The same council makes the deeper challenge more precise. Vigilius had issued his first Constitutum as
a decree that was “final and left no room for discussion,” implying — in the words of Richard Price’s
critical edition of the Acts — “that his own authority surpassed that of any council.” The Horvos of the
Eighth Session (2 June 553) responded directly. The bishops recalled that even the Apostles, “though
they abounded with the grace of the Holy Spirit so that they did not need the advice of others over
what had to be transacted,” nevertheless “had no wish to decide in any other way the question that
was mooted, whether the Gentiles ought to be circumcised, before they met together” (4.3). The
council then articulated a positive principle: “For neither is it permissible in the case of the faith for
anyone to anticipate the judgement of the church in her totality, since each person needs the help of
his neighbour” — supporting this with Solomon’s “Two are better than one” (Ecclesiastes 4:9) and
Christ’s promise to be present “wherever two or three are gathered in my name” (4.5). Price notes that
in Surius’s sixteenth-century edition, this passage was replaced with a version “less shocking to Roman
ears.” The revision speaks to the passage’s force. A Catholic interlocutor might object that 4.5 is
hortatory preamble aimed at a recalcitrant pope rather than a binding doctrinal canon. This does not
resolve the problem. First, the statement appears in the Horos itself — the council’s primary summary
decree — not a procedural aside. Second, the condemnation of the Three Chapters that Rome accepts
as authoritative output is in the same Eighth Session document; accepting one while dismissing the
other requires a distinction the Horos does not draw. Third, Vigilius eventually accepted the council’s
decrees including the Horos; his successor Pelagius I justified that acceptance to Rome as “a general
council’s verdict accepted by the whole world.” Fourth, to say the passage is invalid because there was
no papal confirmation is viciously circular: it uses precisely the unilateral authority the passage says
cannot be so exercised. Both Rome and Orthodoxy accept Constantinople 11 as an ecumenical council.
The council’s Horos states that it is not permissible for anyone to anticipate the judgement of the
Church in her totality. Vatican I states that the pope may always freely exercise ordinary and immediate
jurisdiction over the whole Church without any such conciliar restraint. Both cannot be correct.

Pastor Aeternus states the clash in its own words, not merely by implication: “The sentence of the
Apostolic See (than which there is no higher authority) is not subject to revision by anyone, nor may
anyone lawfully pass judgment thereupon. And so they stray from the genuine path of truth who
maintain that it is lawful to appeal from the judgments of the Roman pontiffs to an ecumenical council
as if this were an authority superior to the Roman Pontiff.” This clause is broader than the
indefectibility or ex cathedra clauses discussed above: it forecloses appeal to a council on any matter



falling under the pope’s jurisdiction, not only infallible definitions. Constantinople II’s Horos and Pastor
Aeternus’s chapter 3 are not two documents that merely place their emphasis differently; they make
direct and contrary claims about whether final judgment in the Church rests with a council or with a
single see, and no harmonizing reading of “ordinary and immediate jurisdiction” softens this specific
clause, since it is the very possibility of conciliar recourse, not merely its practical exercise, that Pastor
Aeternus rules out.

The rescue maneuver for all three — retrospective identification of “the real teaching” by what
survived reception — is functionally identical to the Orthodox consensus model. The defense saves
the formula of Pastor Aeternus by hollowing out the content that distinguishes it from Orthodox
ecclesiology. Once the reception-based trescue is invoked, the concession has been made that the
framework — not the office — was doing the work all along.

Furthermore, the indefectibility claim functions as the evidentiary foundation for everything else in
Gasset’s relatio— his argument that the historical record itself shows the See of Rome has “never been
the seat of error.” This is an unconditional synchronic claim. The moment it is rescued via a reception-
based escape — redefining “the teaching of the Apostolic See” as the retrospective subset validated by
conciliar reception — it becomes true of any see or tradition operating under conciliar reception. The
indefectibility claim, once rescued, no longer marks Rome as distinctive.

The problem of Honorius sharpens in light of what Constantinople III’s own proceedings reveal. Pope
Agatho’s letter to that council asserts that the faith of Peter’s successors “remains free from all error”
— the document from which Catholics derive their strongest claim of papal indefectibility. Yet this
same council simultaneously condemned Honorius by name as a transmitter of heresy, and Pope Leo
11, accepting the council’s acts, stated explicitly that Honorius “agreed that the immaculate rule of
apostolic tradition which he received from his predecessors be contaminated.” The very council whose
acclamation “Peter has spoken through Agatho” is invoked to demonstrate papal indefectibility also
condemned a previous pope for defiling that same tradition. On Craig Truglia’s careful reading in The
Rise and Fall of the Papacy: An Orthodox Perspective (Uncut Mountain Press, 2023), Agatho’s honorifics
were “broadly worded enough to permit the interpretation they apply to the Church in a general sense”
— it is “the orthodox faith,” not any local institution, that “remains free from all error.” The paradox
is not resolved by the material/formal heresy distinction, a post-medieval device of which the council
itself shows no awareness.

This same anachronism appears in a specific and currently-circulating form. Contemporary defenders
sometimes point to Agatho’s own “woe is me” passage — “woe is me, if I neglect to preach the truth
of my Lord... woe is me, if I cover over with silence the truth” — as evidence that Agatho himself
distinguished a pope’s personal liability to error from the See’s protected public teaching, since he
expresses real fear of failure in the same letter that claims Roman indefectibility. The text does not
support the distinction it is asked to carry. Agatho’s fear is not of some private lapse severable from
his office; it is fear of failing at exactly the public task he has just credited his predecessors with
succeeding at — preaching against the Monothelite heresy without concession or silence. The passage
invokes the same public arena throughout, with no signal that Agatho is carving out a category of error
his office does not reach. The most honest reading is not a resolved distinction but an unsystematized
tension, held without contradiction being felt as such: a scriptural confidence that the Petrine promise
secures the See’s public teaching, alongside a vivid, personal awareness that he, the man presently



occupying it, might fail to live up to that same public charge. Contemporary Catholic apologetics
confirms rather than resolves this pattern: a recent, serious defense of the Honorius case concludes,
after granting that the condemnation and Agatho’s claim stand in genuine tension, only that the
Catholic Church “has even the potential to resolve this tension” left by the first millennium — a retreat
from resolution to promissory deferral, and an implicit admission that the tension remains exactly that:
unresolved, not merely apparent.

A different line of defense skips the material/formal question and Agatho’s letter entirely, and denies
that Honorius’s own words contain error — reading “one will” as excluding only sinful concupiscence,
not the two operations, and treating his request that Sergius and Sophronius drop the disputed
terminology as an ill-judged silence rather than a doctrinal act. This too does not survive the council’s
own language. Constantinople 11I’s anathema names Honorius alongside Sergius, Cyrus, Pyrrhus, and
Paul as one who “followed” their teaching — a doctrinal verb, not a disciplinary one — and even
Domenico Palmieri’s determined defense of Honorius in his De Romano Pontifice cum Prolegomeno de
Ecclesia (Glachetti, 1891), written within a generation of Vatican I by a theologian formed in its
immediate aftermath, concedes that the condemnation “cannot be proved spurious” and was, at most,
“sufficiently probable” rather than certain. A defense that must re-adjudicate, on philological grounds
and centuries after the fact, what an ecumenical council meant by its own anathema is not a stronger
position than the reception-based rescue; it is the same rescue in different clothing.

A further structural argument clarifies what is and is not at stake. What the first-millennium texts
attribute to the Bishop of Rome is an appe/late jurisdiction — the authority of a final court of appeal to
which cases are brought from lower courts — rather than the ordinary, immediate jurisdiction that Vatican
I defines. When Maximus the Confessor speaks of the Roman See receiving power to “bind and loose”
over the whole world, he specifies that this authority derives not only from the Apostle Peter but “also
from the canons and the synods of the churches” — a formulation that directly contradicts Vatican I’s
insistence that the authority is intrinsic to the Petrine office independently of conciliar sanction. When
Pope Nicholas I intervened in the Photian affair (858—880), he did so as the recipient of an appeal
from Patriarch Ignatius, acting within his canonical role as universal court of appeal — not unilaterally
reaching into the internal affairs of the Constantinopolitan church. The canons of the Council of
Sardica — the one ancient council where Eastern and Western bishops together addressed the Roman
see’s relation to the other sees — define the Roman bishop’s prerogative in precisely appellate terms:
he hears appeals from all Christendom, but cases must come to him through the lower courts. Vatican
Us ordinary, immediate, and universal jurisdiction — the right to act in any matter, at any time, without
awaiting appeal or coordinating with the local hierarchy — has no parallel in this framework. The
difference is not prudential restraint but canonical structure: the first-millennium Church gave the
Roman see the power to hear everything brought to it, not the power to reach into every church at
will. That the Bishop of Rome heads the churches, presides in love, and bears a unique Petrine ministry
— these the Orthodox tradition does not deny. The question is whether Vatican I’s specific definition
of that ministry as ordinary, immediate, and unconditional is continuous with what the first millennium
understood it to be, or whether it is a post-schism development that the evidence of that same
millennium decisively contradicts.

The Catholic rejoinder, again pressed most fully by Palmieri, argues from the same council to the
opposite conclusion: that the very right to receive appeals — from bishops, and, Palmieri insists, from
individual clerics and laity bypassing their own bishop entirely — presupposes an ordinary and



immediate jurisdiction over each of the faithful, of which the appellate procedure is merely one
regulated exercise rather than the whole extent of the right. This inference does not survive
examination of what Sardica’s own canons actually authorize. The canons permit a deposed bishop to
request that Rome either confirm the judgment of the provincial synod or order a new trial conducted
by neighboring bishops, with Roman legates present if the pope wishes; nothing in the text allows
Rome to try the case in its own tribunal to a final personal sentence, and the second trial is explicitly
left to the bishops of the accused’s own province. The canons were also proposed as an emergency
remedy for a specific, named abuse — the uncanonical depositions of Athanasius and Marcellus under
Eusebian pressure — which is why the East, while treating them as binding law, consistently cited
them as an appendix to the Nicene canons rather than as a general theory of Roman jurisdiction, the
very asymmetry Palmieri has to explain away rather than derive from the text. If the right to hear
appeals through canonically regulated channels already implied unlimited ordinary jurisdiction, the
fourth-century Roman see itself shows no awareness of possessing it: Pope Julius I’s defense of
Athanasius, delivered the decade before Sardica, argues from custom and courtesy — asking whether
the case ought not to have been referred to Rome for a just sentence — not from a claimed right to
try the case in Rome unasked. A jurisdiction that its own earliest claimants argue for as customary
courtesy rather than assert as an inherent prerogative is not yet the jurisdiction Vatican I defines.

Canon 6 of Nicaea deserves the same direct engagement, since it is often read as evidence that Rome’s
authority needed no canonical establishment because it was already understood as universal, while
Alexandria’s and Antioch’s needed defining because theirs was merely regional. The canon’s own
language cuts the other way. It grants Alexandria jurisdiction over Egypt, Libya, and Pentapolis “since
the like is customary for the bishop of Rome also” — invoking Rome’s practice as the standard of
comparison for a jurisdiction the canon is careful to define in regional terms. Rufinus of Aquileia’s
contemporary Latin translation makes the scope explicit, specifying that what is customary for the
bishop of Rome concerns the suburbicarian churches — his own metropolitan authority over central
and southern Italy, a determinate territory, not the whole Church; this suburbicarian vicariate persisted
as a specific, bounded jurisdiction for centuries afterward. An analogy only works if its two terms are
of the same kind: citing Rome’s regional practice to settle Alexandria’s regional jurisdiction only makes
sense if Rome’s own authority, in the council’s understanding, was of that same regional kind. If Nicaea
had understood Rome to hold a categorically different, universal jurisdiction, invoking it as the measure
for a merely regional grant would prove nothing about Alexandria’s case at all. The silence about Rome
is not evidence that a larger claim went undefined because it was self-evident; it is evidence that Rome’s
authority, like Alexandria’s, was already a settled regional jurisdiction requiring no fresh definition —
distinct from the genuinely first-millennium-attested appellate role already discussed above.

2. The consensus-based model describes how doctrine actually worked

Victor I backed down on the Paschal controversy. Stephen I lost the rebaptism controversy and the
African church remained fully ecclesial throughout its defiance of Rome. Vigilius capitulated to a
council that had formally excommunicated him. Leo’s Tome was received by Chalcedon — but the
council’s own process of verifying it against Scripture and tradition was part of what gave it authority.

A Catholic response sometimes invokes the pre-1054 periods of Eastern separation from Rome as
evidence of Roman consistency and Eastern instability: from Constantine to Nicaea II (787), the
Eastern Church was outside communion with Rome for over 200 years across five disputes, and in



each case, Catholic apologists argue, Rome stood for orthodoxy while Constantinople strayed. The
argument is historically serious but cuts in the wrong direction. In the Arian period, orthodoxy was
vindicated at Constantinople I (381) — a council, not a papal decree. In the Acacian schism (484-519),
the resolution came when Constantinople returned to Chalcedon under a new emperor and patriarch;
the mechanism was again conciliar and political, not submission to Roman authority as such. Most
importantly, the Monothelite period ended at Constantinople 111 (681), which condemned Honorius
the Roman pope for transmitting heresy — the very example central to Section II’s argument. And the
Iconoclast dispute was resolved definitively at Nicaea I, requiring agreement across the communion,
with the papal legates present as participants in a council rather than as its sufficient authority. In each
case, the mechanism that vindicated orthodoxy was precisely the conciliar and patristic consensus that
the Orthodox model defends. Rome’s consistent positions across these disputes are fully compatible
with the Orthodox understanding: the Roman see was a reliable participant in the consensus, and when
a Roman pope deviated — as Honorius did — the council corrected him. The pre-1054 record does
not show a Church that required Roman authority to find its way back to truth; it shows the conciliar
mechanism working exactly as the Orthodox describe it.

Truglia’s study demonstrates that this consensus mechanism was not a later or emergency arrangement
but the operative principle from the beginning. In every second and third-century controversy —
Paschal dating, the rebaptism dispute, the Novatian schism, the deposition of Paul of Samosata — the
side that prevailed was the side that secured the consent of nearly all the churches.

Truglia’s reading of the Victor I episode deserves direct engagement because it is the episode Erick
Ybarra, in The Papacy: Revisiting the Debate Between Catholics and Orthodoxe (Emmaus Academic, 2022),
identifies as the earliest evidence of a pope claiming something recognizable as universal jurisdiction.
Ybarra’s argument is that Victor attempted to excommunicate “the churches of Asia from the common
unity” — not merely from Roman communion — and that even hostile witnesses concede this went
beyond a bishop’s ordinary power. Truglia’s counter-reading, grounded in detailed examination of the
primary sources, is that the controversy was primarily about disputed apostolic primacy in Asia Minor,
not universal Roman jurisdiction. The Asian churches claimed that their Quartodeciman practice of
celebrating Easter on 14 Nisan — regardless of the day of the week — descended from the apostle
John himself, and therefore represented genuine apostolic tradition equally with the Roman practice.
Victor’s response was a reaction to this implicit claim that the Asian tradition constituted “the rule of
faith” on par with Rome’s — a claim that, if accepted, would have meant two equally authoritative
apostolic traditions existed on the same question. His intervention was an attempt to assert the
superiority of the Roman tradition against a rival apostolic claim, not an exercise of universal immediate
jurisdiction over the Asian churches. The outcome confirms the consensus-model reading: the broader
Chutch, led by Irenacus of Lyons, pushed back against Victor’s threatened excommunication and the
communion was maintained without Rome’s position prevailing.

Stephen I’s dispute with Cyprian over rebaptism deserves the same direct engagement. Palmieri’s
defense holds that nothing binding was at stake, since Stephen never formally “defined” the question,
and Cyprian, on this reading, only ever resisted a disciplinary claim rather than a doctrinal one. Neither
side actually treated it that way. Cyprian grounds his own practice in “the ordinance of divine
disposition” — the language of revealed warrant, not local custom he happened to prefer. And
Firmilian of Caesarea’s letter to Cyprian (Letter 75) reports that Stephen grounded his own side of the
argument the same way, “contending that he holds by succession the throne of Peter, on which the



foundations of the Church were laid.” A dispute in which both parties invoke a higher authority to
settle a question of practice is not, on either side’s own understanding, the merely disciplinary
disagreement Palmieri’s second move requires it to be. And the claim’s actual reception confirms the
reading: Firmilian, one of the most respected bishops of his generation, did not defer to it; he called it
“open and manifest folly.”

A. Edward Siecienski’s historical study The Papacy and the Orthodox: Sources and History of a Debate (Oxford
University Press, 2017) confirms the broader pattern: even when Eastern theologians heaped
extravagant praise on Rome — Maximus the Confessor, Theodore the Studite — this did not translate
into the conciliar structures operating on Vatican I’s model. The Byzantine churches “understood and
interpreted papal primacy chiefly within the context of the pentarchy” — a network of five apostolic
sees ordered by honor, in which Rome held the first place without claiming to govern the others by
ordinary immediate jurisdiction. Rome, as Siecienski notes, “never truly having embraced the
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pentarchical system, interpreted its primacy quite differently.” This divergence in operative
ecclesiological logic is not resolved by accumulating patristic encomia to Rome; it is the very question

at issue.

3. The network model and the Vincentian canon — objective criteria for canonicity

The most serious Catholic apologetic argument is the canonicity challenge: if there is no single objective
criterion identifying where the Church is, what distinguishes canonical Orthodoxy from any schismatic
sect? The answer operates at two levels.

Ecclesiologically: the Church is the maximal connected component, traceable by unbroken succession to
the founding assembly at Jerusalem, identifiable through mutual episcopal commemoration — their
bishops name each other in the diptychs, concelebrate, and accept each other’s sacraments as valid.
Unity is a property of the relational network, not of any single node within it. The negative, procedural
test for canonicity — was a formal act of severance ratified by the broader network? — is historically
checkable without requiring a positive real-time certification of doctrinal content. Personal teaching
failure and formal network-severance are different events, which is why Honorius and Vigilius
remained canonical bishops of Rome even when their teaching was erroneous or under conciliar
correction.

Epistemologically: the criterion for identifying true doctrine is the consensus-based epistemology
articulated classically by Vincent of Lérins — “the faith which has been believed everywhere, always,
by all” (wbique, semper, ab omnibus). This Vincentian canon was not an abstract principle but the operative
mechanism by which the early Church actually identified authentic apostolic tradition.

These two criteria — network canonicity and Vincentian epistemology — function together. Neither
criterion requires a single hub; both are distributed, checkable, and historically grounded. As Gasset’s
relatio makes clear, even the hub model’s answer requires sorting papal utterances by whether they were
subsequently received — which is the consensus criterion operating at a single node rather than across
the whole network.

The formulation of the Creed’s own language supplies an ironic and decisive confirmation of both
criteria holding independently of a single hub. The First Council of Constantinople (381), which gave
the phrase “one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church” its conciliar form, was presided over by Meletius
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of Antioch — a bishop who was, at the time, not in communion with Rome. Rome and Alexandria
recognized his rival Paulinus as the legitimate occupant of the see; the Catholic East, including all three
Cappadocian Fathers, stood behind Meletius regardless. Even sympathetic Catholic historians have
found this difficult to explain away: the seventeenth-century French ecclesiastical historian Louis-
Sébastien Le Nain de Tillemont, in his Mémoires pour servir a Ibistoire ecclésiastique des six premiers siecles,
observed that if communion with Rome at death were the criterion of sanctity, the Roman
Martyrology’s own inclusion of Meletius, along with St. Elias of Jerusalem and St. Daniel the Stylite,
would have to be struck. Whatever “one” meant to the bishops who wrote it into the Creed at this
council, it did not mean a college that dissolved the moment one of its members fell out of communion
with Rome — since the council responsible for the word was chaired by exactly such a member. The
Creed this same council produced went on to satisfy the Vincentian standard as fully as any text in
Christian history — received everywhere, always, by all — a doctrinal triumph entirely independent of
the network question its own presiding bishop’s status raises. The two criteria this document has
proposed are not merely compatible in principle; Constantinople I shows them operating apart from
each other in the same event.

The Meletian schism was neither minor nor new even at that moment: by 381 it had already divided
Antioch’s own Nicene party for two decades, and full reconciliation between the rival successions did
not come until 415, more than three decades after the council closed. An internal fracture that old and
that persistent did not stop the fathers gathered at Constantinople from rightly proclaiming the Church
one, holy, catholic, and apostolic; the same logic extends to any communion facing an unresolved
internal schism today, a case this document treats at length in Section VIIIL.

What, then, did make the Church one, if neither communion with Rome nor the absence of internal
fracture was the criterion? Patristic theology locates unity in the convergence of one faith received
from the apostles and kept without alteration, one valid priesthood transmitting it through unbroken
succession, and the one Eucharist these two together make possible — which does not merely
symbolize a unity already achieved elsewhere but constitutes the many local assemblies as a single Body,
as Paul’s own grammar in 1 Corinthians 10:17 indicates and Section IV.10 develops more fully. Where
these three converge, Irenacus’s principle applies without remainder: “where the Church is, there is the
Spirit of God; and where the Spirit of God is, there is the Church, and every kind of grace.” Schism,
on this reckoning, does not sever what these three already establish between two orthodox, validly-
ordered communities; it is the absence of a further and distinct virtue, charity, layered on top of a unity
the schism itself presupposes rather than destroys. This is precisely why the Meletian schism could be
understood by contemporaries as a wound to be healed rather than evidence that Antioch had ceased
to be Church: Meletius’s and Paulinus’s followers shared the same faith and the same valid orders, and
what was missing was not orthodoxy but the mutual admission to communion that charity, not dogma,
was withholding. The same structure describes the present rupture between Moscow and the churches
of Constantinople, Alexandria, and Cyprus, which Section VIII treats at length: a failure of the charity
that should unite what faith and valid orders already join, not evidence that the faith or the sacraments
on either side have failed.

The Western Schism supplies a second confirmation of the same point, on a far more systemic scale.
From 1378 to 1417, three simultaneous claimants — each with cardinals, each excommunicating the
others, each with canonized saints on their side — represented the hub model’s total failure. The
Council of Constance, a network-level body convening without any unambiguous legitimate pope,
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resolved the schism. The network fixed the hub. This shows that the conciliar mechanism is structurally
more fundamental than the office it adjudicates.

