Author’s note:  The purpose of this essay is not to insult Latin Church faithful or their belief.  Rather, in the spirit of true ecumenism, it is an attempt to honestly present the historic Orthodox Christian perspective in response to the developed position of the Latin Church.





Latin Church Doctrinal Development regarding


St. Mary, the Holy Bearer of God





-A dialogue with an Eastern Catholic brother-





you said:  To start I am not writing an apology for the Church's teaching on Our Lady as Mediatrix...





reply:  When you equate the Roman Church with “the Church” I think you manifest a Latinization many Eastern Catholics have unknowingly undergone.  The Eastern Churches which have not developed these doctrines are just as much “the Church” as is Rome.





you said:  “...but we have to understand how the Church comes to understand the truth too.





reply:  Again, how which Church comes to understand the truth?   I would argue, your following description is a good explanation of how the Latin Church comes to understand the truth, but not the Eastern Churches.





you said:  If the pope were not to define something it is not clear to me that he would close the Mary as Mediatrix of all graces question.  It could stay open like other questions the Church has passed up on defining a more precise meaning of.  But I would like to say this development idea is rooted in the fact that the Church’s understanding of her treasures can grow over time.  She does not create new doctrines or dogmas but takes the seeds the Holy Spirit planted through the Apostles and nurtures their growth. This doesn't mean that a truth changes or can ever be contradicted.  Revelation ended with the death of the last Apostle.  It means if the Apostles were asked certain questions in certain ways that we are today the Church (through an ecumenical council, the pope speaking ex cathedra or through the Church's ordinary magisterium) answers with their mind.  There is one mind of the Church that has existed from her beginning and she is able to call upon her knowledge to answer certain questions and make clarifications when called upon.





reply:  The problem is the Church hasn’t used her full mind to develop these above mentioned doctrines but only part of it.  The West has taken seeds and grown plants unfamiliar to the East.  Fortunately, the main trunk that we all were grafted into still exists.  These are the essential truths relating to God, Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit which were defined jointly by the entire Church in the first millennia.  The essentials have been settled.  All these other little plants springing are just decorations in the Western garden.  The East has spent more time just nurturing and fertilizing the main trunk of truth in order to promote its growth among her faithful.





you said:  Also, are the historic Eastern Churches you refer to Catholic and the Orthodox Churches?





reply:  By “the historic Eastern Churches” I mean the Orthodox.  After all, it is from them that the Eastern Catholics  split in order to unite with Rome.  In reality these Orthodox Churches are their mother Churches and in the event of a reunion, Eastern Catholics would once again be under the Orthodox Patriarch’s authority.  It has been writen that the Eastern Catholic Churches are only provisional until full unity can be accomplished with the historic Eastern Church.





you said:  I had not heard (doesn't mean it didn't happen) that the Eastern Catholic Church's objected in this way to the definitions.  If they (Eastern Catholic Churches) did, they certainly wouldn't all out reject these definitions or they wouldn't be in union with Rome.  So did the Eastern Catholic Churches 'formally' reject or just maintain that they we have always believed this so what's the big deal' position.  I am confused if a Eastern Catholic Church is able to reject the Pope's authority in these matters and still be in communion.  If so, I think our union is quite thin and has no real apparent substance - like paper or something.





reply:  First off, I was referring to Orthodox when I wrote what I did.  Secondly, there exists among Eastern Catholics two basic schools of thought relating to your question and Papal Authority:





1)  The first school is the die-hard Uniates.  They basically believe there is no difference between East and West.  They are heavily and happily latinized and they believe every disagreement between East and West was the fault of the East (seeing that Rome is always correct).  They believe they are the true representatives of the Orthodox tradition (despite all their latinizations) and that the Orthodox are lost schismatics and / or heretics.  They are very upset by things like The Balamand Agreement which they consider the “death sentence” of uniatism.  They view their Patriarch as rather irrelevant and by-pass him focusing more on the Roman Pope as if he were the only true Patriarch of any importance.  They believe wholeheartedly that every doctrinal development by the West is also their identical faith (despite the fact that their Church had no involvement in these developments).