4. The patristic honorifics addressed to Rome do not establish Vatican I’s claims

The strongest Catholic response to the historical picture above is the cumulative weight of exalted
language addressed to Rome, marshalled most fully in works such as Adrian Fortescue’s The Early
Papacy (Longmans, Green, and Co., 1920) and Scott Butler and John Collorafi’s Keys Over the Christian
World (Mediatrix Press, 2013) — documentary compilations drawing on Greek, Syriac, Armenian,
Coptic and Latin sources to show that recognition of Roman primacy was not merely a Western
phenomenon. The evidence they present is real and substantial: Maximus the Confessor calls Rome
“the firm and immovable rock”; the Formula of Hormisdas claims that “the Catholic religion has
always been kept unsullied” in the apostolic see. This language is real and it would be dishonest to
dismiss it as merely ceremonial.

What these works establish, however — and a fair reading of both Fortescue (who says explicitly that
the historical evidence is “confirmatory rather than probative,” his primary ground being the living
magisterium) and Butler and Collorafi confirms — is a primacy of honor accompanied by significant
moral authority and a recognized appellate jurisdiction, not the universal immediate jurisdiction defined
in Pastor Aeternus. The East’s own logic for Rome’s honor — imperial status and apostolic pedigree —
is incompatible with the divine-institution theology of Vatican 1.

Siecienski’s careful study establishes the interpretive principle that navigates this evidence: “not every
encomium heaped upon Rome or the pope entailed a recognition of universal papal jurisdiction. That
said, it would also be inaccurate to suggest, as Orthodox apologists have done in the past, that the
language employed by the Greek fathers was devoid of any doctrinal significance.” His broader
historical survey reaches a sharper conclusion: in the Christian East, “no unanimously held view of
papal authority ever existed. Instead there existed a variety of views that often depended upon time,
place, and the pope’s relative usefulness.”

In his formal scholatly conclusion on the evidence, Siecienski is still more pointed: “if ecumenists are
bedeviled by the attempt to discern the consensus patrum on papal authority it is because there never was
one... Both claim that their understandings of the primacy are grounded in the writings of the fathers.
Objectively speaking, both are correct, even if neither is completely right.” This is the leading
contemporary historian of the question saying that the patristic evidence supports the Orthodox
reading as much as the Catholic one — a decisive response to the claim that history demonstrates
Vatican I is the organic reading of the tradition. The Chalcedon episode, often invoked by Catholics,
illustrates precisely this dynamic. As the historian George Demacopoulos has observed in The Invention
of Peter: Apostolic Disconrse and Papal Authority in Late Antiguity (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013),
“while the fathers were willing to declare Peter has spoken through Leo’ as a rhetorical justification
for their own Christology, the very same fathers rejected the fundamental claims of Leo’s ecclesiastical
reach.” Byzantine encomia were routinely hyperbolic — the same exalted language was applied to other
patriarchs and to the emperor in contexts where literal universal jurisdiction was obviously not implied.
When Eastern fathers were locked in theological combat against monothelitism, iconoclasm, or
Arianism and Rome happened to be their ally, they heaped praise upon the Roman see in terms
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proportional to their gratitude and need, not in terms that committed them to Vatican I’s later
definitions.

Maximus, who wrote some of the most exalted language about Rome, also held that if Rome itself
were to embrace heresy it must be resisted — he had not made the leap from “Rome has not erred”
to “Rome could not err.” The same Agatho whose letter produces the “Peter has spoken through
Agatho” acclamation explicitly wrote that it is “the orthodox faith,” not the Roman institution, that
“remains free from all error” — and the council that acclaimed his letter simultaneously anathematized
Honorius.

More decisively, the actual practice of the Church consistently contradicted the Vatican I interpretation.
Popes were overruled by councils, their legates manipulated, their letters edited before being read aloud
(as Hadrian’s letters were at Nicaea II, with references to Matthew 16:18 removed). Canon 28 of
Chalcedon, which elevated Constantinople over Leo I’s explicit objections, was enacted over papal
protest. As Francis Dvornik observed in Bygantium and the Roman Primacy (Fordham University Press,
1960), the Byzantines were “quite ready to recognize and to accept the principle of the primacy of the
see of Rome” while remaining “solicitous in preserving the autonomy of their Church.”

One of the clearest witnesses against Vatican I’s interpretation of Roman primacy is a pope himself.
When the Patriarch of Constantinople claimed the title “ecumenical patriarch,” Gregory the Great
(590—604) wrote that whoever calls himself “universal priest” (universalis sacerdos) is the forerunner of
Antichrist, since such a title implies the degradation of all other bishops. Gregory insisted he was merely
”servus servorum Dei” His exercise of Roman primacy — defending orthodoxy, maintaining
communion, appealing to councils — was consistent with the Orthodox understanding of a primacy
of honor and is irreconcilable with Vatican I’s definition of universal immediate jurisdiction. Catholic
apologists sometimes respond that sacerdos here means “priest” rather than “bishop” and therefore
Gregory’s protest does not strictly address episcopal supremacy. The distinction does not carry much
weight: Gregory’s objection is expressly that a single person claiming universal headship “calls into
question the honor of all bishops” — which is precisely what Vatican I’s universal immediate
jurisdiction does.

Positively stated: the Orthodox tradition does not simply deny primacy — it affirms a different kind
of primacy. The ecumenical patriarch of Constantinople holds a primacy of honor among the
Orthodox churches, presiding at pan-Orthodox gatherings, coordinating inter-church affairs,
representing the Orthodox communion in ecumenical dialogue, without universal immediate
jurisdiction. This is not the absence of order but the recovery of the order the pre-schism Church
actually practiced, as the canons of the ecumenical councils consistently expressed. The template for
this primacy is precisely what Section I established from the biblical text. The ecumenical patriarch
exercises the same paradigmatic Petrine ministry that, as Barber’s temple typology makes clear, was
always collegially shared with the episcopal college — presiding in love, not ruling by decree.

This distinction is not merely asserted; it admits of a precise, portable test, structurally the same test
Section I1.6 proposes below for distinguishing legitimate development from illegitimate rupture. A
primacy is one of honor when its exercises — convening councils, receiving appeals, coordinating
inter-church business, representing the communion externally — require reception by the wider
synodal body to bind, and remain correctable by that body if reception is withheld. A primacy becomes
jurisdiction in the objectionable sense the moment its acts bind unilaterally, by the primate’s own
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authority alone, independent of and prior to any such reception. Every historical exercise of Roman
primacy this document has treated as legitimate — Rome’s role as final court of appeal at Sardica, its
participation in the Christological settlements, its convening influence — satisfies the first description;
every claim this document has treated as a departure, from Pastor Aeternus’s ordinary immediate
jurisdiction back to Victor I’s attempted excommunication of Asia Minor, satisfies the second. The
test also explains, rather than merely asserts, why the ecumenical patriarch’s own primacy remains
within bounds: his convening of Crete in 2016 bound no church that declined to attend, and his
commemoration of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine binds no church that has not itself extended
recognition — exactly the corrigibility a primacy of honor requires and jurisdiction in the strong sense
excludes.

This positive account of Orthodox primacy also clarifies how the schism itself should be understood.
Metropolitan Philaret of Moscow argued, in a catechetical dialogue, that the common formulation —
“the Greeks separated from Rome” — makes an unexamined assumption. When Israel divided from
Judah after Solomon, it was Israel that departed from the legitimate hereditary order. The Eastern
Church’s situation is analogous: to speak of it “separating from Rome” would require first
demonstrating that Rome remained unchanged while the East violated some fundamental law of
ecclesial unity. The cumulative evidence assembled below points in the opposite direction.

Two further admissions from official ecumenical dialogue documents bear directly on this account.
The Catholic-Orthodox Chieti Document (2016) acknowledges explicitly that “appeals to the bishop of
Rome from the Fast expressed the communion of the Church, but the bishop of Rome did not exercise
canonical authority over the churches of the East” — and that “such appeals to major sees were always
treated in a synodical way.” The Groupe des Dombes — a longstanding French Catholic-Protestant
ecumenical dialogue group whose studies carry considerable weight — cited approvingly in the
Vatican’s own 2024 study document on the Bishop of Rome, further specifies that the first-millennium
primacy “implied an authority in the Church, not the government of the Church,” and that “authority
is not synonymous with government or jurisdiction” — jurisdiction being “a concept developed in the
second millennium.” These admissions from Catholic and Catholic-Orthodox ecumenical sources
confirm the Orthodox reading: what the first millennium provides is a model of primacy within
communion, not canonical jurisdiction over the Eastern churches.

5. The cumulative pattern of Latin departure — and its presenting moment was azymes

The question of leavened versus unleavened bread in the Eucharist was the presenting cause of the
1054 schism. Siecienski’s scholarly study Beards, Agymes, and Purgatory: The Other Issues that Divided East
from West (Oxford University Press, 2022) documents that for medieval Christians, the Latins’ use of
unleavened bread “was the immediate cause of the schism and remained for centuries the chief
difference between the two halves of Christendom.” For over a thousand years both Eastern and
Western churches used leavened bread; the shift to unleavened bread was an eleventh-century Latin
innovation. The theological symbolism is not trivial: leavened bread images the resurrection and the
new creation; unleavened bread belongs to the Old Covenant Passover that the Eucharist fulfills and
transcends. Azymes was the presenting instance of the larger pattern — the Latin church unilaterally
departing from received universal practice.
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The same directional drift appears across canonical discipline, dogmatic definition, and liturgical life:
universal clerical celibacy imposed against the Quinisext Council; the Filiogue insertion into the Creed,;
the new Marian dogmas of 1854 and 1950 defined by papal decree alone; the satisfaction-purgatory-
indulgence system; triple immersion replaced by affusion; infant communion discontinued; the chalice
withheld from the laity for centuries against the plain words of institution. The 1854 definition of the
Immaculate Conception is a particularly instructive case. The Eastern tradition does not hold the
Augustinian doctrine of original sin as inherited guilt — a forensic taint transmitted biologically
requiring exemption. It teaches that what is inherited is mortality, corruption, and the weakening of
the will, but not personal guilt. Within this anthropological framework, Mary’s holiness is understood
as her extraordinary responsiveness to grace and her free assent to the Incarnation, not as a forensic
exemption from an imputed stain. The question the 1854 definition answers is not one the Eastern
tradition asks in the same form — making it not merely methodologically problematic (defined without
ecumenical reception) but substantively incoherent within the framework of the common patristic
inheritance.

The development of medieval papal claims was partly built on forged documents. The Pseudo-Isidorian
Decretals— a mid-ninth-century collection of forgeries falsely attributed to eatly popes — systematically
inflated papal authority over bishops and councils for centuries before their fraudulent character was
established. The Donation of Constantine was used to justify papal temporal claims until Lorenzo Valla
exposed it as a forgery in 1440. A tradition that required forged documents to sustain its trajectory of
development carries a burden of historical accountability that cannot simply be set aside.

5a. The Novus Ordo demonstrates what papal centralization produces in practice

No argument is more concrete. In 1969 Pope Paul VI, acting on precisely the authority Pastor Aeternus
claims for the papacy, abolished the received Roman Rite — substantially continuous since late
antiquity — and mandated a committee-designed replacement across the entire Latin church. No
Orthodox patriarch possesses or could possess such authority. No local church in the synodal model
could have its received liturgical tradition annulled by a single decision from above. The Novus Ordo
itself need not be judged heretical for the argument to stand: the power to impose it universally by papal
decree is what matters.

A Catholic interlocutor might observe that the Council of Trent also standardized the Roman Rite
without controversy. The distinction is precise: Trent standardized and codified what already existed;
the Novus Ordo was a committee-designed composition from near-scratch, replacing rather than
reforming a rite of immemorial apostolic continuity. No ecumenical council, no Eastern council, no
local council in East or West has ever done anything equivalent to abolishing and replacing the whole
apostolic rite of an entire church. That precedent-less act is what the Vatican I model makes structurally
possible — and which the Orthodox synodal model cannot produce, because no single patriarch holds
authority over the liturgical patrimony of the whole communion.

A Catholic intetlocutor might respond that Pius IX himself clarified, in his 1875 Apostolic Letter to
the German bishops responding to Bismarck’s Kulturkampf, that Vatican I did not intend the pope to
absorb episcopal authority — the German episcopate declared it “a complete misunderstanding of the
Vatican decrees to believe that ‘episcopal jurisdiction has been absorbed into the papal,”” and Pius IX
confirmed this as “the genuine Catholic doctrine... of the holy Council.” The dilemma this creates is
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sharp. Either Vatican I gave Paul VI the structural authority to impose a committee-designed
replacement rite upon every diocese in the Latin Church — in which case Pius IX’s “true meaning”
clarification was insufficient to restrain the structural logic of the office — or Vatican I did not give
him that authority, in which case the 1969 imposition was itself an abuse exceeding the Vatican I
mandate, creating an internal Catholic coherence problem that cannot be answered by appealing to
Vatican I.

The Orthodox critique does not depend on which horn of this dilemma Catholics take. The same logic
applies to the 2018 revision of the Catechism on capital punishment and to Amoris Laetitia’s contested
communion provisions — instances of doctrinal instability produced by the very concentrated
authority the structure was supposed to guarantee against. Notably, this instability is not only an
Orthodox observation: it is acknowledged by the Catholic tradition’s own most serious traditionalist
critics, who find themselves forced to question whether the concentrated authority they affirm has
been exercised faithfully.

5b. Rome’s own conciliar record undermines its indefectibility claim

The Council of 879-880, attended by legates of Pope John VIII and received by Rome at the time,
condemned any addition to the Nicene Creed. Rome’s later reversal of its own reception is itself an
instance of the inconsistency that Pastor Aeternus’s indefectibility claim was supposed to preclude. The
Orthodox Church receives 879-880 as the Eighth Ecumenical Council and holds that the canonical
argument stands independent of the council’s theological scope.

The Council of Florence (1438-39) presents the same pattern in reverse: the union decree was
repudiated by the Greek delegates almost immediately on their return to Constantinople. The 1484
Council of Constantinople formally rejected it. A council whose decrees were repudiated within a
generation by the very church it claimed to reunite cannot bear ecumenical weight. Florence is better
understood as evidence of what happens when desperate political circumstances — the Turkish threat
— produce a coerced agreement that lacks genuine theological reception. The conduct of the council
itself illustrates the structural difference starkly. Patriarch Joseph II arrived at Ferrara hoping, in his
own words, to offer Pope Eugene IV a “brotherlike embrace”; he was informed instead that he was
expected to bow and kiss the pope’s foot. Siecienski notes that while the Roman model was “familial,”
it was “certainly not fraternal.” That is not a detail of diplomatic protocol; it is the monarchical model
enacted.

The Catholic argument that Florence was ecumenical by Eastern pentarchial standards requires direct
engagement. The claim is that all five patriarchal sees were represented, that only St. Mark of Ephesus
(1392-1444) refused to sign, and that this met the Orthodox criterion of patriarchal ratification. Several
problems undermine this argument. First, Mark of Ephesus was present not as an independent bishop
but as the official legatee of the Patriarch of Antioch; his refusal was therefore Antioch’s absence, not
a single dissent. Second, the Patriarchs of Georgia and Serbia — both recognized as such by the
Orthodox reckoning and indeed by Eugene IV himself, who invited them — sent no legates or were
otherwise absent, leaving them entirely unrepresented. Third, the signatures of conciliar legates have
at every previous ecumenical council required post-conciliar ratification by the Patriarchs who sent
them: Leo I signed Chalcedon’s acts personally some eighteen months after his legates had signed;
Nicholas I refused to ratify his legates’ 866 agreement with Photius of Constantinople and punished
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them for exceeding their authority. Most pointedly, after Florence Eugene IV himself dispatched letters
to the Eastern Patriarchs requesting their personal ratification — which would have been entirely
superfluous if legate signatures automatically bound those who sent them. The responses were decisive:
the Patriarch of Alexandria sent a letter of acceptance and subsequently revoked it; none of the other
Eastern Patriarchs ratified the union. Within two decades the anti-unionist party prevailed in
Constantinople, the last patriarch to maintain the union (Gregory III Mammas) fled to Rome, and
Gennadius Scholarios (Georgios Scholarios, c. 1400-1473) — a former unionist who had himself been
present at Florence — became the first Ottoman-era patriarch and formally repudiated the union. By
the criterion Nicaea II identifies as decisive — reception by the whole Church — which Rome itself
cannot contest without contesting a council it has ratified as ecumenical, Florence failed
comprehensively.

5c. Divorce and remarriage: the patristic evidence is more nuanced than Catholic
apologetics suggest

Catholic apologetics frequently assert that Orthodox permission of remarriage after divorce in cases of
grave moral failure represents a departure from unanimous patristic teaching. The actual patristic
evidence is considerably more nuanced, and Orthodoxy’s practice is better understood as the received
canonical tradition handling a tragic moral situation with ozgononsia.

The key exegetical question is the meaning of the Matthean exceptive clause (Matthew 19:9). The
Catholic interpretation requires that pormeia here means an invalid marriage — effectively making the
exception an annulment provision. Against this, three pre-Nicene authors (Cyprian, Tertullian,
Lactantius) translated pormeia with the Latin adulterium. Lactantius explicitly states that adultery
“dissolves” the marital bond. The Apostolic Constitutions (c. 380) prescribe suspension from communion
for a man who divorces and remarries — but suspension, not permanent excommunication, suggesting
remarriage was treated as a serious but not absolutely excluded act, subject to a penitential tariff rather
than intrinsic impossibility.

Basil the Great’s canonical letters — which form the backbone of Orthodox canonical practice on
marriage — operate within a graduated, therapeutic framework. Basil distinguishes between adultery
and abandonment, prescribes different penitential periods for different situations, and consistently
treats second and third marriages as disorders requiring healing rather than acts that simply do not exist
sacramentally. The second marriage is acknowledged to be a falling short of the ideal, expressed
liturgically in the penitential character of the Orthodox second-marriage service. What Orthodoxy does
not do is declare the first marriage juridically annulled — a solution that in practice has been deployed
far more expansively in the Catholic annulment system than the principle of “radical defect of consent”
strictly warrants.

5d. Rome’s creation of parallel hierarchies in the ancient patriarchates

After the Great Schism of 1054, and especially in the wake of the Fourth Crusade (1204), Rome
progressively established parallel Catholic hierarchies in sees whose legitimate Orthodox bishops
remained in place. Latin Patriarchs were installed at Constantinople, Antioch, Alexandria, and
Jerusalem. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Union of Brest (1596) created a Ukrainian
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Greek Catholic Church in direct competition with the existing Orthodox hierarchy; similar unions
followed in Syria, Antioch, and Armenia.

The ancient principle that each city shall have one bishop (Nicaea I, Canon 8; Apostolic Canon 35;
Council of Antioch, Canon 13) was repeatedly violated by the establishment of these Uniate structures
in territories with existing recognized Orthodox hierarchies. The 1993 Balamand Statement of the
Catholic-Orthodox Joint International Commission recognized that “uniatism” — the method of
achieving reunion by drawing portions of Orthodox communities into Catholic obedience while
maintaining their Eastern rites — “can no longer be accepted either as a method to be followed nor as
a model of the unity our Churches are secking.” Both sides signed this document. Its significance lies
not in assigning historical blame but in acknowledging that the Uniate method violated the canonical
principle of one bishop per city.

A related apologetic question deserves brief direct attention: if an inquirer appreciates Eastern liturgy
and theology, why not simply join an Eastern Catholic church and remain in communion with Rome?
The answer is that the Eastern Catholic option resolves the aesthetic question but not the theological
one. Communion with Rome under an Eastern Catholic arrangement requires accepting, at least
implicitly, all of Rome’s post-schism doctrinal developments — Vatican I’s universal immediate
jurisdiction and ex cathedra infallibility, the 1854 definition of the Immaculate Conception — as the
price of admission. The Eastern rite is the liturgical packaging; the Petrine claims are the substance of
the dispute, and those claims are what Sections I and II of this document have argued are departures
from the apostolic deposit. Accepting them under Byzantine liturgical forms does not resolve the
theological problem.

6. Vatican I cannot be an organic development from the first-millennium tradition

The Catholic appeal to doctrinal development (John Henry Newman’s Essay on Developmen) provides
the most sophisticated defense of the gap between the first-millennium evidence and the 1870
definitions. This argument deserves a direct and honest reply.

Siecienski’s historical study, drawing on the work of Hermann Pottmeyer (Towards a Papacy in
Commmunion, PublishDrive, 1998), Aristeides Papadakis (Crisis in Byzantinm, St. Vladimit's Seminary
Press, 1997), and Katl Mottison (Tradition and Authority in the Western Chureh, Princeton University Press,
1969), documents that the trajectory from the first millennium to Vatican I includes at least one
structural rupture — the Gregorian Reform of the eleventh century, in which, as Pottmeyer candidly
admits, “a break with the previous paradigm of church and primacy occurred that could hardly be
described as a logical or organic development.” Papadakis notes that many of the reformers’ claims
“lacked historical precedent” and that even the word “reform” is “a serious understatement that plays
down the magnitude of the discontinuity between what had gone before and what came later.”
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Morrison adds that the reformers’ “contempt for antiquity struck at the base of the idea of tradition.”

Truglia’s detailed historical study traces an even earlier rupture: the Symmachan period of the early
sixth century, during which certain popes deliberately developed rhetorical and canonical positions —
including the claim that God alone was the Pope’s judge — that “had no practical effects” given the
geopolitical realities of their time, but were preserved, subtly embellished, and deployed centuries later
as if they represented ancient and universal practice.
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Two structural features of Vatican I have no clear first-millennium precedent. Ex sese infallibility —
the claim that papal definitions are irreformable “of themselves, not by the consent of the Church” —
directly contradicts the operative mechanism by which doctrinal authority functioned in the first
millennium. Every doctrine that both East and West accept as binding was established through
ecumenical councils received by the Church. No first-millennium document articulates anything
equivalent. Ordinary immediate universal jurisdiction — the claim that the pope can act directly in
every diocese in the world — is explicitly contradicted by the actual canonical practice of the first
millennium, in which Rome operated through the patriarchal and metropolitan system. As Pottmeyer
confirms, “the claim to continuity with the ancient tradition is dubious.”

There is a further structural argument that sharpens the historical case. The very purpose of papal
infallibility, as articulated at Vatican 1 and in Gasser’s reatio, is to safeguard doctrinal orthodoxy by
providing a clear, identifiable mechanism for settling theological disputes. But the fact that the criteria
identifying an ex cathedra statement had to be worked out for the first time at Vatican I itself reveals
that the function could not in principle have operated in the first millennium: no bishop, theologian,
or council in those centuries possessed the criteria to distinguish infallible from non-infallible papal
utterances. If Peter’s successors had possessed such a charism since the beginning, one would expect
to find the first millennium calling upon it in precisely the moments when it was needed — during the
Arian crisis, the monothelite controversy, the iconoclast dispute. Instead, in every case, the universal
demand was for an ecumenical council. No one asked the bishop of Rome to render a definitive
judgment that would settle the matter by his own authority alone. The absence of that appeal is not
accidental; it reflects a first-millennium understanding in which conciliar authority stood above papal
utterance and could in principle correct it — as Constantinople III did when it anathematized
Honorius, without apparent awareness that it had created any ecclesiological paradox by doing so.

The admissions of the Catholic-Orthodox dialogue documents on these specific points are striking.
The Ravenna Document (2007) acknowledges that “the bishop of Rome did not convene the ecumenical
councils of the early centuries and never personally presided over them.” The same 2024 Vatican study
document that cites Chiezi notes, drawing on the St Irenaeus Joint Orthodox-Catholic Working Group,
that “no single model seems to have been universally accepted” for the relationship between papal
primacy and council authority, and that “the correlation between the primacy of the Roman bishop
and the authority of an ecumenical council remained undefined.” If the relationship remained
undefined, Vatican I’s definition cannot be a retrieval of first-millennium consensus. Most rematkably,
the future Pope Benedict XVI — writing as Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger — stated plainly that “Rome
must not require more of the East than was formulated and lived during the first millennium.” If that
principle were applied consistently, Vatican I’s definitions of universal immediate jurisdiction and ex
sese infallibility could not stand, since neither was formulated or lived in the first millennium.

Newman’s argument establishes that development-in-general is licit; it does not establish that
development-through-structural-rupture-at-a-Western-council is indistinguishable from development-
through-ecumenical-reception. The two kinds of development are not the same. Newman’s own seven
notes of genuine development, applied honestly to this trajectory, reinforce rather than dissolve the
difficulty. The first note — preservation of type — requires that the developed doctrine maintain the
same fundamental character as the seed; the monarchical papacy of Vatican 1 is a structurally different
type from the coordinated primacy of the first-millennium pentarchy, not the same type made more
explicit. The sixth note — conservative action upon the past — requires that later formulations
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illuminate rather than contradict earlier expressions; ex sese infallibility directly contradicts the operative
conciliar mechanism by which the first millennium authenticated doctrine, treating as irreformable
from itself what that mechanism had always subjected to reception. Newman’s framework, applied to
the actual historical trajectory rather than to the conclusion it was designed to support, favors the
structural-rupture reading.

A fair-minded reader will press a further question at this point: is Palamism, defended at length in
Section V, not itself a fourteenth-century development exposed to the same charge just leveled against
Vatican I? The objection deserves a principled answer rather than a case-by-case appeal to sympathy.
A portable test, applicable in either direction and to any claimed development in any tradition, can be
stated formally: does the development operate through the Church’s ordinary mechanism of conciliar
proposal and reception, remaining in principle correctable by that same mechanism, or does it
structurally exempt itself from that mechanism by claiming an authority that neither requires nor can
be overturned by the reception of the whole Body?

Palamism passes this test cleanly. The councils of 1341, 1347, and 1351 were local synods, not
ecumenical councils in the classical sense, and their authority has rested, from the outset, entirely on
their reception by the wider Orthodox world in the centuries since — nothing in their content
forecloses that reception being tested or, in principle, withheld, exactly as Florence’s was. The doctrine
itself was also an explication of what Philo of Alexandria, the Cappadocians, and Dionysius the
Areopagite had already articulated in nascent form, as Section 14 documents; Barlaam of Calabria’s
challenge forced precision, not invention.

Pastor Aeternus fails the same test by its own express wording. Its definitions are declared irreformable
ex sese, non anten ex consensu ecclesiae — precisely in order to exempt them from the reception the Palamite
councils never sought to escape. This is not a difference of degree but the structural difference the test
exists to catch. A doctrine that requires reception to bind remains answerable to, and correctable by,
the whole Body regardless of its content. A doctrine that defines itself as binding independently of
reception has removed itself from the one mechanism by which the first millennium, and the
fourteenth-century councils that vindicated Palamas alike, actually authenticated doctrine. The ## guoque
therefore dissolves under examination rather than being merely denied: Palamism and Vatican I are
not two instances of the same kind of claim assessed differently by a biased tradition, but structurally
different kinds of claim — and the test that distinguishes them does not have to presuppose which
side is correct in order to be applied.

The reading of ex sese as a self-exemption from reception is not merely a textual inference imposed
from outside; it is what Pius IX himself understood the clause to mean, and said so without
qualification. On June 18, 1870, Cardinal Filippo Maria Guidi — a member of the majority, not the
minority — proposed to the council that the pope’s definitions be understood as requiring him to
investigate the church’s tradition before issuing them, a formula that came close to achieving
consensus: Bishop Strossmayer, a minority leader, kissed Guidi’s hand in gratitude, and Dechamps, a
majority leader, called it a bridge to unity. Pius summoned Guidi to his apartment that same afternoon,
reminded him that he was the pope’s own creature, an unknown friar before being made a cardinal,
and, in direct response to the claim that a papal definition must answer to the church’s tradition,
exclaimed: “I, I am tradition! I, I am the church!” The consensus Guidi had nearly achieved collapsed
within hours.
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The relatio accompanying Pastor Aeternus makes this same self-exemption explicit as a matter of
epistemology rather than jurisdiction alone: “the infallibility of the Roman pontiffs is a truth divinely
revealed. Therefore it is impossible that it can ever be proved false by any historical facts. If, however,
such facts are brought forward to oppose it, they must themselves be deemed false insofar as they
seem opposed.” This is not a description of a doctrine defended against objections; it is a description
of a doctrine declared immune to them in advance, whatever the objection turns out to be — the
structural feature this document’s portable test is designed to catch, stated by the council’s own hand
rather than inferred by a critic.

The historical record supplies an explanation for why the clause takes this specific, self-exempting form
rather than some other. The doctrine’s modern intellectual genealogy traces to a specific and datable
source: Joseph de Maistre’s 1819 treatise Du Pape, written by a lawyer and diplomat in reaction against
the French Revolution, which derived papal infallibility not from Scripture or patristic tradition but
from a general theory of political sovereignty — “no human society without government, no
government without sovereignty, no sovereignty without infallibility,” a privilege de Maistre held so
essential that one should wish it even for secular governments, which lack it, rather than concede “the
ultimate dissolution of human affairs.” The historian John W. O’Malley, no polemicist, states plainly
in Vatican I: The Council and the Making of the Ultramontane Church (Harvard University Press, 2018) that
de Maistre’s method, which shaped ultramontane argument for the rest of the century, “took little or
no account of the ancient collegial tradition of the church... expressed in the collegial actions of bishops
gathered in local and ecumenical councils.” A doctrine whose documented origin is a counter-
revolutionary political treatise, arguing by analogy from secular sovereignty rather than from the
deposit of faith, is a poor candidate for the seamless patristic continuity Newman’s framework requires.

The same portable test — does the claim remain corrigible by the whole Body’s reception, or does it
exempt itself from reception — dissolves a second sophisticated parallel sometimes pressed by
Catholic apologists: if the New Testament canon itself took centuries to settle — Hebrews, Revelation,
and the Shepherd of Hermas were genuinely disputed into the fourth century and beyond, and some
churches retain broader or narrower lists to this day — does the absence of first-millennium unanimity
not equally disqualify the canon, on this document’s own logic, rather than only Vatican I? The parallel
fails the portable test in exactly the way Vatican I does, but from the opposite direction. Canon
recognition was never a positive act creating new authority; it was the Church’s gradual, corrigible
discernment of a fact already fixed by apostolic origin, tested by liturgical use, patristic citation, and
conciliar reception across centuries — a process that remained genuinely open the whole time, as the
continuing regional variation itself shows, and which no single council ever declared irreformable from
itself. Vatican I’s ex sese formula is a different kind of act altogether: not the slow discernment of an
antecedent fact but the positive creation, at a single Western council, of a new and self-certifying
jurisdiction binding independently of reception. The canon’s gradual and still not perfectly uniform
reception is not a difficulty for this document’s account of authority; it is a further confirmation of it,
since a process this genuinely open and this slow to close is precisely what the reception-based model
predicts, and precisely what the ex sese model was designed to make unnecessary.

A final question sharpens the point. If Vatican I’s account of the papal office was not present in the
first millennium, what produced it? The Catholic developmental account holds that it is the organic
unfolding of what was implicit in the Petrine texts and patristic honorifics, forced into explicit
definition by the pressures of Gallicanism and modern secularism. But the specific historical conditions
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that produced the high medieval and then the Vatican I papacy are themselves largely products of, or
contingent upon, the schism. The Islamic conquests of the seventh century eliminated Alexandria,
Antioch, and Jerusalem as functioning conciliar counterweights to Rome. The Psexdo-Isidorian Decretals
— forged ninth-century documents produced in the Frankish church and accepted as authentic for
centuries — gave the papal reform movement historical precedent it did not actually possess. The post-
schism Western church then developed without the collegial partners that had historically balanced it,
without the Eastern theological counterweight on synergy and personhood, and without any council
capable of correcting overreach. These are not conditions for organic development; they are the
conditions under which one part of a collegial body, cut off from the others, undergoes unchecked
institutional elaboration. On the Orthodox theological account — which holds that authentic
development requires the synergistic participation of the whole Body — this is precisely what one
should expect when that mechanism is bypassed. The development of the Vatican I papacy is therefore
not counter-evidence to the Orthodox account; it is, on that account, the predictable result of doctrinal
development proceeding without the conciliar reception that the Eastern tradition identifies as
constitutive of how the Spirit guides the Church into truth. The very conditions that made Vatican I
possible are evidence that it developed outside the process it claims to crown.

7. The Orthodox East preserves the first-millennium spiritual ethos the Latin West
progressively abandoned

The pattern documented above runs deeper than doctrinal definition, canonical reorganization, and
liturgical disruption. It extends into the ascetic and aesthetic culture the tradition formed — into the
specific practices, disciplines, and artistic sensibilities through which the faith was lived rather than
merely defined.

The divergence between East and West in spiritual culture should not be overstated into a caricature.
The Catholic tradition contains genuine contemplatives who pursued apophatic depths — John of the
Cross articulates an interior kenosis that has real convergences with hesychasm — and the Nouvelle
Théologie of the twentieth century (Henri de Lubac, Congar, Louis Bouyer, Hans Urs von Balthasar)
explicitly attempted a patristic ressourcement that in some respects converged with the Orthodox neo-
patristic synthesis of Georges Florovsky and Vladimir Lossky. Nor is Eastern Orthodoxy innocent of
scholastic influence: John of Damascus deployed Aristotelian categories in systematic theology, and
later Byzantine theologians including Gennadius Scholarios and the Palamite controversialists
themselves used scholastic philosophical tools extensively. The argument below is about a structural
tendency and its downstream consequences, not a clean binary between a rational West and a purely
mystical East.

What can honestly be said is this: the specific way Aristotelian categories were received into Latin
theology in the high medieval period produced a characteristic epistemic confidence — a confidence
that the tools of systematic rational analysis can not only organize the faith but penetrate its content
from below. The Thomistic synthesis, operating through the analogy of being and the Aristotelian
categories of essence and causality, claims to establish with philosophical necessity what God’s inner
nature must be like. This is a different epistemic register from what the Eastern tradition deploys even
when it uses the same vocabulary. For the Eastern tradition, following the Cappadocians and Dionysius
the Areopagite, the human mind operates at the level of the divine energies — it can conceptualize
true things about how God acts and what He reveals, but it reaches its absolute limit at the boundary

22



of the divine essence, which remains unknowable even to the purified intellect. Cataphatic theology is
always bounded by apophatic reserve. The systematic enterprise is ordered toward showing the
coherence of what has been revealed, not toward penetrating what lies beyond revelation through the
structure of created being.

This difference in epistemic posture has practical spiritual consequences, though it must be stated with
precision. The Eastern tradition has a robust and affirmative account of discursive reason’s theological
role. Maximus the Confessor’s Awmbignum 10:19 articulates this with unusual depth: discursive reason is
not a lower stage to be abandoned but a vital instrument of natural contemplation (thedria physiké).
Through five modes of contemplating creation — substance, motion, difference, mixture, and ordering
— the human noxs traces the /ogoi of created beings back to the divine Logos who grounds them, and
is itself gradually transformed in doing so. Discursive reason thus participates genuinely in the ascent
toward union. Through “simple apprehension” (haplé katalépsis) the mind is reshaped into a subject
who “becomes the very thing it sees” — a living theophany through which God descends and creation
ascends. Maximus explicitly rejects any sharp opposition between discursive reason and mystical union.
This rules out any caricature that presents the Eastern tradition as simply disparaging the intellect.

What differs from the Thomistic synthesis is the #ode of operation and the ceiling. The Thomistic approach
moves from the essences of created things through the analogy of being toward the divine essence,
claiming to establish with philosophical necessity what God’s inner nature must be. The Maximian
approach moves through the /go/ of creation toward the Logos who is their source: reason participates
in God’s self-disclosure through creatures rather than climbing from below through autonomous
analogical inference. And at the level of the divine essence itself, apophasis applies absolutely — the
essence remains unknowable even to the most purified intellect. The practical consequence is that the
hesychast disciplines do not suppress discursive reason but order it within a larger framework of ascetic
purification and contemplative receptivity: the nous must first be stilled so that reason’s natural
movement from logoi toward Logos can be undistorted by passion and attachment. It is the ordering
of reason within this framework, not reason’s abolition, that distinguishes the Eastern theological
culture and the spiritual disciplines that follow from it.

On the use of imagination in prayer: the hesychast tradition, rooted in the Desert Fathers and codified by
Evagrius, John Climacus, and Gregory Palamas, maintains a rigorously apophatic approach to mental
prayer. The practitioner is warned against forming images of God or Christ in the mind during prayer,
since any such image is a creature, and its use as a vehicle of union with God is a form of delusion
(preles?). The tradition’s watchword is népsis — sobriety, wakefulness, guard of the heart. Western
medieval and post-medieval spirituality moved in the opposite direction: the Spiritual Exercises of
Ignatius of Loyola systematize the use of imagination as the primary vehicle of prayer. This reflects
divergent understandings of how created faculties relate to uncreated divine life, grounded directly in
the Palamite distinction between essence and energy.

On fasting: the hesychast tradition understands fasting not merely as penitential discipline but as integral
to the apophatic work described above. The body participates in salvation — and in the distraction
from it. The hesychast literature identifies gastrimargia, the passion of the stomach, as the first and most
foundational of the passions to be subdued, because its dominance strengthens all the other passions
and makes the quieting of the nous impossible. Fasting is therefore the bodily correlate of #épsis: the
same movement of sobriety and restraint applied to the appetitive dimension of the person. The
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Orthodox fasting rule — Wednesdays and Fridays year-round, the four major fasting seasons, the strict
fasts before major feasts — preserves something close to the patristic discipline. The post-Vatican 11
Catholic reform effectively dissolved the pre-existing Latin fasting tradition, reducing it to two
obligatory fast days per year. This is not an isolated change but reflects a theological culture that had
progressively located the spiritual life in the imagination and the intellect, where fasting plays no
structural role, rather than in the integrated ascesis of body and soul together.

On sacred art: Byzantine iconography, with its deliberate anti-naturalism — reverse perspective,
elongated figures, gold backgrounds, stylized light rather than cast shadow — encodes a theology: the
saints depicted exist in the uncreated light, not in the natural order. Western sacred art, from the
Romanesque through the Renaissance to the Baroque, moved progressively toward naturalism and
realism, culminating in images whose primary effect is aesthetic and emotional rather than theological.
This is the sacred art of a civilization that had lost the Palamite distinction between created beauty and
uncreated light.

On the living elder tradition as experiential witness: beyond the preservation of formal spiritual practices
discussed above, Eastern Orthodoxy maintains a continuous living lineage of those who have pursued
the hesychast path to its most advanced stages — from the Desert Fathers through Symeon the New
Theologian, Gregory Palamas, Paisios Velichkovsky, and Seraphim of Sarov, to twentieth-century
figures such as Sophrony Sakharov, Paisios of Mount Athos, and Porphyrios of Kavsokalyvia. This
lineage is not merely historical; it is a living tradition of experiential witness to the realities the tradition’s
theological framework describes. Those who have most seriously pursued this path — through the full
Orthodox complex of fasting, prayer, sacramental life, and episcopal obedience — consistently find
the fullness of divine life most real within this tradition rather than outside it. This is cumulative
experiential testimony rather than demonstrative proof, and it must be held with the epistemic humility
the tradition itself demands: even genuine spiritual perception is always partial and subject to the
distortions of personal formation. But across centuries and cultures, those who have most deeply
entered this life have found themselves confirmed within Orthodoxy rather than drawn away from it.

The comparison with the other traditions reinforces this. The Catholic imaginative method does not
merely differ from hesychasm pedagogically — the tradition identifies it as spiritually dangerous,
providing precisely the raw material on which deception (prelest) operates. Oriental Orthodoxy has
genuine ascetic depth, particularly in the Sytiac tradition, but did not develop the Palamite synthesis
that gives the hesychast’s experience its proper theological articulation. Orthodoxy uniquely preserves
both the practice and the framework that makes sense of what the practice discloses.

Taken together — the apophatic prayer discipline, the fasting rule, the theology of sacred art, and the
living elder tradition — these constitute significant cumulative evidence that the Orthodox East has
preserved not only the doctrinal formulas but the lived spiritual culture of the first Christian
millennium, while the Latin West, through a series of developments that mirror its doctrinal trajectory,
progressively departed from it.

The cumulative pattern of Latin departure documented in Section II reaches its sharpest expression in
the doctrine of the Filiogue — the one point where a specific theological claim about the Triune God
was inserted unilaterally into the ecumenical Creed, making the canonical and the doctrinal objections
inseparable. Section III addresses this both as an instance of the pattern and as a positive Orthodox
theological contribution.
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III. The Filioque: Conciliar, Historical, and Theological Grounds

8. The Filioque is a canonical violation — and the historical and theological case against it
is strong, though contested

The canonical argument is the sharpest and stands on its own: the Third Ecumenical Council (Ephesus
431) explicitly forbade composition of any different creed, and no ecumenical council recognized by
both East and West ever approved the Filiogue. Rome itself resisted the Frankish insertion for centuries
— Leo III had the creed inscribed without it on silver plates in St. Petet’s. The insertion’s eventual
acceptance by Rome in 1014 was a unilateral act with no ecumenical authority behind it. Whatever one
thinks of the undetlying theology, this procedural point has canonical force: ecumenically agreed texts
are the tangible form that conciliar consensus takes, and their unilateral revision by one portion of the
Church destroys the consensus mechanism on which doctrinal authority depends.

The historical argument adds independent force. The monarchy of the Father — his sole arché as
unoriginate source of divinity — is virtually universal in pre-Nicene theology. Justin, Irenacus,
Tertullian, Origen: all locate the Father as the supreme principle from whom divinity flows to Son and
Spirit. No pre-Nicene writer teaches anything resembling Augustine’s mature position that the Spirit
proceeds from Father and Son as from a single co-spirating principle. What one finds instead is either
“from the Father” or “from the Father through the Son.”

It is not enough to note Augustine’s position as a later development; the argument itself must be met
on its own terms, since it is the strongest theological — as opposed to canonical or historical — case
tor the Filiogue, and it is not reducible to the popular image of the Spirit as the mutual love of Father
and Son. Its more exacting form, worked out across the later books of De Trinitate, runs from a premise
about divine simplicity: since the divine persons are distinguished only in their relations of origin and
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not in essence, any “reception” between them is reception of the one undivided being itself. On this
logic, when Christ says the Spirit “shall receive of mine” (John 16:14), the reception in question cannot
be merely economic; it must disclose an eternal relation in which the Son gives what the Spirit
hypostatically receives. This is a genuinely rigorous argument, and it is worth stating in its full force

before it is met, because meeting a weaker version of it settles nothing.

The argument nonetheless proves too much. Scripture depicts the Spirit acting upon the Son in the
economy just as freely as it depicts the Son sending the Spirit: the Spirit conceives Christ in the womb
(Luke 1:35) and drives him into the wilderness (Matrk 1:12). If economic “reception” between two
persons entailed a hypostatic relation of origin, the same inference would require the Son to proceed
from the Spirit — a conclusion no party to this dispute, Latin or Greek, has ever drawn. The
Augustinian move therefore cannot rest on the fact of scriptural reception language alone; it requires
the further, extra-biblical premise that reception in God is always reception of being, a premise
Scripture is simply silent on and which the Cappadocian distinction between essence and hypostatic
property was specifically formulated to resist. Patriarch Jeremiah 1I of Constantinople pressed exactly
this point against the Lutheran theologians of Tiibingen in their 1576—1581 correspondence, when he
distinguished the divine essence from the divine operations and located the Spirit’s “reception”
through the Son in the latter rather than the former — the same essence-energies logic Section V
develops independently through Palamas.
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Christ’s own baptism supplies a further, positive difficulty for the Augustinian inference rather than a
merely defensive one. There the Son is not spirator but recipient: the Spirit descends and rests upon
him. A Filioquist Christology must therefore hold that the same Son who eternally co-spirates the Spirit
as one principle with the Father receives that Spirit, in time, as a gift from without — a real asymmetry
between the Son’s eternal and economic relation to the Spirit that the single-principle model has to
explain away rather than illuminate. The Orthodox tradition has no equivalent difficulty: the Son’s
eternal repose of the Spirit (a relation John of Damascus already affirms, and which Jeremiah invokes
at exactly this point) simply continues, without inversion, into the Son’s baptismal reception of the
same Spirit who eternally rests in him.