2) The second group are those who seek to be Orthodox in Communion with Rome.  They see Rome’s invitation to Eastern Catholics to return to their true traditions (which, by the way, pre-supposes a departure) as also encompassing a return to the authentic theological tradition of the East.  Things that have been developed in the West over the last 1,000 years are not taught by them but rather respected as theologoumena (respected theological opinions) of the West.  Roman Papal Primacy is accepted but within the limits set down in the first millennia when the Church was united.  Things defined by the West during this latter period like Papal Infallibility and the General Councils like Trent and Vatican I are not considered infallible, dogmatic or universally binding.  They are rather considered Western developments not really effecting the teaching of the East.  The Marian definitions are considered likewise.  Thus they strive to be truly Orthodox in Communion with Rome.





Only time will tell who’s right, or represents the true Eastern Catholic view, but this difference among Eastern Catholics is something to be aware of.  If you are interested in getting a real appreciation for the arguments of this second group of Eastern Catholics, read the book “We are all Schismatics” by Archbishop Elias Zoghby.  Another one by the same auther is “Ecumenical Reflections.”  I highly recommend these because I think it is important to hear this group out.  They have some very serious points to consider.





you said:  I don't think all dogmas have developed out of controversy.





reply:  I didn’t exactly say this.  I was speaking about the “purpose” for making dogmas.





you said:  If it's the way a majority have been defined that's fine.  This would be an interesting study but the Holy Spirit's work in the Church doesn't have to always be re-active - what about pro-active.





reply:  This is to assume the Holy Spirit’s only work within the Church is to produce new dogmatic statements.  I think the Holy Spirit will still be very active in the Church even if there is never again proclaimed a new dogma.





you said:  Cannot a precise definition about an existing teaching be a bridge to understanding and unity - instead of leaving the issue to generate into something else.





reply:  Yes it can if those making it listen to and involve all the leaders of the Church and then proclaim such things together (after all, isn’t this the purpose of an Ecumenical Council?).





you said:  Even with this said, cannot the controversy that exists in the Christian world regarding Our Lady's role in salvation constitute a struggle against heresy. Especially when Protestants are always trying to diminish her role to that of a mere mule that gave birth in a stable.  Maybe that statement’s a stretch - but our Lady's role in heaven is one of a mother, mothering her children - a mother doesn't wait to be called upon to help she is active and attentive at all times.  Is it beyond the Church's ability to reflect on the Fathers, 


on her tradition and understand her role in heaven better?





reply:  Yes, but the West and East already share devotion to the Mother of God.  Why the need for dogmatization?  Why not simply teach and proclaim the truth together?  Besides, as one Orthodox, Vladimir Lossky once said,





“The Mother of God was never a theme of the public preaching of the Apostles; while Christ was preached on the housetops... the Mystery of His Mother was proclaimed only to those who were within the Church... It is not so much an object of faith as a foundation of our hope, a fruit of faith, ripened in Tradition.  Let us therefore keep silence, and let us not try to dogmatize about the supreme glory of the Mother of God.” (“Panagia, The Orthodox Church in the Ecumenical Movement” -from Introducing the Orthodox Church by Anthony M. Coniaris).





Like it or not, this is the Orthodox attitude.  As another writer wrote:





“The Latins in general, and Rome especially, which after all has its own spiritual vocation, has a need to define as much as the Eastern Churches have a need not to define.” (F. Dvornik, “Byzantium and the Roman Primacy” p 153 - qouted from “We Are All Schismatics” by Archbishop Elias Zoghby)





you said:  On the [patristic] part, I can only say that right now in my limited study I have found some patristic (beginning with the East) and liturgical basis (also beginning with the East) Here are a couple of links if you have not already researched this:


1.  http://ic.net/~erasmus/RAZ270.HTM - Dave Armstrong's Website


2.  http://ic.net/~erasmus/RAZ321.HTM - This section is citing Fathers and Liturgies.