The classical Western vocabulary for the Lutheran inference is missio and processio — temporal sending
and eternal procession — and Aquinas states the connecting principle precisely: a divine person can
send another only if he is, in some sense, an origin of the one sent, since mission without origin would
relate two persons merely externally, the way one creature commands another. John 16:7 (“I will send
him unto you”), John 20:22 (the risen Christ breathing the Spirit upon the disciples), and Galatians 4:6
(“the Spirit of his Son”) are the texts customarily marshalled to establish that the Son’s sending of the
Spirit reflects some such eternal origin.

The reductio already given against the Augustinian inference from John 16:14 disposes of John 16:7 and
John 20:22 without needing restatement: both belong to the same Farewell-Discourse and post-
resurrection idiom of sending and breathing that, taken with the same strictness, would equally require
the Son to proceed from the Spirit, who is repeatedly said to act upon and lead him within the very
economy these texts describe. Galatians 4:6 supplies the more interesting case, because on inspection
it is not really a text about origination at all but about adoption: “because ye are sons, God hath sent
forth the Spirit of his Son into your hearts, crying, Abba, Father.” This is the closest scriptural parallel
to the Cyprian model, not a further instance of the missio/ processio problem: the believer receives the
Spirit through the Son without thereby proceeding from the Son, exactly as the eternal Son, on this
document’s account, stands in a receptive relation to the same Spirit. The pattern of sonship is the
pattern of the Trinity read outward into adoption, not evidence read backward into a second hypostatic
cause.

This reading is not an attempt to impose a later Orthodox synthesis upon the Greek fathers but reflects
a distinction many patristic scholars regard as pervasive in the tradition. In his detailed study The
Filiogue: History of a Doctrinal Controversy (Oxford University Press, 2012), A. Edward Siecienski argues
that the Greek fathers consistently distinguish between the Spirit’s egporeusis — his hypostatic
origination from the Father alone — and his proienai, the Spirit’s eternal progression or manifestation
through the Son without making the Son a second principle of origin. On this reading, the language of
“through the Son” safeguards the Son’s eternal mediation while preserving the Father’s monarchy as
the sole source of the Godhead.

This reading is contested. Fr. Thomas Crean’s [zndicating the Filiogue: The Church Fathers at the Council of
Florence (Emmaus Academic, 2023) argues, following the Byzantine humanist Cardinal Basilios
Bessarion (1403-1472) and the French Assumptionist theologian Marcel Jugie (1878—1954), that the
ekporeusis/ proienai distinction is not a consistent technical distinction in the Greek fathers — the terms
are used interchangeably by multiple authors including Gregory Nazianzen and Cyril — and that
Siecienski elevates what is at best a tendency into a hermeneutical key that does too much work. Crean’s
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own engagement with the Vatican’s 1995 clarification document (“The Greek and Latin Traditions
Regarding the Procession of the Holy Spirit”) reveals how far the Catholic position has itself moved.
That document concedes that the Spirit’s hypostatic ekporeusis is from the Father alone and that the
Filiogue concerns the Spirit’s prodenai in the consubstantial communion of Father and Son. Crean argues,
from his Catholic standpoint, that this leaves the Florentine dogma without adequate content; but his
critique inadvertently shows that Rome’s own authoritative clarification has moved the position toward
what the Orthodox have consistently maintained. David Bentley Hart has concurred that the sharp
East-West paradigmatic distinction is partly a nineteenth-century construct. Siecienski himself partially
acknowledges that the terminological distinction “cannot be applied universally.”

The Orthodox case on the Filiogue therefore rests most securely not on the terminological argument
but on two grounds that stand independently of it: the canonical argument (unilateral insertion without
ecumenical reception), and the absence of any pre-Nicene formula equivalent to Augustine’s co-
spiration claim. The Filiogue as defined at Florence — the Spirit proceeding “from the Father and the
Son as from one principle” — has no ecumenical patristic precedent as a claim about hypostatic
origination.

9. Gregory of Cyprus: positive theological depth

One objection to the Eastern position is that denying the Filiogue leaves the Son and Spirit with no
cternal mutual relation. Patriarch Gregory II of Cyprus (c. 1241-1289) dissolves this objection without
conceding the Latin conclusion. Papadakis’s study Crisis in Byzantinm documents Gregory’s solution in
detail while also establishing the Tomus’s historical significance: as the “only detailed conciliar reaction
of medieval Byzantium to the Filiogue,” Blachernae 1285 “did get down to fundamentals” in a way
most earlier exchanges had not, and supplied the doctrine of the procession with “conceptual clarity
which it had hitherto lacked.” The common view that Byzantine Filiogue debates were merely about a
“liturgical variation” in creedal text, Papadakis argues, is demonstrably false for Gregory and
Blachernae.

Gregory’s starting point, as Papadakis establishes, is “the fundamental Cappadocian distinction
between the one essence and the three hypostases in the deity.” The hypostatic attributes —
unbegottenness, generation, and procession — are the incommunicable “modes of origin” that
distinguish the persons; they cannot be shared without collapsing the distinctions they are meant to
maintain. On this Cappadocian basis, Gregory’s Tomus of 1285 introduces a distinction between two
realities: the Spirit’s eternal hypostatic procession (egporeusis), which is from the Father alone, and the
Spirit’s eternal manifestation (egphansis) through the Son, which is real and eternal but is a relation of
expression within an already constituted hypostatic order, not a relation of origination.

Gregory’s own formulation, quoted by Papadakis, is precise: “What is meant here is the eternal
manifestation of the Spirit by the Son, not the purely personal emanation into being of the Spirit, which
has its existence from the Father.” The sun-and-rays analogy illuminates the distinction: “the Spirit is
said to go forth and shine through the Son, in the same manner as the sun’s light is said to go forth
through its rays, while the sun remains the light’s source, the cause of its being, and the natural principle
of its origin; and yet, the light passes forth, emanates, and shines through the rays from which it derives
neither being nor existence.” The Son is the rays through which the Spirit’s light shines forth; the
Father remains the sole source of the Spirit’s being.
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Recent scholarship pushes this model’s patristic roots eatlier still. Giulio Maspero has argued in
Rethinking the Filiogue with the Greek Fathers (Eerdmans, 2023) that Gregory of Nyssa already teaches an
eternal, non-causal relation between Son and Spirit — the Father as sun, the Son as ray, the Spirit as
light, the same image Gregory of Cyprus would later deploy — in which the Son eternally “returns”
the Spirit to the Father in love without receiving the Spirit’s hypostasis from him. This does not appear
explicitly in Gregory of Cyprus, Palamas, or the later tradition, but it supplies the eternal-manifestation
model an anchor in the fourth century rather than only the thirteenth.

Gregory’s distinction is also connected to a broader question in Byzantine Trinitarian theology that
deserves honest acknowledgment. Papadakis reads the eternal manifestation (e&phansis) as concerning
the uncreated divine energies rather than the hypostasis of the Spitit, and links Gregory’s formulation
to Palamas’s later essence-energy distinction. This “energetic” interpretation has been widely influential
but is contested. Anne-Sophie Vivier-Muresan’s detailed study, “The eternal manifestation of the Spirit
through the Son: a hypostatic or energetic reality?” (Byzantinische Zeitschrift, 2020), re-examining
Gregory’s primary texts, argues that the eternal manifestation actually concerns the very hypostasis of
the Spirit. For Palamas, as Vivier-Muresan shows, the “through the Son” language means the Spirit
“accompanies” the Word (dia as meta), expressing their consubstantiality and perichorésis. The dispute
between these two readings within Orthodox theology is genuine and has not been definitively
resolved. What both readings share — and what matters for the argument against the Filiogue — is the
common insistence that whatever the Son’s role in the Spirit’s eternal life, it does not constitute co-
origination or make the Son a joint-cause of the Spirit’s hypostatic subsistence. The Latin tradition was
tracking something real — the intimate eternal bond between Son and Spirit — but drew the wrong
metaphysical conclusion, inferring co-origination where only ordered personal relation exists.

IV. The Positive Theological Vision

10. Synodal ecclesiology: a positive account

The Orthodox synodal model deserves to be stated positively, because it rests on a substantial
theological vision that is not a mere accommodation to historical circumstance but a deliberate
expression of what the Church is.

That expression is visible first in the Church’s own sacramental life. The Church is constituted by the
Eucharist, not administered from above. Where the Eucharist is celebrated in its fullness, the whole
Christ is present — and therefore the whole Church is present. Scripture states the mechanism directly:
“we, though many, are one bread, one body; for we are all partakers of that one bread” (1 Corinthians
10:17). The grammar is causal rather than merely descriptive — Paul does not say the many are one
body and therefore share one loaf, but that they are one body because they partake of the one loaf.
The sacrament does not express a unity achieved by some prior administrative or juridical bond; the
shared partaking is itself what constitutes the plurality as one body. This sits within Paul’s wider
argument in the chapter that participation (koinonia) in a sacrifice is real communion with what is
offered (10:16, 18-20) — a strongly participatory, realist sacramental logic entirely of a piece with the
document’s broader argument that God works through active participation rather than through merely
nominal or juridical categories. The Church is not first of all a universal legal institution distributed
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across local branches; it is the Body of Christ, fully actualized wherever He is fully present in the
Eucharist. Nicholas Afanasiev first articulated this conviction systematically in his The Church of the Holy
Spirit (University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), Alexander Schmemann developed its liturgical
implications in The Eucharist (St. Vladimit's Seminatry Press, 1988), and John Zizioulas gave it its fullest
ecclesiological expression in Being as Commmunion (St. Vladimit's Seminaty Press, 1985) — but all three
understood themselves to be recovering what Paul had already stated and what the ecumenical councils
consistently presupposed. A Catholic reading affirms the same causal grammar — de Lubac’s Corpus
Mysticum (University of Notre Dame Press, 2006) is built on this Pauline logic — but holds that visible
communion with Peter’s successor is what joins the many local one-breads into a single universal Body;
the verse strengthens the Eucharistic foundation of this document’s ecclesiology considerably, but it
does not by itself adjudicate what visible primacy is for, which remains the substance of the
disagreement with Rome.

This Eucharistic foundation has a direct implication for how authority works. If the local church
gathered around its bishop is already the full Church — not a fragment waiting to be completed by
connection to a universal administrative center — then the relationship between local churches cannot
be one of administrative subordination to a single hub. It must be a relationship of communion among
equals, each of which already possesses the full reality of Church life. Primacy within this framework
functions as coordination and representation, not as jurisdiction that constitutes local churches from
above. The Vatican I model inverts this: by treating the pope’s universal immediate jurisdiction as the
source from which local episcopal authority derives, it makes the Eucharistic assembly a franchised
celebration authorized from above rather than the full presence of Christ among his people — which
is precisely why the Novus Ordo was structurally possible.

The most serious Catholic theological response to this position comes from Ratzinger, who argues in
Called to Communion: Understanding the Church Today (Ignatius Press, 1996) from Luke’s Pentecost account
that the universal Church has temporal and ontological priority over local churches: the one Church
was born catholic first, speaking all tongues simultaneously, and then generated local embodiments —
not the reverse. The Orthodox response distinguishes two kinds of universality that Ratzinger’s
argument conflates. The tradition’s claim — that the whole Church is present wherever the Eucharist
is celebrated — means the Spirit’s fullness is wholly present in each place, not distributed from a center.
Pentecost’s catholicity is precisely this: the Spirit’s gifts overflow all particular cultures simultaneously,
present in each without being derived from any hub. This is different from the institutional-
administrative universality that Ratzinger’s “temporal and ontological priority” argument requires. That
second kind of universality, pressed, demands some institutional bearer of the prior universal Church
— and that is where the papacy as constitutive of local churches’ ecclesiality re-enters, which is precisely
the structural claim the Orthodox position resists.

Avery Dulles, recognizing that the institutional model alone is inadequate, argued in Models of the Church
(PRH Christian Publishing, 1991) that a balanced Catholic ecclesiology must integrate the communion
and sacrament models — and explicitly acknowledged that Afanasiev and Zizioulas represent genuine
ecclesiological insights that cannot be dismissed. The Orthodox response is that this integration is
structurally impossible once the institutional model reaches Vatican I’s specific definition. Universal
immediate jurisdiction does not function as one model held in tension with others; it is a structural
claim that formally subordinates all other models to its own logic. The local Eucharistic community’s
completeness cannot be simultaneously genuine and conditionally dependent on papal sanction —
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these are incompatible structural claims, not complementary emphases. Dulles himself cannot fully
resolve this tension within his integrative framework, and the most honest Catholic ecclesiologists have
acknowledged it.

Synodality is also the ecclesial expression of the Trinitarian life. The Father is not isolated sovereignty;
divine life is communion, ordered without absorption of one person’s fullness into another. If salvation
means participation in Trinitarian life — as Dumitru Staniloae argues at length in his Orthodox Dogmatic
Theology and as the entire patristic tradition insists — then the Church’s structure should image
communion rather than concentration. The protos among the patriarchs convenes, represents, and
coordinates — but does not absorb the others’ fullness into himself. This is the same collegial structure
the biblical evidence of Section I establishes: the threefold commission to Peter occurs in the presence
of the other disciples, the Transfiguration is witnessed by three apostles together, and binding and
loosing is granted in the plural to the whole apostolic college.

Scripture itself describes the Church’s unity in these terms. Ephesians 4:3 exhorts believers to be
“diligent to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace” — a present, ongoing exhortation
(spondazontes, an active participle: laboring, being diligent) addressed to the whole community and
grounded in the virtues named in the preceding verse: lowliness, meekness, longsuffering, forbearing
one another in love. What follows is not a further instrument for producing unity but a description of
what is already objectively given: “one body, and one Spirit... one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one
God and Father of all.” The passage commands the guarding of a unity already constituted
sacramentally, through the discipline and patience of the whole Body, rather than describing a further
office whose function is to manufacture or certify that unity from outside. Notably, when the chapter
turns a few verses later to the offices Christ gave the Church — apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors,
and teachers (4:11) — it names these as gifts “for the perfecting of the saints, for the work of the
ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ,” plural offices serving one Body, not a single perpetual
office charged with guarantecing the Body’s unity by itself. A Catholic reading can hold, consistently
with the text, that the Petrine office serves and structures the diligence Paul commands rather than
substituting for it; Ephesians alone does not adjudicate between the two ecclesiologies. But the
passage’s own emphasis — unity as a possession already given, to be guarded through the ordinary
virtues of patience and love exercised corporately over time — sits more naturally with the synergistic,
participatory model this document has argued for than with a model in which unity is secured
automatically by the indefectibility of a single office regardless of the diligence, or its absence, of the
Body as a whole.

A third Pauline witness completes the trilogy this document has drawn from 1 Corinthians and
Ephesians. 1 Corinthians 1-3 addresses a church already fractured into rival factions — “I am of Paul...
I am of Apollos... I am of Cephas” (1:12) — and Paul’s response is neither to declare the Corinthian
church no longer one body nor to appoint a single arbiter empowered to bind the factions by decree.
He rebukes the factionalism as carnal (3:3), asks “is Christ divided?”” (1:13) as a rhetorical impossibility
rather than an open question, and labors through patient argument and the reminder of what each
apostle actually is — “ministers by whom ye believed” (3:5) — to restore unity from within the
community’s own confession, not by invoking an authority above the dispute to settle it by fiat. This
is the biblical pattern for exactly the situation this document has argued Orthodoxy is presently living
through: real, serious factionalism within a communion that remains, throughout the dispute, one body
whose parties are rebuked rather than expelled, and whose healing is expected through patient
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exhortation and the restoration of shared confession rather than through a supervening judge external
to the dispute. Paul’s own resolution is telling — not excommunication, but the reminder that all the
apostles belong to the church and the church to Christ (3:21-23) — the same logic by which
Constantinople continues to commemorate Kirill and every Local Church except Moscow itself
remains in full communion with Constantinople despite the Ukrainian dispute, refusing to let
disagreement collapse into the kind of rupture 1 Corinthians itself never treats as the answer to
factionalism.

The synodal mechanism also preserves something irreplaceable about how truth is owned by the whole
Church. In the Arian crisis, the majority of bishops temporarily embraced a heretical formula — yet
truth was preserved not by a single infallible center but by the witness of those who kept the faith in
monasteries, parishes, and theological schools, eventually vindicated through the conciliar process.
This is not a deficiency of the system but the system working as intended, demonstrating that Christ’s
headship is genuinely active throughout the whole Body.

The Catholic-Orthodox Joint International Commission has produced a trilogy of dialogue documents
directly bearing on these questions: the Ravenna Document (2007) on ecclesial communion, conciliarity
and authority; the Chieti Document (2016) on synodality and primacy in the first millennium; and the
Alexcandria Document (2023) on synodality and primacy in the second millennium and today. The
Alexcandria Document states plainly: “The Church is not properly understood as a pyramid, with a primate
governing from the top, but neither is it propetly understood as a federation of self-sufficient
Churches.” It also notes that “for Roman Catholics synodality is not merely consultative, and for
Orthodox primacy is not merely honorific” — a statement that cuts against caricatures on both sides:
against the Catholic caricature that Orthodox ecclesiology has no place for any binding primacy, and
against the Orthodox caricature that Catholic synodality is merely window-dressing. Both churches
affirm a genuine integration of synodality and primacy; the unresolved question — which is the real
point of disagreement — is the content and scope of primacy, specifically whether the Bishop of
Rome’s primacy is a service to the communion of churches or an authority constitutive of their
ecclesiality. The already-introduced Chieti Document acknowledged that both traditions affirm synodality
and primacy as complementary realities — but left undefined what “universal primacy” consists in,
precisely because the content of that primacy remains the point of genuine disagreement.

The Vatican’s own 2024 study document The Bishop of Rome: Primacy and Synodality in the Ecumenical
Dialognes and in the Responses to the Encyclical “Ut Unum Sint” acknowledges ongoing ecumenical
reservations about how the primacy has been exercised and signals openness to a “renewed
interpretation” of Vatican I’s definitions. The “relecture” of Vatican I being conducted by Catholic
theologians like Pottmeyer and Yves Congar moves in a direction that partially converges with
Orthodox ecclesiology.

One objection to this account of primacy as coordination rather than jurisdiction, raised eatlier in this
document’s discussion of the Cyprianic “every bishop is a local Peter” tradition, deserves a direct
answer before this section closes: if a diocesan bishop’s own headship is itself modeled on Peter’s
headship over the apostles, then the college of bishops, as corporate heir of the apostolic college,
should by the same logic need its own single head on the same model, on pain of headship becoming
incoherent once it is predicated of everyone at once. The Eucharistic ecclesiology this section has
developed is what defeats this inference, because it denies the premise the objection needs: that the
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universal Church is a diocese writ large, requiring the same solution at a larger scale. A diocese is a
single Eucharistic community, and a bishop’s headship exists to secure the unity of that one altar —
which is why Cyprian’s and Ignatius of Antioch’s insistence on one bishop per city is first an argument
about the Eucharistic assembly needing a president, not about jurisdiction as such. The universal
Church is not a single Eucharistic community awaiting a president of its own; it is a communion of
already-complete local churches, each already possessing the full reality of Christ’s Body in its own
Eucharist. Nor does Peter’s own relation to the apostles supply the missing premise: the apostles were
not a diocese gathered under Peter’s pastoral care but fellow recipients of an equivalent commission,
granted the identical binding-and-loosing authority in the plural, as already noted above. Petet’s
primacy among them, as Section I argues, is a primacy of order and confirmation within the college,
not the diocesan-style rule the parity argument must import to get its regress started in the first place.
The ancient Church’s own structure tells against the regress rather than for it: primacy recurs at every
intermediate scale — metropolitan over a province, patriarch over a group of provinces — without
any of these figures becoming a diocesan-style monarch over his brother bishops, which is exactly the
non-monarchical pattern the objection claims cannot exist. The regress bites only if “every bishop is a
local Peter” means many bishops holding jurisdiction over one undivided territory, which would indeed
be incoherent, the way two mayors of one city would be — but the claim is that each bishop holds the
office-pattern within his own, non-overlapping domain, the way many mayors are each chief executive
of their own city without incoherence arising from there being more than one mayor in the world.

11. God does not normally save by replacing participation

God creates — and creation participates. God saves — and man responds. The Word becomes flesh
through Mary’s free assent. Sanctification is cooperative throughout. God rules the world through man;
the Incarnation, Israel, the prophets, the apostles, the councils — all are instances of the same pattern,
in which divine action elevates creaturely agency rather than bypassing it.

Now ask the ecclesiological question: why should the preservation of truth in the Church ultimately
rest in a single office whose definitions are irreformable ex sese — from themselves, not from the
consent of the Church? This structural claim sits in deep tension with the synergistic pattern that
characterizes everything else God does in the economy of salvation. The Orthodox answer is that truth
in the Church, like everything else in the economy of grace, is received and owned by the whole Body
— not merely confirmed after the fact. The consensus mechanism, not the office, is what the historical
evidence shows actually doing the authenticating work. And this is not accidental: it reflects a consistent
divine preference for participatory instruments. God chose apostles rather than a book, councils rather
than a permanent oracle, reception rather than unilateral decree. If He had wanted a maximally efficient
mechanism for guaranteeing doctrinal certainty, He had options He did not take. That choice is itself
theological evidence for the Orthodox model.

12. Christ’s headship remains genuinely His

If one visible office functions as the universal operational center of the Church — the point through
which all jurisdiction flows, whose definitions are irreformable by anything outside themselves — a
serious question arises: what remains distinctive about Christ’s headship? The Catholic answer is that
the pope acts i persona Christi in a uniquely concentrated way. But this concentration risks
domesticating Christ’s headship into an institutional mechanism — making it something the Church
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administers rather than something Christ actively exercises. Orthodoxy’s acceptance of the messiness
of distributed authority is not a concession to historical contingency but a deliberate refusal to
substitute an institutional system for the living governance of the risen Lord. The Arian crisis, as already
noted, shows that Christ’s headship can be genuinely active precisely when the institutional structures
have failed — which is only possible if his headship is not reducible to any institutional mechanism.

13. Conciliarity reflects Trinitarian life more adequately than monarchy

As already argued, the Church's structure should image the Trinity's communion rather than
concentrate it in a single center. It is worth pressing the contrast further, because the two structures
do not merely differ in degree but in what they take unity itself to be. Unity-without-absorption, order-
without-subordination is the Trinitarian pattern: the Son and Spirit are genuinely distinct from the
Father and from each other, their distinctness never collapsing into the Father’s sovereign will but
remaining a genuine otherness within a shared life. The papal model, in which the whole Church’s
authority is formally derived from and answerable to a single bishop, images not this Trinity but a
different kind of divine monarchy — one in which unity comes first and the persons are expressions
of it, rather than one in which the persons are genuinely other and their communion is their unity. This
is not merely a political critique of Rome but a theological one: the structure of the Church is not
separable from the theology of the God it worships.

V. On the Doctrine of God and Salvation

14. The Palamite essence-energy distinction

Thedsis is not adequately defended by isolated proof-texts, however well-chosen; it is the trajectory of
the whole biblical narrative, and the case is considerably stronger stated at that scale. Eden is the
archetype: God walks with Adam in the garden (Genesis 3:8) in a directness of communion the text
nowhere describes as merely moral, and the fall is narrated as the loss of exactly this — expulsion from
the immediate presence, cherubim now barring the way back (Genesis 3:24). The rest of the Old
Testament economy is best read as a long labor to restore, in mediated and partial form, what Eden
had unmediated. The tabernacle and later the Temple are built with garden imagery throughout —
cherubim woven into the veil, almond blossoms on the lampstand, palm trees and pomegranates lining
Solomon’s Temple — because they are architecturally Eden in miniature, the place where the divine
kapod, the glory-presence of God, again dwells among his people (Exodus 25:8). That glory is precisely
what the later tradition will call the divine energies: not the unapproachable essence but God’s own
uncreated radiance, really present and really participable, even while access to it remains restricted by
a veil, a priesthood, and a single day of the year.

The Incarnation is the point at which the mediated structure gives way to the reality it foreshadowed.
John states it in the Temple’s own vocabulary: “the Word was made flesh, and dwelt,” eskénosen,
tabernacled, “among us... we beheld his glory” (John 1:14) — Christ is himself now the meeting-place
of God and man that the tabernacle only prefigured, the truth of which Section I’s reading of Matthew
16 as Davidic temple-building is one expression. At his death the Temple veil is torn from top to
bottom (Matthew 27:51), and at Pentecost the pattern completes itself in the Church, which Paul can
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now call, without qualification, the temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 3:16; 6:19) — the glory-
presence no longer confined to a single sanctuary but indwelling the baptized directly. This is the
redemptive-historical setting in which Christ’s own prayer belongs: “that they all may be one; as thou,
Father, art in me, and 1 in thee, that they also may be one in us... I in them, and thou in me” (John
17:21-23) is a request for the restoration of Edenic directness, now on Trinitarian terms, and it is either
theosis in substance or an unfulfillable prayer. Paul describes the same restoration already underway:
“we all, with open face beholding as in a glass the glory of the Lord, are changed into the same image
from glory to glory, even as by the Spirit of the Lord” (2 Corinthians 3:18) — transformation by real
participation in divine glory, the very &avod the tabernacle once housed. And Christ’s own argument
from Psalm 82:6, “I said, ye are gods” (John 10:34-30), treats Scripture’s application of divine language
to those “unto whom the word of God came” as settled precedent, arguing from the lesser case to the
greater rather than dismissing the psalm as mere metaphor.

The narrative closes where it began. Revelation’s New Jerusalem restores the tree of life (22:2, cf.
Genesis 2:9), the river flowing from God’s own presence (22:1, cf. Genesis 2:10), and the reversal of
the curse (22:3, cf. Genesis 3:14-19) — but it explicitly has no temple, “for the Lord God Almighty
and the Lamb are the temple of it” (21:22), because the mediating structure Eden’s loss made necessary
is no longer needed once “the tabernacle of God is with men, and he will dwell with them” (21:3)
without veil or restriction. Read across this whole arc rather than through 2 Peter 1:4 alone, “partakers
of the divine nature” is not a single striking phrase but the terminus of a trajectory Scripture states
from its second chapter to its last: exile from unmediated divine presence, a long economy of mediated
approach, and the promise of its unveiled restoration — which is what the Palamite distinction exists
to make theologically precise.

The distinction between divine essence and divine energies did not originate with Palamas, though he
defended and systematized it under controversy that demanded precision. Its roots reach further back
than the Cappadocians. Philo of Alexandria already drew the polarity between the divine owsia —
unknowable, beyond every name and concept, the object of Moses’s unanswered request in Exodus
33 — and the divine Powers, through which God is genuinely present and active in the world. Clement
of Alexandria, Origen, and Athanasius all develop this same polarity: God is remote in essence but
near in power; the divine essence cannot be grasped by any creaturely intellect, yet God gives himself
truly in his activities. Athanasius makes clear, responding to those who denied the Incarnation required
divine change, that God “is outside of the universe in essence and present in all things by his own
powers.” This patristic consensus across multiple centuries provides the background against which the
Cappadocians’ more precise anti-Eunomian formulation becomes intelligible. Basil’s categorical
response to Eunomius — that the divine essence remains unknowable while God is genuinely known
through his energeiai — does not introduce a new idea but gives precise theological form to what the
tradition had consistently taught. Gregory of Nyssa extended this into the doctrine of epeksasis: the
soul’s participation in God is real and increasing, a movement into the inexhaustible divine life that
deepens without end. The Dionysian tradition elaborated it further, and by the time of John of
Damascus, the distinction between what God is in his essence and how he is present and active in his
energies was established patristic teaching.

The controversy that compelled precision arose from the hesychast practice of the Athonite monks,
who claimed to perceive, in advanced contemplative prayer, an uncreated light — the same light the
disciples saw shining from Christ at the Transfiguration on Tabor. Barlaam attacked this claim as
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logically incoherent: if the light is God, the monks are claiming direct expetience of the divine essence,
which the whole apophatic tradition declares impossible; if it is not God, it is a creature, and devotion
to it collapses into a form of idolatry. Palamas’s response — ratified by the Councils of Constantinople
in 1341, 1347, and 1351, and therefore binding for the Orthodox Church — was the essence-energy
distinction in its most precise form. The uncreated light is neither the divine essence nor a creature. It
is the divine energy: God’s own uncreated self-communication and activity, in which creatures
genuinely participate without the divine essence being circumscribed, divided, or exhausted. The
Taboric light the disciples saw was not a created phenomenon approximating God; it was God
genuinely present and active, received by the disciples as far as their condition permitted. This is not a
logical device imposed on the tradition but a theological desctiption of #hedsis as the tradition had
actually experienced and taught it.

The soteriological stakes of these councils are decisive. If grace is a created effect in the soul — the
dominant Thomistic account — then what the saints participate in is not God himself but something
God produces. Theisis, in the full patristic sense, becomes incoherent. The Palamite distinction
preserves what the tradition unanimously affirms — that “partakers of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4)
means what it says — without collapsing the Creator-creature distinction by making the divine essence
communicable. What Palamas means by “energies” is not an exotic additional ontological layer but the
traditional divine attributes — goodness, wisdom, holiness, power, justice, life, simplicity,
foreknowledge, love — which both patristic literature and ordinary Christian discourse have always
predicated of God. The claim is that these attributes are genuinely God, genuinely uncreated, genuinely
participable, and yet genuinely distinct from what God is in his unknowable essence. God’s essence
remains absolutely unknowable and incommunicable; God’s energies in this sense are real divine action
and presence in which creatures genuinely participate, and it is this participation that makes #hedsis more
than a metaphor.

Rome has never formally accepted the Palamite distinction, and the dominant Thomistic tradition
positively excludes it via the doctrine of absolute divine simplicity in its Avicennian form. The
Orthodox response, developed by John Meyendotff in his A Study of Gregory Palamas (St. Vladimit's
Seminary Press, 1998) and by the subsequent tradition of Palamite scholarship, is that this version of
divine simplicity is a philosophical axiom that arrived in Western theology without ecumenical
reception and which overrides, rather than serves, what the tradition teaches about God’s real
participable presence in the world. The disagreement reaches into the doctrine of God itself: two
different accounts of how God is present in the wotld produce, downstream, two different accounts
of grace, salvation, prayer, and the end of human life.

The Thomist objection to the Palamite distinction takes two forms, and both need to be answered.
The first is the composition horn: if essence and energies are genuinely distinct in God — distinct not
merely in how our minds approach him but in what is actually there — then God is composed of two
things, and composition implies dependence; any composite being depends on whatever brought its
components together, implying something more ultimate than God. Divine simplicity is therefore not
a philosophical preference but a metaphysical necessity: an uncaused first cause cannot have parts. The
second is the definitional horn: if the divine essence is unknowable and indefinable even in principle,
how can determinate, nameable perfections — goodness, wisdom, life — flow from it? A formless
source cannot yield a determinate output; so either the essence secretly possesses a definition that
accounts for what proceeds from it — in which case the apophatic reserve collapses — or the
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distinction is not in God at all but only in our concepts, in which case the position collapses into the
Thomist one.

On the composition horn: the objectionable kind of composition — the kind that implies dependence and
cannot apply to God — requires prior components that are themselves simpler than the whole and
capable of existing without each other. Hydrogen and oxygen compose water; each can exist without
the compound, and the compound depends on their combination. Nothing of this kind describes the
relation of essence and energies in Palamas. Palamas himself addresses the composition charge directly,
arguing that the presence of participability and imparticipability, of something that characterizes and
something characterized, “presents no obstacle to God’s being one and simple, having a single, equal,
and simple divinity.” The energies are not prior components brought into conjunction with the
essence; they are eternal and necessary expressions of a divine life that overflows without being
depleted or divided. There is no composition event, no composer, and no separability. The sun’s light
proceeding from the sun does not introduce parts into the sun; a spring is not composite because it
gives rise to a river. What Palamas describes is an overflow structure, not an assembly structure. The
Thomist may recast the objection: if energies are genuinely other than the essence, they must be
accidental — contingent properties that may or may not belong to God. But Palamas is explicit and
emphatic that the energies are necessary and eternal, not accidental. He proposes that the Aristotelian
taxonomy of essence and accident does not exhaust what can be said of God, and that insisting it does
imports a metaphysical axiom whose extension to the divine life cannot simply be assumed. Palamas’s
actual structure is three-term, not two-term. The divine Persons proceed from the divine essence
necessarily, by generation and procession. Divine energies — God’s goodness, wisdom, holiness,
power, justice, life — characterize the divine nature necessarily, flowing from it as its inherent
attributes. Creatures proceed from the divine will contingently, brought into existence freely. Energy
cannot simply be folded into either of the other two terms. It cannot be identified with the persons’
own mode of proceeding, since the persons are individuated by relations of origin — begetting, being
begotten, proceeding — not by the possession of attributes, and the energies are common to all three
hypostases rather than distinguishing any one of them. Nor can it be identified with the will’s
contingent products, since Palamas is explicit and emphatic that the energies are necessary and eternal,
never beginning or ending as creatures do. A term that is common to all three persons, necessary rather
than willed, and yet not itself a relation of origin has no seat in a two-term ontology of essence and
accident; the three-term structure is not stipulated to save the doctrine but is what remains once the
other two slots are already occupied.

This answers the weaker, separability form of the composition worty, but a sharper form presses
further: composition need not require parts capable of independent existence to threaten priority — it
is enough that the whole’s being what it is depends on, and is explained by, its parts, so that the parts
count as prior in the order of explanation even where they cannot exist apart from the whole. This is
the form the objection actually takes in its most careful statements, and Palamas’s text answers it too,
by denying the relevant kind of dependence outright rather than only denying separability. His case
against Barlaam turns on total presence: “since God is entirely present in each of the divine energies,
we name Him from each of them, although it is clear that He transcends all of them” (I7/ads, against
Barlaam; cf. Capita 134: God is “a transcendent substance in which there are observed only relation
and creation, which do not produce within it any composition or alteration”). An energy is not a partial
contribution that, added to others, explains or constitutes the whole God the way parts explain a whole;
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each energy simply is the whole, entire God, differently possessed. Nothing is added up to compose
God out of the energies, because no energy occupies less than the whole there is. The clearest model
for this shape is not the sun or the spring but the Trinity Palamas already confesses: the Father is really,
even asymmetrically, distinct from the Son without either being a part contributing a share toward
some further, composite reality on which their combination would then depend. One subject stands
in several real, non-competing relations — to himself, and to what participates him — rather than
several realities awaiting something else to unify them. A version of the composition objection strong
enough to defeat the essence/energies distinction on these grounds would equally dissolve the real
distinction of Father and Son, which is not a cost classical trinitarian theology, East or West, is prepared

to pay.

On the definitional horn: definable and determinate are not the same thing. To define is to circumscribe a
thing by genus and difference, possible only for finite things that stand alongside others of their kind;
God stands in no such genus. His indefinability is not the vagueness of a formless blur but its opposite
— a fullness too great to be fenced in — and this is Aquinas’s own teaching. Activity does not require
a definition to draw on; it requires an agent capable of it. Indefinability would only threaten determinacy
if to name a thing were to define it, which is exactly the inference Palamas rejects. What is determinate
and nameable is the energeia itself — activity, in Aristotle’s own sense of the term, is precisely the
category Palamas reserves for the energies, never for the essence, and it would be a category mistake
to award the essence that name as a positive description in order to explain how the essence gives rise
to what propetly bears it. The cost of that mistake is concrete: Aristotle’s own Prime Mover is pure
actuality precisely by identifying its substance with its energeia outright, ousia and energeia collapsing into
one act with nothing held back on either side (Metaphysics X11.6, 1071b20). To predicate energeia of the
essence, even honorifically, is to make that same identification for the Christian God — and Palamas’s
whole point in keeping the two terms distinct is to refuse it: the energies are really enacted and
determinate, while the essence is withheld from the actuality/potentiality pair altogether, not because
it falls short of full actuality and so harbors some Aristotelian potency, but because that pair, like every
other category drawn from created being, does not reach the essence at all. This also answers a rejoinder
the objection invites but does not state: that a God who is not, strictly, actus purus must have unrealized
potency, and so be imperfect. That inference assumes actuality and potentiality between them exhaust
what can be truly said of anything, God included — an assumption Palamas is declining, not failing to
meet. The essence needs no prior act from which the energies then proceed as a downstream output;
on the contrary, as Palamas holds following Maximus, no essence exists or is known at all without its
own energeia, essence and energy standing or falling together rather than one producing the other. The
indefinability of the essence is accordingly no bar to the determinacy of the energies: the two are not
related as a productive source to its output, but as that which cannot exist without an activity to that
activity itself, and it is only the latter, never the former, that any name reaches. A definable essence
would in fact be a finite one. The naming sub-argument — that an indefinable essence cannot be
named, leaving nothing true to be said of God — fails for the same reason. Palamas does not hold that
to name is to define; we name God truly from the energies he gives and shows us while the essence
remains beyond every name as their hidden source. The pressure then reduces to a single question:
what is the fruthmaker that makes “God is good” fit? Either it is some genuine communicated reality of
God reaching the creature — which is just what Palamas calls an energy — or it is the one simple
essence containing all perfections eminently with the multiplicity residing only in our concepts. But the
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latter is not a neutral logical result; it is the whole Thomistic doctrine of God asserted at the outset.
The objection either concedes the distinction or quietly assumes its own conclusion.

A note on vocabulary is needed here, because it bears directly on the composition objection. Palamas
himself never set out the kind of distinction he intended, and he did not use the scholastic taxonomy
of real, formal, and conceptual distinctions, so mapping his teaching onto those categories risks
distorting it. He certainly never speaks of a “real distinction” — that phrase was introduced by his
Latin critics, Denis Pétau (1583-1652) and Jugie, who read it as a distinction of separable parts and
hence as a breach of divine simplicity, which is precisely the reading the composition objection
presupposes. Two careful recent treatments converge on what matters. Tikhon Alexander Pino,
examining the distinction across Palamas’s entire corpus in Essence and Energies: Being and Naming God in
St. Gregory Palamas (Routledge, 2023), shows that Palamas aligns it instead with a conceptual or notional
separation: essence and energies are separated “only by reason” (mondi toi logismoi), as the Tomos of
1351 that vindicated him officially taught. The decisive nuance is that what is “only in the mind” is
their separation, not their reality — for Palamas the energies are real things, uncreated and eternal, not
human inventions, and inseparable from the essence. David Bradshaw, in Divine Energies and Divine
Action: Exploring the Essence-Energies Distinction (IOTA Publications, 2023), reaches the same anti-
compositional result from the side of the Greek vocabulary: to call a distinction &at’ epinoian is, in itself,
to say only that it is grasped through reflection rather than perceived, not to deny that it is real, and
Palamas quietly avoided the label mainly to forestall the suggestion that one could ask what the essence
would be apart from the energies — since no essence can exist without its natural energies, nor an
energy without being the activity of some essence. Bradshaw adds that the scholastic grid is itself a
contested and historically contingent construct that ought not be imposed on Palamas; he allows a
rough affinity with the Scotist formal distinction for the case of essence and natural energies
specifically, offered as a modern tool for locating the distinction rather than as an exegetical finding
about what Palamas himself intended. That particular comparison remains contested in the secondary
literature — the field divides at least four ways, between a real distinction, a formal distinction, a
conceptual distinction with a foundation in reality, and a distinction in sense rather than reference —
and nothing in this section’s argument turns on settling it. What both scholars agree on, independently
of that further question, is the point that defeats the objection. Nothing in God is really separated; the
separation is effected only in thought; and composition, as Palamas insists, arises from real divisibility,
not from distinction — so a difference that can be drawn only in the mind introduces no parts into
God. The scholastic categories, framed for finite and composite being, must in any case be qualified
before they are predicated of God, and that qualification, rather than any defect in the doctrine, is the
Palamite point.

A further clarification distinguishes the kinds of energies in play, and it too tells against composition.
The natural energies — God’s goodness, wisdom, holiness, life, and power — belong to God
necessarily and eternally, as he is in himself. It is tempting to complete the picture by classing creation,
providence, and foreknowledge as “contingent energies” that begin and end with creaturely history,
but this is imprecise, and both Bradshaw and Pino correct it: God’s creativity, foreknowledge, and
providence are, for Palamas, eternal attributes by which God is active and all-powerful from all eternity.
What begins and ends is their manifestation ad extra — the effects produced in and through creatures
— not the divine powers themselves, which never pass in and out of being. This is why the energies
introduce no assembly into God: even the apparently relational ones are not annexed from outside but
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flow necessarily from what God is, an overflow rather than a construction, while only their temporal
actualization belongs to the history of creatures.

What none of this does is settle the deepest dispute, and honesty requires marking the remaining fault
line precisely. When we say “God is good,” is the truthmaker a genuine, non-merely-conceptual self-
communication of God, as Palamas holds, or the one simple essence holding all perfections eminently
with the variety living only in our concepts, as Aquinas holds? That is a genuine and unresolved
disagreement, and the considerations above do not adjudicate it. What they establish is narrower but
real: the charge that the Palamite distinction is incoberent — that it introduces composition, that an
unknowable essence cannot ground determinate self-manifestations, that apophatic reserve leaves
nothing true to be said of God — does not succeed. Which account is finally correct turns not on these
objections but on the larger question of which account of God’s presence the tradition’s worship,
ascetic experience, and conciliar witness require — the question Sections I through V have argued
favors the Eastern reading.

15. The satisfaction framework

Anselm’s Cur Dens Homo (1098) — written after the schism, without ecumenical reception —
introduces the account of Christ’s death as satisfaction of an infinite debt of honor owed to God. The
precise and defensible Orthodox claim is this: making legal satisfaction the arhitectonic principle of
soteriology is Anselm’s innovation, without precedent as a structure in the patristic tradition East or
West. Nicholas Cabasilas employs satisfaction-adjacent language, but he does not make it the
organizing principle of his soteriology; his Life in Christ remains structured around #hedsis and
sacramental participation, with satisfaction appearing as one explanatory thread. He is also a single
theologian, not a council.

The patristic East understands salvation primarily as #hedsis: the restoration of human nature to
participation in divine life, the defeat of death and the devil, the healing of the image of God in man.
Sin is primarily a disease, a death, a distortion of the image — not primarily a legal debt requiring
quantified repayment.

The purgatory debate at the Council of Ferrara-Florence (1438-39) makes the structural difference
concrete. As Meyendorff and the Orthodox theologian Demetrios Bathrellos (“Love, Purification, and
Forgiveness versus Justice, Punishment, and Satisfaction: The Debates on Purgatory and the
Forgiveness of Sins at the Council of Ferrara—Florence Get access Arrow,” Journal of Theological Studies,
2014) have documented, the fundamental disagreement was not whether post-mortem purification
exists — both sides accepted some version of that — but whether such purification is expiatory and
punitive (the Latin view: satisfaction for temporal penalties, administered through fire) or therapeutic
and loving (the Greek view: healing by divine love and forbearance, aided by the prayers and liturgies
of the Church). Mark of Ephesus’s position was not that God does nothing for souls after death but
that the Latin framework of quantified expiatory punishment imports into the afterlife the same
juridical logic that distorts Latin soteriology as a whole.

That the Latin system generated both the indulgence trade and Martin Luthet’s reaction to it is modest
but genuine diagnostic evidence that something was structurally wrong with its internal logic. The
Reformation did not happen in the East — not because the Eastern Church was without corruption,
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but because it had not developed the specific pathologies that made Latin Christianity internally
explosive.

The case made in Sections I through V establishes that Eastern Orthodoxy’s doctrinal and
ecclesiological inheritance is more continuous with the first-millennium Church than Rome’s. But it
does not by itself establish Eastern Orthodoxy over against the one remaining rival that also claims
continuity with the pre-Chalcedonian tradition: Oriental Orthodoxy, which argues that the
Chalcedonian synthesis itself was the original departure, and that Eastern Orthodoxy shares with Rome
a fifth-century Christological error. Section VI addresses that claim directly.

VI. Eastern Orthodoxy Against Oriental Orthodoxy

16. The canonical case: Baradeus’s ordinations and the burden of proof

By the mid-550s, the Chalcedonian episcopal hierarchy had been received across virtually the entire
institutional church of Alexandria — which is precisely why Jacob Baradaeus’s ordination campaign
was necessary. The evidence for this comes from Monophysite sources themselves. John of Ephesus,
a contemporary supporter of Baradaeus and our most important primary source for the period,
acknowledges in his Life of James Bar'adai (as documented by W.H.C. Frend in The Rise of the Monophysite
Movement [Cambridge University Press, 1972]) that “the party of the believers had diminished, and
deficiency too had arisen in the order of the priesthood over all the commonwealth of the party of the
believers,” and that “there was absolutely no man to extend the hand of ordination to any brother in
the whole Roman territory as far as the Persian frontier.” A functioning episcopate does not need
emergency replacement. The very need for the campaign presupposes a vacancy it was meant to fill,
and that vacancy is evidence that Chalcedonian reception had achieved institutional reality. This gives
Orthodoxy a workable, non-circular criterion: reception by the wotldwide episcopacy, with some
regional exceptions allowed, over a sufficient period of time. Chalcedon had achieved that reception;
the miaphysite position had not.