3. http://www.ewtn.com/faith/teachings/marya4.htm - Follow the link at the end of the article.


4.  http://www.ourladyswarriors.org/abtmary.htm - Has a mediatrix section largly taken from a Ludwig Ott book on Catholic Dogma.





reply:  Of course, I believe there is some basis for everything Rome teaches.  I never denied this.  I never said they were just making things up from thin air.  All I said is that the doctrines they are developing are not necessarily held by the East.  Like the other e-mail you sent me by Anthony Dragani, your own Byzantine Tradition has also developed doctrine since the split between East and West (although to a drastically lesser degree).  The “energies / essence” distinction of the Divinity is one example of developement, yet rooted in Patristic teaching.  Like the Latin West does with her newly developed doctrines, the Byzantines could also string out a list of Fathers who hinted at or explicitly taught this distinction.  They could probably even throw in a few Latin Fathers like the RC Apologists like to do with our Eastern Fathers.  Yet, even with all of this, this above mentioned development is not taught in the West.  They just haven’t developed it this way.  Do you see my point?





you said: Of course there's more and you probably have read up on the subject more than I but I do not quite see it as a newly developing doctrine.  I know I am not going to convince you but maybe I am just trying to say I don't think it's quite as much from left field.  Again, I am struggling to keep this from some kind of apology on the issue.  I am doing some thinking out loud too - I don't mean to put stuff in here that is redundant but thanks for putting up with it!





reply:  This is a good point.  Let us study the Fathers together and try to gain some kind of consensus on things.  But this requires give and take.  Many RC apologists are not ready or open to this but would rather pontificate to Eastern Christians commanding their submission to the Roman Pontiff.  Too bad they don’t listen to there own current Roman Pontiff and recognize that he does not even speak this way to the East.





you said:  But you mentioned several times that something declared by the "Roman Pontiff" that is already believed needs no special defining.  There are a couple of things here.  So, do you agree a dogma does not have to be declared in order to be true?





Reply:  Of course.  As St. Vincent of Lerins put it, “In the Catholic Church herself every care must be taken that we may hold fast to that which has been believed everywhere, always, and by all.  For this is, then truly and properly Catholic.” (Commonitoria 2:3).  What St. Vincent refers to is the essential faith that East and West agree on and need to emphasize in order to re-unite.





you said:  It seems to me, this is your issue with the Assumption and Immaculate Conception - we already believe this so why formalize it?  Then if the principle aspects of the Medatrix exist in our [Eastern] tradition the same way (I admit we do not have a feast day in the east titled Our Lady the Mediatrix) then it can be held as true.  This thinking falls in line with the majority of the Church's infallible teaching  through her ordinary magesterium.  Which is one of the three modes of infallibility she (the Church) exercises (other two being the ex cathedra from the Pope and ecumenical councils teaching).





reply:  If it were already a part of our faith, as I have stated above, the East would ask, “why do you need to define it.”  On the other hand, if it is just another doctrine that the West is developing then, again, the East doesn’t see the need for it.





you said:  Side note: Again, my Eastern Church uses the titles for these feast 


days as: Dec 8th "The Immaculate Conception of Our Most Holy Queen, Mother of God and Ever-Virgin Mary; The Conception of St. Ann"  Sep. 8 "Nativity of Our Most Holy Mother of God and Ever-Virgin Mary."





reply:  Your Church has undergone some latinization on the dating of these and on their meaning.  It dropped the historic Byzantine date of Dec. 9th in favor of the Roman Church’s date.  All Eastern Catholic Churches have done this to some extent.  None of the Churches who have re-united with Rome have remained fully faithful to their authentic traditions.


 


you said:  Well, the East cannot constitute the 'whole' mind of the Church - you have to make room for the West too - at least in my view.  A bishop in the east is no more a bishop than one in the west.  The teaching authority of the east is no greater than that of the west and vice versa.





reply:  This is what I’ve been arguing all along.





you said:  ..But when the pope speaks ex catherada he speaks for both east and west.  He is not merely Roman in my mind nor are the definitions he declared.





reply:  I disagree.  How can he speak for someone he has not consulted?  One cannot speak for someone whom one has not listened to.  Thank God the current Roman Pontiff is listening to the East.





you said:  Both definitions had their roots, as you noted, in the East - that makes them Eastern in origin and that should be celebrated in my view.





reply:  We do celebrate them, but only in the way we understand them, not the way the Latin West has developed and defined them.





you said:  However we want to put it - a definition could be a hurdle for some and a bridge for others.  It won't be one thing for all - it seems the Eastern liturgies (well as least the one I know of) give more honor and evidence to an ever-mediating mother in heaven than the Roman Liturgy.





reply:  Of course she is an intercessor.  All the saints are.  As I heard one Orthodox theologian put it, “what else have the Saints to do but pray for us?”





I said:  From the Eastern perspective, a "dogma" deals with something necessary for  salvation.  It is not used to simply glorify a saint or promote her among the faithful, (no matter how great that saint might be).





you replied:  This is an interesting statement - you are saying that the Assumption and Immaculate Conception were to "simply glorify a saint".  There had to be other reasons than just that.





reply: Most of the histories of the Roman Dogma of the Immaculate Conception center around Pius IX’ attributing a miracle in his life to the Virgin.  Apparently, he made a vow that he would define something about her to repay her and promote her to the faithful.





you said:  Isn't just plain truth important - what about her perpetual virginity?  Why is that important?  Isn't this a part of our faith we are bound to hold?  What about the existence of the communion of saints? What does that have to do with our being saved?  What about the existence of blessed objects - we cannot deny that objects are blessed can we?  What about statues and icons?  What do they have to do with our being saved by God's grace?  I guess I am struggling to try and give some examples of things that 'are' part of our faith, that we do have to hold, some are declared this or that, some are not but we still owe our submission to the mind of the Church.





reply:  I say that there’s a difference between the faith that has always been held in common between the ancient Apostolic Churches and things that were developed later, after the schism.  Read that quote of St. Vincent again.  Submission to the mind of the Church should involve the entire Church, not just the Church of Rome.  If you read some of the abuses of the East at the hands of the Papacy (theologically and otherwise), you might understand better of where we are coming from (see the book “We are all schismatics”).





you said:  Well lets take what [the Roman Catholic priest] said about praying to Our Lady and St. Joseph and the quote from the Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom   "The first Sunday Antiphon:  'Shout to the Lord, all the earth; sing now to His name, give glory to His praise.  Through the prayers of the Mother of God; O Savior save us.'“  This 'through the prayers of the Mother of God' is repeated more than once and to me says nothing to different than [what the RC priest said].





reply:  I disagree.  St. John Chrysostom’s Liturgy like our Armenian Divine Liturgy of St. Athanasius do indeed invoke the intercession of the Theotokos and all the saints.  But the Divine Liturgies never teach the faithful that praying to them everyday is “the surest way to get to heaven.”  We would say praying to the Holy Trinity everyday is a more sure way to get to heaven.  Do you see the difference?





you said:  It is certainly not in the Roman Liturgy this strongly either!  It should be.  I think Fr. is just saying Our Lady and St. Joseph are incapable of leading us anywhere else except to Our Lord.  St. Louis DeMontfort would say "To Jesus, through Mary" - it sums it up perfectly.





reply:  I don’t think this is the Gospel message:  “to Jesus through Mary.”  I don’t think the Holy Virgin wants us to come to her before we come to faith in her Son, our Lord.  Indeed our honor and veneration for her are only a secondary corollary to our true faith in her Divine Son, our Lord.  It should not be “to Jesus through Mary” but rather “to Jesus through faith.”  Only after we understand who Jesus is and believe in Him do we begin to understand and honor His Holy Mother... and then only in a radically different way.  He is Creator.  She is, like us, a creature.  She is the Icon of Christian perfection yet He is “the Way and the Truth and the Life.”  We must always be careful to not muddy the important  distinction between the adoration of the Godhead and the worship (which really means “honor”) or veneration we give to our brothers and sisters in the faith.