Honesty requires acknowledging the complicating context. As Frend documents, the events of 536—8
— Justinian’s condemnation of Severus, the imperial ban on anti-Chalcedonian clergy, the burning of
Severus’s writings — constituted a watershed in the history of the Monophysite movement, Frend
concludes that Monophysitism had become “despite itself a schismatic movement” — an institution
that abhorred separatism yet was pressed into separate institutional existence by imperial force and
theological intransigence. The Monophysites were reluctant schismatics, as Frend explicitly notes:
“nothing was further from the thoughts of Severus and his colleagues than to establish their creed on
the basis of provincial or national churches.” The canonical argument is therefore not that OO chose
schism easily but that, whatever the causes of institutional separation, the canonical reception criterion
shows where the episcopate actually stood at the moment of rupture.

A further objection must be faced directly: Miaphysite Christianity remained the majority faith of the
Egyptian countryside and much of Syria for centuries after Chalcedon and Baradaeus’s ordinations
alike, a demographic reality that persisted well into the era of Islamic rule. If episcopal reception is the
criterion, does sheer numerical persistence among the faithful not tell against it? The objection does
not succeed, and not merely by definitional fiat. If raw demographic persistence settled doctrinal
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questions, the Church of the East would have the strongest claim of all: East Syriac Christianity,
explicitly Nestorian in Christology by both Chalcedonian and non-Chalcedonian reckoning, persisted
as a numerically substantial community across Persia, Central Asia, and China for the better part of a
millennium — considerably longer than Miaphysite ascendancy in Egypt predated Islamic-era
demographic change. Neither Eastern nor Oriental Orthodoxy accepts that this longevity vindicates
Nestorius; both traditions already agree that numerical endurance under a specific and often persecuted
regional history is not a criterion either side actually applies elsewhere. The canonical argument’s
reliance on formal episcopal and synodal reception rather than lay demographic majority is therefore
not a criterion invoked conveniently against Oriental Orthodoxy alone; it is the same standard both
traditions rely on to exclude every rival claimant neither wishes to embrace.

The Vincentian catholicity principle also favors Chalcedon: the Oriental Orthodox position rests
overwhelmingly on one local tradition (Alexandria, and Cyril’s specific vocabulary) against the
convergent judgment of the Roman, Antiochene, Constantinopolitan, and Jerusalemite sees acting
together. Eastern Orthodoxy, by receiving Chalcedon while insisting on its Cyrillian interpretation at
Constantinople 1I, is the more Vincentian position — incorporating the Alexandrian insight rather
than making it a veto over the rest of the Church.

A consistency question is worth raising here rather than leaving it for a critical reader to notice unaided.
This document treats councils procured under political pressure with real suspicion elsewhere —
Florence’s coerced signatures, reversed within a generation by the very bishops who gave them, is a
central piece of evidence against Rome’s claims. Chalcedon’s own circumstances were not free of
comparable pressure: it was convened at imperial initiative under Marcian, and Dioscorus of Alexandria
was deposed and exiled without the kind of extended hearing the gravity of the matter might seem to
require. Why does the same suspicion not dissolve Chalcedon’s authority by the document’s own
standard?

The disanalogy is not procedural but evidential, and it follows the same test already proposed for
Palamism and Vatican I: did the council’s authority come to rest on reception that remained genuinely
open, or was it foreclosed by the manner of the council’s own procurement? Florence’s signatures were
repudiated almost immediately by the same Eastern bishops who gave them, once free of the political
duress that had produced them — the clearest possible sign that reception, tested honestly, went the
other way. Chalcedon underwent no comparable reversal among those who received it: Rome,
Constantinople, Jerusalem, and the greater part of Antioch held to it without interruption for the
century that followed and for the fifteen centuries since, and its content was subsequently tested,
clarified, and in places qualified — not simply ratified — at Constantinople II, exactly the kind of
ongoing conciliar correction Vatican I's ex sese framework forecloses in principle. Dioscorus’s
deposition, whatever its procedural shortcomings, did not settle the Christological question by that act
alone; the question remained open enough that the wider Church spent the next century and a half
working out Chalcedon’s proper Cyrillian interpretation, a labor that would be senseless if Chalcedon’s
authority had already been treated as self-certifying. The manner of a council’s convening is not
irrelevant, but what it produces — reception that holds and continues to be tested, or reception that
collapses the moment external pressure lifts — is the more reliable evidence, and Chalcedon and
Florence do not score the same way on it.
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17. The Christological question: Severus, Cyril, and the limits of terminological resolution

The modern convergence dialogues between EO and OO have established that the Christological
dispute contains a genuine terminological dimension, and Pauline Allen and C.T.R. Hayward’s study
Severus of Antioch (Routledge, 2004) illuminates precisely how this arose. As they document, Cyril of
Alexandria’s theological development was “so ambivalent that his works could be a common arsenal
for contrary christologies depending upon what one sought in them.” Severus’s great work the
Philalethes was explicitly directed at demonstrating that the Chalcedonians had distorted Cyril’s position
by “selectively citing Cyril to make the great Alexandrian out to be a proponent of the two-nature
christology.” This is the grain of truth in the OO case — the dispute was not merely political but
involved genuine competing readings of Cyril’s ambiguous legacy.

However, the terminological dimension cuts both ways and does not straightforwardly vindicate OO.
Cyril’s own Laetentnr Caeli settlement of 433, in which he accepted “two natures” language from the
Antiochenes under carefully specified conditions, shows that Cyril himself acknowledged the formula
was compatible with his theological concerns when properly understood. The Neo-Chalcedonian
tradition took this seriously: it received Chalcedon while insisting on its Cyrillian interpretation,
explicitly anathematizing Nestorius and the Three Chapters at Constantinople II to close the Antiochene
loophole. Oriental Orthodoxy’s rejection of Chalcedon was responding to a real danger — Antiochene
misappropriation of “two natures” language — that the subsequent Chalcedonian tradition recognized
and corrected. Rejecting Chalcedon for what it might become in Antiochene hands, when the tradition
decisively foreclosed that possibility, is not obviously vindicated by the convergence dialogues.

The modern convergence should not be received uncritically, and it creates a genuine difficulty of its
own. The Joint Commission’s 1989 and 1990 Agreed Statements affirm that both families “have always
loyally maintained the same authentic Orthodox Christological faith... though they have used
Christological terms in different ways.” If this is true without qualification, it sits uneasily with the
historical record: a merely terminological disagreement does not obviously warrant fifteen centuries of
separate hierarchies, separate sacraments, and mutual anathemas. The stronger the claim of underlying
agreement, the harder it becomes to explain why Oriental Orthodoxy’s founding generation — Severus
of Antioch chief among them — did not simply contest Chalcedon’s language from within a shared
communion, but instead built parallel structures against bishops they now would have to regard as
never having taught heresy in the first place.

The deepest obstacle, in fact, is not the Christological formula at all but something the terminological
convergence does not touch: each tradition’s saints stand under the other’s anathemas. Severus of
Antioch is not a peripheral figure to be quietly reconsidered; he is a canonized saint of the Oriental
Orthodox churches, commemorated liturgically to this day, whose teaching was explicitly and by name
anathematized at a synod in Constantinople in 536 and again at the Sixth Ecumenical Council in 680—
681 — two councils integral to the Eastern Orthodox conciliar tradition — with his writings ordered
burned. Severus’s own synod of 514 anathematized, equally by name, the Tome of Leo, the foundational
Christological document of a saint the Eastern Orthodox Church itself venerates as a Father of the
Church. This is not an asymmetry one side can resolve unilaterally: it is two living liturgical calendars,
each naming as heretic a man the other calendar names as saint.

This is why the 1993 Chambésy statement’s proposal to lift anathemas “on the basis that the Councils and
fathers previously... condemned atre not heretical” remains, three decades later, a proposal rather than
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an accomplished fact. Restating Christology in mutually acceptable language is a real achievement, but
it is not the same act as a Church formally reversing its own conciliar judgment on a named saint or
heresiarch — a step with direct liturgical consequences (whose feast is kept, whose writings are read,
whose name is or is not commemorated) that neither communion has yet taken. The persistence of
the schism after the theological convergence is therefore not, on reflection, primarily evidence of
bureaucratic delay. It reflects a real and specific unresolved question — whose saints were right — that
is harder, and more consequential, than the Christological question this document has otherwise treated
as substantially resolved.

18. The doctrinal iteration argument and the stakes for human agency

The Neo-Chalcedonian synthesis — Leontius of Byzantium, Maximus the Confessor, John of
Damascus, finalized at Constantinople III — represents sustained, iterative refinement that addressed
exactly the problems Cyrillian critics had raised. The enhypostaton doctrine resolved the “individual
nature without a hypostasis” puzzle. Dyothelitism secured the full operative reality of Christ’s human
will — and this matters especially for the question of human agency and salvation. If synergy and
creaturely participation are essential to how God works — and the entire Orthodox theological vision
developed in this document depends on this claim — then a Christology that cleatly distinguishes and
preserves the human will’s genuine operation is not a minor technical nicety but a theological necessity.
Maximus made explicit what was already implicit in Gregory Nazianzen’s anti-Apollinarian axiom:
“what is not assumed is not healed” — since willing is a natural power of a rational soul.

Miaphysite Christology tends to emphasize the unity of operation in Christ, which risks — not
necessarily entails, but risks — what might be called the “divine will using human will” problem: if the
one nature of the incarnate Word operates as a single principle, the full integrity and genuine otherness
of Christ’s human willing is harder to secure. The Oriental Orthodox tradition, through contingent
institutional isolation and persecution, largely did not achieve the same doctrinal closure that
Constantinople 11 provided for the Chalcedonian side. The question for Oriental Orthodoxy is not
whether its theologians infend to preserve full human agency in Christ — they do — but whether their
Christological framework has the conceptual resources to gwarantee it as robustly as the Hastern
Orthodox synthesis does.

A deeper philosophical dimension of the miaphysite difficulty emerges from Johannes Zachhuber’s
analysis of Severus’s engagement with his Chalcedonian opponents, in The Rise of Christian Theology and
the End of Ancient Metaphysics (Oxford University Press, 2020). The double homoonsion — that Christ is
homoousios with the Father in his divinity and homoousios with us in his humanity — accepted by Cyril
himself at the 433 Formula of Reunion, carries significant consequences within the Cappadocian
framework both sides shared. In that framework, bomoonsia denotes sharing a universal nature across a
real plurality of individual hypostases. This creates a dilemma Zachhuber shows Severus could never
fully resolve: either the miaphysite one compound nature of the Incarnate is a zertium quid — something
genuinely new and not propetly homoousios with either the Father or with us — or the miaphysites must
abandon the concrete Cappadocian reading of universals their own tradition affirmed. John of
Damascus crystallizes the objection: a compound nature “can in no way be homoousios with the natures
from which it has been composed since it is something new made from different things” — meaning
the miaphysite Incarnate is ultimately neither fully divine nor fully human.
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Zachhuber’s sympathetic reading acknowledges that the miaphysites were protecting something
philosophically real: what he calls the “ontological bond” between nature and hypostasis, the guarantee
that what is present in the Incarnate is truly and wholly the divine nature rather than a diluted
participation. The Chalcedonian enhypostaton doctrine addresses this concern precisely: the human
nature is fully and wholly individuated in the hypostasis of the eternal Word, so that nothing of human
nature is absent from the Incarnate while nothing of divine nature is diminished. The exbypostaton
provides the ontological guarantee the miaphysites were seeking, without the compound-nature
problem their formula generates.

The Miaphysite tradition did appeal to the soul-body composite as its illustration of genuine unity-in-
duality, and the appeal should be answered on its own patristic terms rather than by a modern
philosophical argument alone. John of Damascus meets it directly, and by name: against “Dioscorus...
Eutyches and Severus,” he denies that Christ’s two natures compose “as man is made of soul and
body,” because — and this is the decisive move — he denies that soul and body themselves compose
a single new nature in the sense the Miaphysite analogy requires. Each human hypostasis, he insists,
“has two natures, and fulfils itself in two natures, namely, soul and body”; the “one nature” predicated
of man is a unity of species across many individuals, not a real compositional fusion within the
individual, and he states plainly that treating the soul-body union as an essential fusion “is an insult to
their very existence, and reduces them to nothingness.” On John’s own analysis, then, the soul-body
composite is not a template the Miaphysites can borrow; read correctly, it is already an instance of
exactly the structure Chalcedon claims for Christ — two complete natures, really distinct, united in a
single hypostasis without becoming a third thing. The Miaphysite analogy does not fail because soul
and body are the wrong kind of parts, as a philosophical restatement of Zachhubet’s objection might
suggest; it fails because, on the Damascene’s own showing, the analogy was never available to prove
what it was recruited to prove.

The deepest theological intuitions that draw serious inquirers to Orthodoxy — synergy, human
participation, the restoration of humanity — are Maximian, not miaphysite, and they are embedded in
the Chalcedonian framework.

VII. On Miracles as Motives of Credibility

19. The Catholic argument stated in its strongest form

Catholic apologetics — articulated in its most rigorous form through Aquinas’s framework and
Réginald Garrigou-Lagrange’s On Divine Revelation (Emmaus Academic, 2022), systematized in Benedict
XIV’s De Servorum Dei Beatificatione— makes a principled claim about miracles that deserves to be stated
in its full strength before being evaluated.

Genuine miracles — effects proper to God alone that exceed all natural powers even unknown —
function as public divine attestation of a divine legate’s message. Because God cannot perform a true
miracle in confirmation of a false doctrine without becoming a witness to falsehood, genuine miracles
attached to a doctrine provide morally certain grounds for accepting that doctrine. Vatican I affirms
that exterior proofs of revelation, especially miracles and prophecies, “manifestly display the
omnipotence and infinite knowledge of God” and are “the most certain signs of the divine revelation
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adapted to the intelligence of all men.” In its classical form, however, the argument is not primarily
about proving individual doctrines in isolation. It aims at the divine authority and mission of the visible
Church as an institution established by Christ. The cumulative witness — miracles, sanctity, historical
endurance, fulfilled prophecy — establishes that God has provided public signs sufficient for rational
trust in this Church as a divinely authorized teacher. Francis de Sales (1567-1622), Doctor of the
Church, develops this point with particular clarity in The Catholic Controversy: miracles are one of the
confirmatory rules of faith that support the visible Church’s divine mission and apostolic succession,
rather than standalone proofs for each later doctrinal development.

20. The Orthodox response: where the argument is strongest and where it fails

Where the argument is genuinely strong: the Thomistic framework for identifying genuine miracles
(moral circumstances: purpose, moral value, manner; physical citcumstances: gravity of illness, absence
of natural remedy, instantaneous and permanent cure) reflects a rational methodology. That genuine
miracles can provide morally certain grounds for trusting the Church’s divine mission is not credulous
— it is what Christ himself demanded. The cumulative Catholic case (Loutdes, approved canonization
miracles, long-term sanctity) deserves honest engagement and cannot be dismissed lightly.

Where the argument faces serious difficulty, two perspectives operate in tandem. First, the evidence
for many celebrated cases is not as strong as popular and even some apologetic presentations allege.
Second, even granting the strongest plausible reading of particular phenomena, post-apostolic miracles
do not carry the ecclesiological specificity required to adjudicate the Catholic—Orthodox divide in
Rome’s favor. In disputes internal to Christianity, historical-doctrinal continuity with the apostolic
deposit has greater adjudicative force than post-apostolic miracle reports.

Christ’s miracles and the Apostles’ signs uniquely establish and inaugurate public revelation in a
structurally precise sense. The Old Testament pattern is instructive. Divine authority was transmitted
sacramentally and hierarchically: Moses laid his hands on Joshua and “put some of his authority on
him” (Numbers 27:18-20; Deuteronomy 34:9), and the resulting chain of priestly appointment
maintained a graduated hierarchy. Christ’s miraculous signs authenticated precisely this kind of
appointment at the New Covenant level — not merely the content of his teaching but the divine
authority of his commission and of those he in turn commissioned (John 15:16; Matthew 10:40). The
Apostles” own signs served the same constitutive function: authenticating the extension of that
commission through the laying on of hands (Acts 6; 2 Timothy 1:6; Titus 1:5) and establishing the
sacramental hierarchy that would transmit apostolic authority to successors. Acts 8:12—17 is particulatly
pointed: Philip, who had been set apart by apostolic hands as a deacon, could baptize the Samaritans
but could not convey the Holy Spirit — that required Peter and John to come from Jerusalem and lay
their hands on them. The lesser could not transmit what only the greater could give. This demonstrates
that even within the apostolic period, the hierarchical and appointive principles were operative and the
sacramental chain was already constituted as a structure distinct from any individual’s personal holiness.

Later miracles operate within this already-complete deposit and therefore cannot possess the same
doctrinal specificity or normative force as the foundational signs. Scripture itself supports this
conclusion directly: Christ warns that many will say on the last day, “Lord, did we not prophesy in your
name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in your name?” — and will
nonetheless be told “I never knew you” (Matthew 7:22-23). The passage shows that charisms, even
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genuine ones, do not automatically index to doctrinal correctness or ecclesial standing; they ate gifts of
God’s mercy that operate within a moral and sacramental context rather than functioning as
independent certifications of the system in which they appear. De Sales himself implicitly acknowledges
this: he treats post-apostolic miracles as confirmatory signs of the Church’s apostolic mission, not as
independent doctrinal proofs that could establish new propositions on their own authority.

Subsequent miracles therefore occur inside this already-constituted sacramental inheritance and
presuppose rather than establish it. They confirm God’s activity within the deposit; they do not
adjudicate rival claims about where the unbroken succession of that deposit runs. The Garrigou-
Lagrange framework was designed to authenticate the original revelation against non-belief — to show
that Christ’s commission was genuine and his teaching divinely authorized. Applied to a dispute
between two communions both of which possess apostolic succession, ancient sacramental life, and
patristic continuity, it cannot adjudicate in the manner required. That is a historical, theological, and
hermeneutical question, answered by the kind of analysis this document has been conducting
throughout.

The Fatima apparitions illustrate both perspectives. Primary sources — as documented in Fatima in
Lucia’s Own Words (ed. Louis Kondor, Secretariado dos Pastorinhos, 2000) and the critical edition
Documentagao Critica de Fatima (eds. Luciano Coelho Cristino and Ana Teresa dos Santos Silva Neto,
Santuario de Fatima, 1999) — show that the “secrets” display signs of post-event shaping: the prophecy
of a worse war under Pius XI emerged only in 1941, early interviews record the Lady stating World
War I would end on October 13, 1917, and the “Miracle of the Sun” exhibited significant subjective
variation among witnesses. The apparition’s content includes distinctively Latin elements (Immaculate
Heart consecration, First Saturday reparatory devotion, papal consecration of Russia) that the
Deuteronomy 13 principle requires the doctrinal test to assess independently: if the specific Roman
additions these requests presuppose — the Immaculate Conception as 1854-defined, satisfaction-based
reparatory devotion, universal papal authority — do not conform to the received apostolic deposit, the
providential guarantee cannot certify them retroactively through the miracle.

The Zeitoun apparitions (Egypt, 1968—1971) illuminate the structure of the Fatima argument in a way
that is worth attending to. Over a period of approximately three years, a luminous figure identified as
the Mother of God appeared publicly over a Coptic Orthodox church in Cairo, witnessed by millions
— including Egyptian Muslims and government officials — and acknowledged by Pope Cyril VI of
the Coptic Church. A Catholic apologist will rightly note that Zeitoun differs from Fatima in a crucial
respect: it delivered no doctrinal content whatsoever, no messages or demands. This difference is real
and should be conceded. But what follows from it cuts in an unexpected direction. If Fatima’s
evidential force derives from its specific doctrinal content — rather than from the mere occurrence of
Marian phenomena in a broadly Catholic context — then the phenomena themselves are not doing
the certifying work: the doctrinal content is. And once the doctrinal content is identified as the locus
of certification, the question becomes whether that content conforms to the received apostolic deposit.
That is precisely the evaluation the Deuteronomy 13 principle calls for, and it is a question the
miraculous phenomena themselves cannot answer. Zeitoun demonstrates that Marian appearances as
such do not certify an ecclesial body’s doctrinal claims; the Catholic apologist’s response concedes this
point by requiring the doctrinal content to bear the weight; and that doctrinal content — the
Immaculate Heart in its Latin satisfactionist framing, the papal consecration of Russia as the

46



mechanism of cosmic renewal — then falls to be evaluated on its own merits against the first-
millennium deposit, independent of the miraculous attestation that accompanied it.

Eucharistic miracles constitute the strongest Catholic challenge because they appear closely tied to
sacramental claims. The evidential picture, however, has been significantly sharpened by recent peer-
reviewed research. Kearse and Ligaj (“Scientific Analysis of Eucharistic Miracles: Importance of a
Standardization in Evaluation,” Journal of Forensic Science and Research, 2024) demonstrated experimentally
that non-consecrated wafers placed under conditions matching those described in reported miracle
events produce blood-like red areas indistinguishable by appearance, and that previous claims of
“DNA resistant to human-specific amplification” are better explained by the presence of non-human
DNA already in unconsecrated wafers. Kearse (“The Relics of Jesus and Eucharistic Miracles: Scientific
Analysis of Shared AB Blood Type,” Forensic Science, Medicine and Pathology, 2025) separately dismantled
the argument from shared AB blood type across Eucharistic miracles and Passion relics, showing that
AB antigens are expressed by bacteria and therefore constitute no evidence of shared origin. Most
significantly, Grzybowski, Dobosz, and colleagues (“Methodology for the Analysis of Biological
Impurities Associated with Peri-Eucharistic Phenomena,” Applied Microbiology and Biotechnology, 2025)
analyzed twenty-five actual reported cases and found no evidence of human blood or human material
beyond single epidermal cells (likely low-level contamination) in any of them; reddish coloration was
explained in several cases by pigment-producing microbial and fungal species. This body of recent
work does not refute the possibility of genuine Fucharistic miracles in principle, but it substantially
raises the evidentiary threshold.