	I can’t accept a message that would preach Mary before preaching Christ.  I don’t accept a message that says “Mary and Jesus.”  She is not our savior.  She is a human who played the greatest role any mere human could play in bringing our Savior into this world and for this we honor her above any saint.  When I hear a lot of Latins Catholics preaching Mary and I have to scratch my head.  I just don’t get why any Christian would do this.  I heard one Roman Catholic who boasted how he liked to confront Protestants with the question “have you accepted Mary as your personal co-redemptrix?”  I heard another strong believing Roman Catholic tell me how he finds it so much easier to love Mary than Jesus.  I think these are good examples of how our devotion to Mary, or any saint, can lead us astray if we focus our faith and energies primarily on them rather than on Christ our God.  You can honor saints too much if you honor them more than God.  There are concrete examples of Christian groups in Church history who fell into such heresies.  Therefore, I think we must always be on guard not to let any creature come between us and our relationship with the Creator.  The Saints are our brothers and sisters.  They are there to pray for us.  If we keep this perspective I think it keeps us from excesses in devotion.


 


you said:  Since the Pope is protected by the Holy Spirit from teaching error when speaking ex catherada - he could not define something that was not true.  Thus 'whatever' it is he defined would be true and if the East did not except it they would be in error.





reply:  First of all even the Eastern Catholic Patriarchs might disagree with the reason or need to dogmatize something.  Secondly, if the Pope infallibly stated that St. Joseph was a Virgin, for example, the East would have to object to this.  It is not part of our tradition to believe this.  In other words, it might be a Western teaching developed in Western tradition, but it might not be an Eastern teaching, being it was not developed this way in our Church.  This does not put them in error.  It would be a development of the West, not an essential truth maintained by the universal Church.





you said:  I doubt all the east would not recognize it because in the Ukranian liturgy we pray:





The first Sunday Antiphon:


"Shout to the Lord, all the earth; sing now to His name, give glory to His praise.  Through the prayers of the Mother of God; O Savior save us."  To me this is the essence of Our Lady's role in heaven - through her prayers we are asking our Lord to save us.





reply: This is the role of all the Saints and Angels in heaven, only, it is hers in a more pre-eminent way.  This is the faith of the universal or catholic Church.





you said:  Plus an definition from the Pope alone does not mean he came to that conclusion on his own and your comments leads to this thought.  Anyway,  my


point there was to at least put something on the board here that explains what this mediatrix is in today's language.  More importantly, I wanted to point out that it can be held as legitimate opinion and thus I think preached from the pulpit.


 


reply:  You’re probably right.





you said:  You say 'we don't believe things because someone defines them' but you could apply that logic to all the Church's infallible teachings - it doesn't matter if they were in an ecumenical council or from the chair of Peter.  If anything were defined then they would fall into your classification.  Let's put your sentence some other way:  "We don't believe things because some 'Church' defines them".  If the Pope exercises his authority this way it is legitimate and binding, isn't it?  I guess the real question is does the Pope have the authority to act for the Church in this capacity?  He does -regardless of our personal beliefs.





reply:  Firstly, you misunderstood what I meant.  When I said, “we don’t believe things because someone defines them” I did not mean to say, “we reject any defined teaching.”  What I meant was, “our reason for believing what we believe is not because someone ordered us to believe them.”  If an Ecumenical Council were held by all the bishops of all the Churches and agreed on what we believe and solemnly defined this faith, this would be the whole Church proclaiming the faith it holds, not just one Church ordering another to adopt a belief it does not hold.  Do you see what I mean?





In Christ’s Light,


Wm. DerGhazarian 


(6-17-02)


(revised 12-10-03)