The well-publicized modern cases (Buenos Aires, Sokéltka, Tixtla) have not been subjected to the
methodology Grzybowski and colleagues propose, and the earlier Lanciano analysis predates modern
forensic standards entirely. The Vatican’s own Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith supplies a
further, independent check on the apologetic use made of these cases: its 2024 “Norms for Proceeding
in the Discernment of Alleged Supernatural Phenomena” establish the standard local ordinaries are
now expected to apply before permitting public claims of divine origin, and none of the widely
popularized Eucharistic cases — Lanciano included — has been formally adjudicated under that
standard; the apologetic use made of them outruns what the Church’s own current discipline has
actually certified. The Lanciano narrative’s central motif, a doubting priest reassured by a transformed
host, is also a recognized genre rather than a singular datum: the medievalist Steven Justice’s study of
roughly twenty comparable accounts situates it within a broader current of Eucharistic-doubt literature,
which complicates treating any one instance of the motif as self-authenticating testimony. Even
granting that certain Eucharistic phenomena remain genuinely unexplained, the theological inference
is underdetermined: such events would provide evidence that God acts in relation to Eucharistic
worship without by themselves determining whether this action presupposes complete doctrinal
agreement or institutional endorsement of every ecclesiological claim attached to the community in
which they occur.

Among the saints and charismatic figures of the modern period, Padre Pio (1887-1968) stands out and
deserves direct engagement. The 1921 Vatican inquiry — Msgr. Raffaello Catlo Rossi’s “Votum,”
published in Francesco Castelli’s Padre Pio Under Investigation: The Secret Vatican Files (Ignatius Press,

2011) — 1is often read as settling the carbolic acid question, though the fuller archival record
complicates that reading. Rossi’s “Votum” accepted Padre Pio’s own explanation for the carbolic acid
and veratridine allegations: that the acid was requested to disinfect syringes for injections to novices,
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and the veratridine was sought for a prank during recreation. Sergio Luzzatto’s independent archival
study, Padre Pio: Miracles and Politics in a Secular Age Metropolitan Books, 2010), supplies context Rossi’s
own report does not resolve: Padre Pio’s original request — preserved in his own hand in the Vatican
archive — was for two to three hundred grams of pure carbolic acid, obtained not through the
monastery’s own physician but through a pilgrim’s pharmacist relation under an oath of secrecy, and
the veratrine request was for four grams against a contemporary therapeutic dose measured in
milligrams. The Holy Office’s first consultor, Father Joseph Lemius, reviewing this same evidence in
January 1921, sided explicitly with Dr. Bignami’s skeptical diagnosis and read the acid and veratrine as
consistent with chemically assisted stigmata; it was this recommendation, not an absence of prior
suspicion, that occasioned Rossi’s visit five months later, and Rossi’s report does not appear to
reconcile the disproportion between the quantities requested and the stated medical purpose. After
eight days of direct interrogation, inspection of the wounds, and examination of all witnesses, Rossi’s
formal conclusion was that whatever is extraordinary in Padre Pio “does not happen either by diabolical
intervention, or through deception, or with fraud,” and that his deposition “is to be considered sincere,
since imposture and perjury would be in too stark a contrast with his life and virtues.” Read against
Lemius’s prior assessment, Castelli’s publication is best understood as adding a second, more
sympathetic judgment to the record rather than as closing a question that had already been raised. Even
granting that no fraud was involved in the stigmata — which the fuller record does not establish, given
Father Lemius’s contrary reading of the same evidence — and granting everything else in this section
at full strength, none of it demonstrates Roman Catholicism specifically: heroic sanctity, genuine
charisms, and God’s powerful action through authentic apostolic elements do not by themselves certify
the specifically Roman post-schism developments that Padre Pio was formed to accept as part of the
same theological package.

The cumulative Catholic case produces genuine pressure, and Orthodoxy’s own witness belongs in the
same conversation — but the terms of that witness differ from Rome’s, and honesty requires saying
so plainly rather than reaching for a symmetry that is not there. Catholicism has maintained, since the
codification of causes under Sixtus V and especially since the modern reforms of the Congregation for
the Causes of Saints, a centralized apparatus for examining miracle claims: postulators, medical boards
for cases such as Lourdes, dated depositions, a formal adversarial process. That apparatus is precisely
what makes it possible to cite a “Votum” with a name, a date, and eight days of interrogation behind
it, as above. Orthodoxy has no equivalent institution, and this is not an accident of underdevelopment
but a consequence of the same ecclesiology this document has argued for throughout: discernment
belongs to the whole Body, exercised through veneration, liturgical reception, and episcopal
recognition rather than centralized forensic review. The practical result is that Orthodox miracle
reports — the myrrh-streaming of relics and icons reported across Athonite and other monastic
communities, the healings and clairvoyance attributed to twentieth-century elders such as Paisios of
Mount Athos and Porphyrios of Kavsokalyvia — circulate constantly within the living tradition
without producing the kind of documentary record Rome’s institutional structure generates. This
asymmetry should be conceded rather than obscured: considered simply as evidence available to an
outside, skeptical reader, the best-attested Catholic cases are on average more thoroughly documented
than their Orthodox counterparts, because the tradition that produced the former was built to
document them, and the tradition that produced the latter was not.
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What Orthodoxy offers instead is different in kind rather than merely thinner in degree. The annual
Paschal Fire at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, under Orthodox custody, has been witnessed by
hostile observers — including Muslim rulers who at various points attempted to prevent or expose it
— across more than a millennium, without ever producing, or requiring, a forensic dossier. And the
elder tradition discussed in Section 14 — Sophrony Sakharov, Paisios, Porphyrios, and the living
lineage behind them — is offered there, and should be received here, as cumulative experiential witness
rather than demonstrative proof: real testimony, held with real epistemic humility, not a case file.

But the comparative thinness of Orthodoxy’s documentary record does not, on inspection, weaken the
argument of this section, because miracles were never a reliable index of institutional legitimacy to
begin with — and Scripture supplies the clearest case for why not. After the kingdom divided, it was
the Northern Kingdom, not Judah, that received the miracle-working prophets. Jeroboam’s cult at
Bethel and Dan was, by the text’s own reckoning, an illegitimate departure from the dynastic and cultic
order God had established — a rival altar and a non-Levitical priesthood, installed for the plainly
political purpose of keeping the people from returning to Jerusalem to worship (1 Kings 12:26-33).
Yet it is to Israel, not Judah, that Elijah and Elisha are sent: fire falls from heaven at Carmel (1 Kings
18:16-39), a widow’s son is raised (1 Kings 17:17-24), Naaman the Syrian is healed in the Jordan (2
Kings 5), oil and flour are multiplied without failing (1 Kings 17:8-16; 2 Kings 4:1-7). Judah —
dynastically and cultically the legitimate kingdom by every criterion the text itself supplies — is
comparatively unmarked by wonders across the same petriod. This is the same Israel/Judah pairing
invoked in Section IL.5, and it cuts in the same direction there as here: Israel’s departure from the
legitimate order did not stop God from working through it, and its record of prophetic and miraculous
activity never functioned, even for the prophets sent to it, as a vindication of Bethel over Jerusalem. If
God was willing to act publicly and repeatedly through a kingdom his own prophets named as apostate,
the mere occurrence of miracles — however well attested — was evidently never intended to certify
where legitimate worship resides. That is a harder case for any doctrine of miracles-as-institutional-
attestation to absorb than the isolated warning of Matthew 7:22-23 already cited above, because it is
not a warning about self-deceived charismatics; it is God himself choosing to act wondrously inside
the wrong address.

This same principle answers a further argument sometimes pressed from a wonder-working saint’s
own authority rather than from an apparition: that a God who declined to correct a mystic granted so
extraordinary a range of gifts, when that mystic held and acted on strong opinions about which
communities outside his own were and were not legitimate — telling one Orthodox inquirer, for
instance, that her Church was “dying,” and that she should convert before facing judgment — must
implicitly have endorsed those opinions, since silence from so favored a source would otherwise be a
strange kind of divine accommodation. The Elijah and Elisha narrative already supplies the answer.
God did not first require the Northern Kingdom’s prophets to renounce Bethel and Dan as a condition
of sending fire to Carmel, and the miracles worked through those prophets did not function, even for
the prophets themselves, as license to regard the schismatic shrines as legitimate after all. Sanctity,
charism, and even habitual communication with God are compatible with holding mistaken opinions
about a rival community’s standing; the absence of a divine correction is not itself an argument for the
correctness of the opinion left uncorrected, because Scripture’s own pattern shows God consistently
declining to supply one.
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Miracles confirm God’s activity within the deposit; they do not resolve where that deposit is preserved
in its fullness. God’s philanthropia leads him to meet sincere faith where people are, as Christ healed and
fed without first resolving all theological confusion. Catholic miracles may attest real presence and
divine love without equating to endorsement of every post-schism development or institutional claim.
The responsible posture is moral certainty from the full cumulative case — historical, patristic, and
ecclesiological. Miracles are one strand in that cumulative case, not its foundation.

VIII. Objections to Orthodoxy Considered

21. The bounds of the Church and the scope of God’s mercy

The document has argued throughout that the Orthodox Church is the one, holy, catholic, and
apostolic Church — the community most continuous with the apostolic deposit. That claim generates
an immediate objection: does it not commit Orthodoxy to an ecclesial exclusivism that is pastorally
harsh toward the many sincere Christians outside canonical communion, and epistemically arrogant in
claiming to know where the Church definitively is?

The Orthodox Church’s canonical and theological language is consistently medicinal and pastoral
rather than juridical and exclusionary. The reception of heterodox Christians follows graduated
procedures — baptism, chrismation, or simply a profession of faith, depending on the case —
reflecting not a uniform theory of total sacramental nullity outside Orthodoxy but a disciplined care
for the person being received. Basil the Great’s canonical letters distinguish between schismatic,
heretical, and parasynagogue groups with different levels of reception, and his logic is consistently
therapeutic: what healing does this person need, given their history?

The handling of anathemas within this framework deserves direct attention, since they are frequently
cited by Protestant and Catholic critics as evidence that Orthodoxy holds all non-Orthodox to be
cternally damned. The inference does not follow. Anathemas in the Orthodox canonical tradition are
medicinal instruments — solemn declarations of separation from the Church’s sacramental life
intended to call the anathematized to repentance — not verdicts of eternal condemnation. Nicaea IT’s
statement that anathema means “full separation from God” refers to exclusion from the eucharistic
life in which God is sacramentally present; it cannot mean literal metaphysical severance from the God
in whom all things live and move and have their being. Canonically, moreover, general anathemas do
not automatically apply to every individual who happens to fit their description. Canonical penalties
require formal ecclesial application to specific persons — as when deposition from orders requires an
episcopal process even where the relevant canon is clear — and the Church holds no global mandate
to anathematize all people everywhere who hold positions covered by historical anathemas. Those who
personally and knowingly founded or defend heresies bear a different degree of culpability than those
born outside the Church who have never encountered its claims.

The tradition consistently holds two things simultaneously: that the Orthodox Church is the fullness
of the Church instituted by Christ (“we know where the Church is”), and that the boundaries of God’s
saving mercy are wider than the boundaries of canonical communion (“we do not presume to define
all places where grace is absent”). This is not a modern ecumenical accommodation; it is the logic of a
tradition that has always prayed for “all those who have fallen asleep in the hope of resurrection and
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eternal life” without restricting that prayer to the canonically Orthodox. Florovsky, in his essay ‘The
Boundaries of the Church’, expressed the tradition’s logic precisely: the continuation of grace among
the separated — however its precise sacramental character is understood — is “the mysterious
guarantee of their return to Catholic plenitude and unity.” The Church’s own praxis speaks to the same
conclusion. Orthodox liturgical life includes prayer for all the departed, not only those within canonical
communion. The Church venerates saints who died as catechumens before completing initiation. It
venerates Philaret of Moscow, who spoke of other Christian communities as churches — imperfect,
lacking doctrinal fullness, yet objects of Christ’s healing cate and of eschatological hope for reunion.
It venerates Isaac of Nineveh, who almost certainly died within the Church of the East in Nestorian
communion. In Orthodox theological method, praxis carries enormous weight as an expression of
belief: /ex orandi, lex: credendi. A Church that prays for all the dead, canonizes catechumens, and venerates
an almost certainly Nestorian saint does not, in its living embodiment, hold a rigidly damnatory view
of all who die outside canonical boundaries.

The theological grounding for holding these two claims together without collapsing either into the
other is found in Maximus the Confessor’s distinction of multiple #gpoi (modes) of the Spirit’s presence
(Ad Thalassinm 6). The Spirit operates in distinct ways at different levels of creaturely and ecclesial life;
his special mode of presence within the canonical Church and its sacraments need not be construed as
his total absence elsewhere, any more than the sun’s illumination of one place implies darkness
everywhere else. Final judgment belongs to Christ; faithful discernment belongs to the inquirer.

That the Spirit has a special mode of presence within the Orthodox Church does not, however, mean
that the Church is without serious internal problems. Acknowledging the Spirit’s presence in the
fullness of the sacramental and apostolic life is entirely compatible with acknowledging that the human
members of the Church — including its clergy and hierarchs — can and do fail, sometimes gravely.

22. The magisterium question: doctrinal authority without a universal monarch

A recurring Catholic objection holds that Orthodoxy lacks the clear, decisive magisterium provided by
the Roman pontiff, and so is condemned to doctrinal imprecision and an inability to settle disputes
with finality. The objection carries intuitive weight, but it rests on a model of authority that developed
in the West after the schism, rather than on the conciliar and patristic pattern that governed the

undivided Church.

The Orthodox tradition locates the Church’s infallibility not in a perpetual office but in the whole Body
of Christ — the ecumenical councils, the consensus of the Fathers, the unchanging liturgical life, and
the lived fidelity of the saints. The great dogmas of the Trinity and Christology were defined conciliarly
long before any comparable Western monarchical mechanism existed. Nicaea 11 — accepted by both
communions — gives implicit expression to the criterion: a council defines in conformity with
Scripture and tradition and is received by the whole Church as the authentic voice of the Spirit.
Reception by the whole Church is the decisive criterion, not confirmation by a single see; Rome cannot
reject this criterion without rejecting a council it has itself ratified as ecumenical.

There is a deeper ground for this than historical precedent. The Eastern tradition consistently holds
— from Maximus’s Awmbigna to Palamas’s defense of the hesychast councils — that God works through
creaturely participation rather than by replacing it. This is the principle of synergy, and it governs the
doctrine of the Church as much as the doctrine of salvation: if the Spirit guides the Church into truth
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through the synergistic participation of the whole Body, reception by the episcopate in council is not
the post hoc ratification of what a single authority already settled but constitutive of how the Spirit
actually works. The Vatican I model — one teacher whose definitions are irreformable ex sese, non autem
ex consensu ecclesiae — is structurally monergistic in the doctrinal domain, truth descending through a
single instrument without requiring the community’s participation to be valid. The Eastern objection
is therefore not merely historical but theological: it is incompatible with what the same tradition teaches
about how God acts everywhere else.

This mechanism depended in practice on the convening power of a Christian empire, and its post-
imperial record is genuinely mixed — a fact worth stating plainly rather than obscuring. The 2016
Council of Crete was boycotted by four churches and has still not achieved full reception a decade
later. The Moscow rupture that began in 2018, now extended to Alexandria and Cyprus, remains
unresolved, with no council in sight. But the same period has also produced real reconciliation — the
1998 Bulgarian schism resolved within days, the fifty-five-year Serbia—Macedonia schism resolved once
the Prespa Agreement cleared the way, Antioch and Jerusalem restoring communion in 2023 — and
the network has repeatedly absorbed setrious disagreement without total fracture: Bulgaria, Albania,
and Romania decline to recognize the Orthodox Church of Ukraine while remaining in full
communion with Constantinople, which itself still commemorates Moscow’s patriarch despite the
rupture Moscow initiated. The mechanism is not self-executing without imperial power behind it, and
resolution now depends more on political conditions than on synodal argument alone — a dependency
this document acknowledges rather than obscures. But it has not failed, and Moscow’s unilateral
rupture, not the ordinary absorption of disagreement, is what stands out as exceptional.

The Catholic objection that Orthodoxy has convened no ecumenical council since the eighth century
has a direct answer. Long intervals between councils are not unprecedented — over a century separated
Chalcedon from Constantinople 1I, and Constantinople III from Nicaea II. The absence since 787
reflects specific historical constraint — Ottoman occupation, then Soviet suppression — rather than
structural paralysis, and which councils even count as ecumenical remains contested within Orthodoxy
itself, some holding the Photian council of 879—880 and the Palamite councils to carry ecumenical
authority.

A further difficulty concerns the Catholic claim to possess objective critetia for identifying authoritative
doctrinal acts — the very claim said to distinguish Catholic certainty from Orthodox ambiguity. The
standard answer is that papal confirmation is decisive. Yet in 649 Pope Martin I convened the Lateran
Council and lent it his full authority, and Maximus the Confessor treated it as ecumenical; Rome does
not count it among its twenty-one ecumenical councils today. The reply — that Lateran 649 lacked
universal representation — gives up the game: if papal confirmation alone is insufficient, the real
criterion is more complex than stated, and that fuller criterion is nowhere defined by any act of the
extraordinary magisterium. It has to be drawn from tradition, exercising the same discernment Catholic
apologetics presents as the Orthodox disadvantage. Both communions face the same epistemic task.

This is not an isolated soft spot; the same failure recurs in three distinct places — knowing which acts
bind, knowing what they actually said, and knowing what assent to them requires — and each is worth
tracing on its own.

The first is playing out in real time. The most maximalist readers of Vatican I already divide over which
acts of the post-conciliar magisterium bind at all: sedevacantism takes Pastor Aeternus at face value and
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concludes that popes teaching what, on this reading, contradicts prior definitions cannot be true popes
— the mechanism meant to guarantee certainty simply idle for decades. The Society of St. Pius X draws
back from that conclusion while landing in the same canonical irregularity, accepting the post-conciliar
popes yet withholding assent from the Council’s own texts. Even the mainstream position, accepting
both pope and Council without qualification, must read them through a “hermenecutic of continuity”
contested against a “hermeneutic of rupture” — and the requirement of religious assent to the
authentic magisterium doesn’t settle which hermeneutic is correct; it presupposes the answer.

The same uncertainty appears in a cleaner and less controversial form centuries earlier, and it goes to
the root of the sedevacantist dispute: not whether a pope’s teaching binds, but whether a given claimant
was truly pope at all. The Vatican’s own Annuario Pontificio listed the Pisan claimant Alexander V within
the legitimate papal succession in 1942, then reclassified him as an antipope in 1963 — which is why
Angelo Roncalli could take the name John XXIII in 1958, reusing a number the register had already
given someone else. The Awnuario now simply declines to number the popes through the contested
periods. Yet knowing which councils are ecumenical and which papal acts are ex cathedra depends on
knowing which claimants were the true popes, and that question was settled by scholarly revision, not
by any magisterial act.

The second failure is about content rather than identity: even where everyone agrees an act was
authoritative, the Church’s own account of what it said has not stayed fixed. The Catechism’s revision
on capital punishment — legitimate in principle by Scripture, the Fathers, and Aquinas, then declared
“inadmissible” — is read by many Catholics as reversal and by the magisterium as development, with
no further criterion available to say which. Religious liberty makes the same failure unmistakable,
because here the stakes produced an actual, still-unresolved schism rather than years of commentary.
The Syllabus of Errors (1864) condemns as erroneous the claim that “the Catholic religion should [not]
be held as the only religion of the State”; Dignitatis Humanae (1965) declares, without qualification, that
“the human person has a right to religious freedom,” grounded “not in the subjective disposition of
the person, but in his very nature.” Archbishop Lefebvre named exactly this, not the liturgy, as his
deepest objection: “Read the Declaration on Religious Freedom and compare it with... Quanta Cura of
Pius IX, and you can recognize the contradiction almost word for word.” The available reconciling
readings are setious — Dignitatis Humanae's own claim to concern only “immunity from coercion”; a
contextualist reading confining the condemned proposition to Spain’s 1855 concordat dispute; a
technical distinction between coetcive power and establishment as a standing ideal — but each buys
its continuity by admitting the condemned text does not mean what it plainly says, and nineteenth-
century theology already possessed and used these very distinctions, which makes the choice of
unqualified language hard to explain as anything but a real change of position. Rome’s own diplomatic
practice tells the same story: Spain’s 1953 Concordat made Catholicism the nation’s sole state religion,
and its first constitutional revision after Dignitatis Humanae's 1965 promulgation began dismantling that
provision, ending by 1978 in a declaration that “no confession shall have a state character” — and no
new confessional Catholic state has been established anywhere since, despite occasions, Poland after
1989 chief among them, where one plausibly could have been.

The third failure is the deepest, because it concerns not which acts bind or what they said but what is
owed to them. Canon 752 demands “religious submission of intellect and will” even to non-infallible
teaching, and Donum Veritatis (1990) insists this “cannot be simply exterior or disciplinary.” Catholics
were bound to exactly this interior assent for the pre-conciliar teaching on establishment and the pre-
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2018 teaching on capital punishment; a reversal cannot make that assent disappear retroactively. Recent
theology has met this pressure head-on — defending assent to Fiducia Supplicans (2023) by redefining
“submission” as compatible with “personally believing that a non-infallible magisterial doctrine is
false.” That redefinition is not a new invention: the official relatio on Lumen Gentium and John Paul 1I’s
1993 teaching that infallibility applies “only” to ex cathedra definitions show the thinner reading was the
Church’s own position from early on. But moving the goalposts earlier doesn’t remove the cost, it only
relocates it: an assent compatible with private disbelief is exactly the external conformity Donum
Veeritatis said this was not, and a layman free to set Rome’s teaching aside whenever his own reasons
feel sufficient has made himself the final judge — the same private judgment Catholic apologetics
treats as disqualifying the moment a Protestant does it.

None of this shows the Catholic model to be without resources; it offers clearer short-term resolution
than the conciliar model does. But that resolution comes at the cost of its own long history of contested
interpretation and periodic crisis over the limits of papal authority. This contrast points to something
more basic than a difference in mechanism: the two traditions locate the site of religious authority
differently. Catholic theology, having systematized assent into tiers — the assent of faith owed to
infallible definitions, “firm acceptance” owed to definitive non-infallible teaching, “religious
submission” owed to ordinary teaching — has made correctly calibrating one’s own internal disposition
toward each teaching’s exact magisterial weight a real theological task, demanding enough that
professional theologians openly disagree about how to perform it. Orthodoxy does not ask this of the
believer. What is asked is participation: standing in the sacramental and liturgical life of a bishop who
stands, in turn, in communion with the wider Church, formed by fasting, prayer, and confession rather
than by calibrated assent to propositions sorted by tier. This is not a claim that doctrine does not matter
— the whole of this document’s argument depends on it mattering — but that the mechanism securing
right belief is communal and ascetical rather than a private act of intellectual submission whose precise
strength must be correctly gauged teaching by teaching. A tradition organized this way has less need
of Rome’s taxonomy, because it is not asking the individual conscience the question that taxonomy
exists to answer. The decisive test remains continuity with the apostolic deposit; and on that test, the
conciliar and patristic pattern is not a defect to be repaired by a universal monarch but the architecture
of the first-millennium Church this document has defended throughout.

23. Internal problems and external perceptions

The objections examined in this section fall into two categories. The first are genuine internal disorders:
questions about which Orthodox jurisdiction to join and how to navigate inter-Orthodox fractures,
Russian dominance over local churches, unresolved inter-church primacy disputes, widely practiced
rebaptism in some jurisdictions, broad acceptance of contraception, neo-Patristic tendencies to deny
doctrines found in normative sources like the Confession of Dosithens, and a strain of anti-intellectualism
in popular Orthodoxy. These should neither be denied nor minimized. Yet none is a defect for which
the tradition lacks a remedy. The second category comprises external perceptions and common
apologetic challenges — among them the alleged cultural foreignness of Orthodoxy, the apparent
weakness of Orthodox missionary activity compared to Catholicism, and recurring questions about
Orthodox doctrinal authority and precision. These too have substantive responses.

Phyletism. The 1872 Council of Constantinople condemned phyletism as a heresy, providing an
internal Orthodox principle for criticizing Russian ecclesiastical imperialism without recourse to Rome.
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To the extent that any local church places ethnic solidarity above catholic communion or treats
ecclesiastical authority as an instrument of national policy, it stands condemned by principles already
articulated within the tradition itself. The existence of such abuses therefore demonstrates
inconsistency with Orthodox ecclesiology rather than a defect in Orthodox ecclesiology.

Which Orthodox Church? The plurality of Orthodox jutisdictions — Russian, Greek, Antiochian,
Serbian, Romanian, and others sometimes coexisting in the same tetritory — invites the question of
whether Orthodox organizational fragmentation is analogous to Protestant denominationalism,
making the “true church” question as difficult within Orthodoxy as within Protestantism. The analogy
fails at the theological level. The canonical Orthodox churches share the same faith, the same
sacraments, the same liturgical tradition, and the same canonical structure. They are not distinct
theological communities in the Protestant sense but local expressions of one Church organized along
the conciliar principle this document has defended throughout. The organizational plurality reflects the
absence of a universal monarchical center — which the Orthodox model both theorizes and
acknowledges as a practical challenge, as the “Primacy and coordination” discussion below makes clear.
The ongoing dispute between the Patriarchates of Moscow and Constantinople over canonical territory
in Ukraine, and the wider realignment it has triggered, is a serious problem in its own right, and this
document does not minimize it. Since 2018 Moscow has unilaterally broken full communion with
Constantinople, and subsequently with Alexandria and Cyprus as well, over their recognition of the
Orthodox Church of Ukraine — the largest and most consequential rupture within Orthodoxy in
centuries. No pan-Orthodox council has been convened to adjudicate it, and none appears imminent;
the 2016 Council of Crete, intended as the first such gathering in over a millennium, was itself
boycotted by four churches with no mechanism to compel their attendance. This is a legitimate
empirical test of whether Orthodox conciliarity can still function once it no longer has imperial
convening power and imperial enforcement behind it, as it did at every ecumenical council from Nicaea
forward — and the honest answer, at present, is that the test is unresolved.

Yet the dispute has not produced the kind of comprehensive fracture the Great Schism of 1054 did,
and the manner of its containment is itself evidence for the network model this document defends. It
is Moscow alone that has severed communion; every other Local Church remains in full sacramental
communion with Constantinople, including those that decline to recognize the Orthodox Church of
Ukraine itself. Bulgaria, Romania, and Albania have withheld recognition of the OCU and do not
commemorate its primate, yet their primates concelebrate the Divine Liturgy with Ecumenical
Patriarch Bartholomew as a matter of routine: Patriarchs Daniel of Romania and Daniil of Bulgaria
traveled to Imbros to concelebrate at Bartholomew’s name-day liturgy in June 2026, and Archbishop
loannis of Albania concelebrated with him in Cappadocia the previous month. Constantinople, for its
part, has not broken communion with Moscow in return, and continues to commemorate Patriarch
Kirill liturgically despite the rupture Moscow itself initiated.

This is precisely the structural pattern the first-millennium Church exhibited during the Acacian and
Photian disputes: churches can remain in full communion with a common center despite disagreeing
sharply with each other or with that center about a third party’s status, and the network absorbs the
disagreement without requiring universal resolution before ordinary ecclesial life continues. A hub
model with a single universal jurisdiction has no clean equivalent: a dispute over a papal decision binds
the whole structure to the decision or forces open rupture with Rome itself, since there is no peer see
with which a dissenting local church could remain aligned while still communing with the center.
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That the network can hold one node in self-imposed total rupture (Moscow) while several others hold
substantive disagreement without any rupture at all (Bulgaria, Romania, Albania) is a current, concrete
demonstration of what this document has argued unity without a monarchical center can do. It is not
evidence that the underlying dispute will resolve quickly, and this document does not claim otherwise;
the honest projection, given the absence of any forcing mechanism independent of the political conflict
driving it, is that resolution may take years or decades, following the pattern of the Acacian schism
(resolved after roughly thirty-five years) more than the thirteen-day Bulgarian reconciliation of 1998
discussed below. What can be said is that the network’s capacity to metabolize serious disagreement
without total fracture is being tested in real time, and so far it is holding better than a monarchical
structure facing an equivalent internal dispute plausibly could.

The groups sometimes called “True Orthodox” or Old Calendarists, who have separated themselves
from the canonical Church over the calendar reform of the 1920s, require separate treatment. Several
such groups began with a far smaller episcopal body than the Oriental Orthodox have maintained
throughout their separate existence, and some early Old Calendarist communities relied on a handful
of bishops whose canonical standing was contested within the broader Orthodox world. The Oriental
Orthodox, by contrast, have maintained a substantial and continuous episcopate spanning multiple
patriarchates and national churches since the fifth century. From the standpoint of the synodal
ecclesiology this document has defended, a wider, more historically grounded episcopal college
provides a firmer hierarchical foundation. True Orthodox groups are also subject to the same structural
critique applied to the OO in Section VI: having rejected both the synodal model and the hub model
of primacy, many have fragmented further into competing groups claiming the same canonical territory
with no conciliar mechanism for adjudication. The question “which Orthodox church?” is genuine and
deserves honest acknowledgment. The answer is that the canonical Orthodox churches, despite
genuine organizational difficulties, constitute a theologically and sacramentally unified community
whose structural problems call for remedy within the tradition rather than demonstrating the tradition’s
failure.

Primacy and coordination. The continuing dispute between Moscow and Constantinople reveals a
genuine untesolved problem within contemporary Orthodoxy. The Church acknowledges a real
primacy among bishops and accords the Ecumenical Patriarch a unique place in the canonical order,
yet the precise scope of that primacy remains contested. This difficulty should not be exaggerated into
proof of the Roman Catholic position. For most of Christian history the Church operated within
political and institutional circumstances radically different from those of the modern world. Today’s
Orthodox communion consists largely of independent national churches functioning in a post-imperial
environment while also lacking communion with the ancient Patriarchate of Rome. It is therefore
unsurprising that questions of inter-church authority, appeals, and coordination have emerged with a
new urgency. The present tensions may reveal an ecclesiological problem requiring further clarification,
and perhaps even the practical consequences of Rome’s long absence from the Orthodox communion.
Yet a difficulty in the exercise of primacy does not establish the truth of Vatican I. At most it
demonstrates that Orthodoxy must continue developing a clearer account of how universal primacy
functions within a conciliat Church. What the tradition has also demonstrated, however, is that the
conciliar mechanism can resolve such fractures with considerable speed when the will exists. In 1998,
a schism within the Bulgarian Church between rival patriarchal claimants — which had lasted years
and involved competing Synods — was resolved when the Ecumenical Patriarch called a pan-
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Orthodox Council. Representatives of every canonical Orthodox church arrived in Sofia within
thirteen days, and the council reached a unanimous resolution within two days. No pope was required,
no infallible definition was issued, and the mechanism worked.

Rebaptism. A vocal minority insists that every convert, including those already baptized in the
Trinitarian form, must be (re)baptized, and presents this as the Church’s authentic patristic mind
recovered against later laxity. The historical record, however, shows a more complex and more stable
pattern. Canon 7 of the Second Ecumenical Council, reaffirmed as Canon 95 of Trullo, prescribes
three modes of reception — baptism, chrismation, and confession of faith — graded according to a
group’s relation to Orthodoxy, and Basil’s first canon presupposes a similar differentiation.

This graduated approach was applied in practice. The Council of Constantinople of 1484, with all four
Eastern patriarchs, received Roman Catholics by chrismation and composed a rite for doing so, and
the pan-Orthodox synods of lasi (1642) and Jerusalem (1672) extended the same logic to Protestants.
The Confession of Dositheos ratified at Jerusalem in 1672 describes the baptism of heretics as “perfect”
despite imperfect faith and rejects rebaptism as the ordinary rule.

At the same time, the stricter position was never absent from Orthodox history. Its modern form often
rests on the claim that Trullo’s reception of Cyprian’s canon gave ecumenical force to a principle of
no sacramental reality outside the Church. Yet the classical Byzantine canonists — John Zonaras,
Theodore Balsamon, and Alexios Aristenos — generally interpreted Cyprian’s practice as local and
non-normative, while treating Basil’s stricter view in Canon 47 as a respected but non-binding opinion
in light of later conciliar legislation. The tradition preserved both the memory of stricter practice and
mechanisms for limiting it.

Nor should the modern akribeia/economy framework simply be projected backward unchanged.
Much of the contemporary conceptual apparatus took shape comparatively late. George Koresios,
writing at the request of the Patriarch of Constantinople, argued for moderate reception using pattistic
and canonical categories long before the disputed decree of 1755 or Nikodemos the Hagiorite's (1749—
1809) Pédalion. Even the later rigorist settlements never achieved universal or permanent reception
across the Orthodox world.

The point is not that no tensions exist, but that Orthodoxy has historically possessed resources for
handling them: conciliar hierarchy, differentiated reception, liturgical reconciliation, and the distinction
between local rigor and universal norm. Chrismation in this context was understood not as
manufacturing a sacrament that did not exist but as reconciling and bringing to ecclesial completion a
baptism already regarded as real.

Contraception. On contraception, the widespread practical acceptance in many Orthodox
communities sits in tension with the dominant patristic and canonical witness, which treated deliberate
frustration of conception as a serious moral disorder. Where the tradition has permitted pastoral
latitude in this area, it has done so as economy — a concession to human weakness in specific
circumstances under the guidance of a spiritual father — not as a revision of the dogmatic ideal or a
blanket normalization of the practice. Recent scholarship within Orthodoxy is also pressing back more
explicitly against the accommodationist tendency: Pino’s Contraception and the Orthodox Church (Patristic
Nectar Publications, 2025) presents a systematic patristic and synodal case for the tradition’s consistent
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opposition to artificial contraception, including English translations of the 1937 and 1978 Encyclicals
of the Church of Greece.

Neo-Patristic minimalism. On neo-Patristic minimalism, the Synod of Jerusalem (1672) is one of
the most authoritative post-schism Orthodox doctrinal statements, pan-Orthodoxly received and re-
affirmed at Crete 2016: dismissing it as merely scholastic does not dissolve its reception. Showing that
a confessional document has scholastic features does not show that any particular teaching in it is
scholastic error, and the neo-Patristic synthesis was never intended to abolish the normative force of
broadly-received confessional documents but to read them within the patristic mind rather than in
isolation — read that way, the Synod’s core teachings prove continuous with the tradition it claims to
transmit.

Cultural foreignness. The objection that Eastern Orthodoxy is culturally too foreign for Western
inquirers rests on a historical misunderstanding that the tradition’s own practice already addresses. The
first millennium of Western Christianity was Orthodox Christianity. The pre-schism saints of the West
— Patrick of Ireland, Columba of Iona, Cuthbert and Bede of Northumbria, Benedict of Nursia,
Martin of Tours, Gregory the Great, Ambrose of Milan, Boniface of Germany

are venerated in the
Orthodox Church, listed in Orthodox synaxaria, and in no sense foreign to the tradition. Archbishop
John of Shanghai and San Francisco (John Maximovitch, 1896-1966) one of the most beloved
Orthodox saints of the twentieth century, compiled a comprehensive calendar of pre-schism Western
saints for Orthodox Christians in the West and summed up the theological point precisely: “Never,
never, never let anyone tell you that in order to be Orthodox you must also be Eastern. The West was
fully Orthodox for a thousand years, and her venerable liturgy is far older than any of her heresies.”

The specific texture of pre-schism Western Christianity makes this concrete. The Stowe Missal — one
of the earliest surviving Irish liturgical manuscripts — instructs the priest to commemorate not the
Roman pontiff but the Byzantine Emperor. The Filiogue was not used in Ireland until imposed by the
Normans under papal orders after 1054. The British monastic tradition was established largely by
Egyptian monks who brought the spirituality of the desert to the British Isles. Michael Warren Davis,
a former editor-in-chief of Crisis Magazine who traversed the path of Anglican to Catholic to Orthodox
Christian, drew a further point in his essay “Too ‘Western’ for Orthodoxy?” (Union of Orthodox
Journalists, 2025): right-wing Westerners eagerly claim Plato and Dostoevsky as their cultural heritage
but find the Orthodox Church alien — the same Greek civilization, the same Slavic literature, but the
Church is somehow foreign. The inconsistency is revealing. Davis also observes that in the modern
Western world no one truly inherits a religious tradition: every Western Christian — whether
traditionalist Catholic, conservative Anglican, or Orthodox — has chosen their tradition rather than
simply received it. The claim that Orthodoxy uniquely requires a cultural rupture while Catholicism or
Anglicanism does not is therefore an illusion of identity.

Indeed, many Western converts report that entering Orthodoxy made them feel more connected to
their pre-schism Western heritage — taking Gregory the Great, Columba, or Bede as patron saints —
rather than less. The “Eastern” appearance of contemporary Orthodoxy is an artifact of geography
and schism, not an essential property: Constantinople preserved the tradition that Rome departed
from, and the Slavic peoples received and transmitted it. The Antiochian Orthodox Archdiocese of
North America has formally established Western Rite communities celebrating liturgy in forms derived
from the Sarum Rite, demonstrating that Orthodoxy’s liturgical expression is genuinely catholic, not
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inherently Byzantine. The parallel argument cuts against Rome: Roman Catholicism could equally be
described as “too Roman” given its distinctively Latin juridical structure, Baroque aesthetics, Thomistic
scholasticism, and post-schism devotional forms. Cultural familiarity is not a theological argument. If
the historical and doctrinal case establishes that Orthodoxy preserves the apostolic deposit more
faithfully, the initial unfamiliarity of its dominant liturgical expression is a matter of aesthetic
adjustment, not of truth.

Missions. The claim that Catholic missionary success constitutes a motive of credibility for Rome’s
unique divine authentication deserves honest engagement. The first response is that the argument’s
premises do not establish what its conclusion requires. If numerical missionary success indexes
doctrinal truth, the last 250 years of Christian history favor Protestants rather than Catholics: fruitful
missions in sub-Saharan Africa, the Pacific Islands, and most non-Islamic parts of Asia have been
predominantly Protestant. Catholic numerical strength in the Americas — roughly half of all Catholics
worldwide — is largely explained by the transplantation of European Catholic populations and high
birth rates rather than by the conversion of indigenous peoples, whose numbers declined by an
estimated 80 to 95 per cent due to disease before meaningful evangelization could occur, as
demographic and genetic studies confirm. In Asia, where population dynamics did not do the
missionary work, the results of centuries of Catholic effort are meagre: less than one per cent of China’s
population is Catholic despite missions since the thirteenth century; Japan and Thailand each have
roughly half of one per cent; India has one and a half per cent. The Philippines, at eighty-five per cent
Catholic, is the exception — and is so because Spanish colonial rule enforced Catholicism
institutionally. The argument from missions, pressed consistently, does not deliver Catholic
exceptionalism.

The second response is that Orthodox missions are historically substantial but largely inaccessible to
Western audiences because the primary sources are in Russian, Greek, and Serbian. Saints Cyril and
Methodius evangelized the Slavic peoples in the ninth century and created a written literary language
to do so — an apostolic achievement of the first order. Subsequent centuries saw the Christianization
of Russia’s vast Siberian territories, the conversion of multiple Turkic and Finno-Ugric peoples, and
the Alaska mission under St. Herman and St. Innocent (Veniaminov) — who learned the Unangan
language, translated the Scriptures and liturgy, and eventually became Metropolitan of Moscow. St.
Nikolai of Japan (Ivan Dmitrievich Kasatkin, 1836-1912), glorified as Equal-to-the-Apostles, built the
Japanese Orthodox Church from nothing in the nineteenth century, translating the entire New
Testament and liturgical corpus into Japanese and baptizing tens of thousands. In the Arab world, the
Russian ecclesiastical mission in Palestine established schools, hospitals, and parishes that reversed
decades of Uniate inroads and secured Orthodox Christianity as the majority confession among Arab
Christians. The relative limitation of Orthodox missionary reach in the second millennium is not
theological but structural: the Eastern Church spent five centuries under Ottoman captivity and most
of the twentieth century under Soviet suppression, conditions that did not obtain for Rome. A tradition
that produced genuine apostles under those constraints, and whose missionary saints are venerated
across the Orthodox world, is not a tradition lacking apostolic vitality.

Anti-intellectualism. The tradition’s own response to the anti-intellectualist tendency is found not
only in its historical commitment to theological learning but also in the evidence of the twentieth
century itself. Florovsky’s neo-patristic synthesis returned the tradition to its own sources as a living
theological method; Schmemann’s liturgical theology in For the Life of the World (St. Vladimir's Seminary
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Press, 1973) demonstrated that the tradition’s liturgical inheritance was philosophically rich and
culturally generative; Staniloae’s Orthodox Dogmatic Theology achieved a systematic integration of
hesychasm and dogmatic thought engaging the full range of modern philosophical concerns;
Zizioulas’s Being as Communion brought patristic ecclesiology into productive dialogue with
contemporary philosophy of personhood. These are not peripheral figures but representatives of a
tradition capable of rigorous engagement with modernity on its own terms.

The existence of these internal disorders — and the fact that the tradition has canons, councils, and
doctrinal standards by which to criticize them — is itself a sign of theological vitality. Every
communion has disorders. The question is whether the tradition possesses the resources to correct
them. Orthodoxy does.

IX. Local Realities and Ecclesial Truth

One further distinction is worth making before this document closes. The question it has addressed
— which Church best preserves the apostolic deposit — is a question about stable theological reality.
A different question, practically pressing for many inquirers, is which local community is currently the
best fit: whether the nearby Orthodox parish happens to be more or less traditional than the nearby
Catholic parish, more or less theologically serious, more or less culturally congenial. These
considerations are real and should not be dismissed. But they operate on a different level from the
theological question, and the practical should not be allowed to override the theoretical without a clear
account of why.

Two considerations support the priority of the theological. The first is that the practical question is
contingent on where one happens to live at this historical moment and which priest happens to serve
which parish. Priests change; parishes change; communities evolve over decades. A decision about
ecclesial home made primarily on current local contingencies is made on the most unstable possible
foundation — precisely the features most likely to change. The theological question concerns which
community makes the stronger claim to apostolic continuity, and that claim does not change with the
appointment of a new rector. The second consideration follows from the document’s central
theological argument. The community one joins is where the ascetic and sacramental work that the
tradition describes as #hedsis actually takes place: where one fasts, confesses, communes, prays the
Hours, and is formed by the liturgical life that is the tradition’s primary vehicle of grace. 1f the argument
establishes that the Orthodox Church is the more faithful custodian of the apostolic deposit, including
the sacramental economy through which that formation occurs, then a currently less traditional
Orthodox community is still the place where what the document argues for actually happens. Choosing
a more congenial alternative because it currently exhibits virtues one associates with the tradition is, in
the end, choosing the present performance of the tradition over the tradition itself.
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X. On Epistemic Burden

There is a loop worth naming. If the stakes of religious choice are infinite, exhaustive investigation is
required; exhaustive investigation is impossible; therefore commitment is impermissible — and so on
without resolution. Nothing in historical Christian practice supports this conclusion. The inquirer seeks
honestly, examines responsibly, and commits sincerely. God guides, corrects, and illumines within that
faithfully undertaken process. The pattern visible across creation, salvation, and incarnation applies
here too: God does not ask for omniscience before belonging. He asks for faithful walking with the
light received.

The tradition’s own framing reinforces this. Orthodoxy says: we know where the Church is; we do not
presume to define all places where grace is absent. The Synodikon’s anathemas are eschatologically
serious — they condemn doctrines and those who hold them obstinately — but they are not
mechanical decrees that convert every historical inference into an automatic divine verdict. Where the
boundaries of mercy finally lie is Christ’s to determine, not ours to adjudicate. What belongs to the
inquirer is faithful discernment and faithful life. The case made here supports the former. The latter is
what follows from it.

This document presents a steelmanned case for Eastern Orthodoxy: the strongest arguments available, integrated into a
cumnlative case rather than assembled as a collection of polemical points. It does not claim to be exhanustive or to preciude
further inguiry, but to show that belonging to the Orthodox Church is rationally defensible and theologically coberent in
a way that merits serious engagement. A companion document, “Knowing Where the Church Is,” takes up the
epistenology of this commitment — how a finite inquirer can responsibly rest in a case of this kind without the certainty
it cannot have.
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