A Discussion on Roman Primacy


and Ecumenical Relations between East and West





-A dialogue with an Eastern Catholic brother-





	As I write this response, keep in mind that in the Papal Encyclical, Ut Unum Sint, the Pope invites the Orthodox Church to help him “understand his ministry to us.”  He has also called Eastern Catholics like yourself to assist in the search to find a form of Papal Primacy that will be acceptable to the historic Eastern Churches and in accord with our received Tradition.


	It is a fact, and the Pope has said on more than one occasion, that Papal Primacy has been exercised in many different ways over the last two thousand years of  Church existence.  Therefore, Roman Primacy is not bound to its current form but can be modified to meet the needs of a changing (or even unified) Church.  In fact, Vatican II, and modern Popes have cited the Church's first millennia as an example of -and inspiration for- what the Papacy could once again become.  Vatican I was certainly the apex of Papal prerogatives and the tide is slowly turning to present a more balanced and historic application of Roman Primacy.  So try to keep this in mind to be one of my pre-suppositions as you read my responses.


	I think it is also important to understand and realize that, as the Church of the East and the West, we have theological traditions which are NOT identical (even within the Catholic Communion).  It is a great mistake to assume that they are.  We are agreed on the essentials, no doubt, but even these we many times formulate differently.  As Vatican II put it,





	"It has come about through divine providence that, in the course of time, different Churches set up in various places by the apostles and their successors joined together in a multiplicity of organically united groups which, whilst safeguarding the unity of the faith and the unique divine structure of the universal Church, have their own discipline, enjoy their own liturgical usage and inherit a theological and spiritual patrimony.  This multiplicity of local Churches, unified in a common effort, shows all the more resplendently the catholicity of the undivided Church." -Lumen Gentium #23.





Also the “Catechism of the Catholic Church” acknowledges that East and West have differences in expressing beliefs even as fundamental as that of the the Holy Trinity:





CCC 248. "At the outset the Eastern tradition expresses the Father's character as first origin of the Spirit.  By confessing the Spirit as he 'who proceeds from the Father', it affirms that he comes from the Father through the Son. [�HYPERLINK "javascript:decide('http://www.gospelcom.net/bible?version=RSV&passage=Jn+15:26')"�Jn 15:26� ; cf. AG 2.]  The Western tradition expresses first the consubstantial communion between Father and Son, by saying that the Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son (FILIOQUE).  It says this, 'legitimately and with good reason', [Council of Florence (1439): DS 1302.] for the eternal order of the divine persons in their consubstantial communion implies that the Father, as 'the principle without principle', [Council of Florence (1442): DS 1331] is the first origin of the Spirit, but also that as Father of the only Son, he is, with the Son, the single principle from which the Holy Spirit proceeds. [Cf. Council of Lyons II(1274): DS 850.]  This legitimate complementarity, provided it does not become rigid, does not affect the identity of faith in the reality of the same mystery confessed."


 


	Rome now recognizes it can not force its own particular theological expressions (let alone its liturgical traditions) on the East.  The Ex Cathedra pronouncements on St. Mary, other later Marian developments and much of the Council of Trent and Vatican I (referred to by Paul VI as the “general councils of the West”) fall into this category.  They are respected theological developments of the West but the Christian Eastern Churches do not explain these truths the same way.  This doesn't make either side wrong, just different.  Catholic apologists, snatching quotes from the Eastern Fathers in an attempt to force the East to accept Western developments, are not acceptable either.  These apologists need to have the attitude of the Pope of Rome towards the East, when he stated: 





“Pondering over the questions, aspirations and experiences I have mentioned, my  thoughts turn to the Christian heritage of the East. I do not intend to describe that heritage or to interpret it: I listen to the churches of the East, which I know are living interpreters of the treasure of tradition they preserve. In contemplating it, before my eyes appear elements of great significance for a fuller and more thorough understanding of the Christian experience." (Orientale Lumen, #5)





	I agree with you that we should be aware of and even familiar with each other’s teachings.  One of the things I have loved doing is comparing and contrasting these over the years.  Unfortunately, because of the doctrine Roman Primacy and Infallibillity, some Roman Catholics figure anything coming from anywhere besides Rome is unworthy of belief or recognition.  They do this, deliberately disobeying the teachings of their own Roman Patriarch and Pope who has called them to learn about the Church's “other lung.”  Orthodox often are guilty of the same uncharitable arrogance towards their brethren of the Latin Church.


	Based on my reading of Ecumenical documents, I see Rome has recognized the Eastern Churches as authentic interpreters of their Tradition (cf. the Papal Encyclical, Orientale Lumen).  Rome has decided to stop trying force her ways and theology on the East anymore.  She knows from the last millenia of history, that this approach simply does not work.  She has resumed her attitude of the first 1,000 years and now regards the Orthodox Churches as an equals, as “sister Churches” and collectively as the “other lung of the Church.”  Glory be to God!  I have even read that Paul VI proposed -as a possible way to re-union with Orthodox- that the later Western developements since the schism could be viewed by the East simply as theologoumena (respected theological opinion) and not essential dogmas of the faith.  As Fr. Alexy Young writes:





“Paul VI was willing to propose a quite creative solution, one that has been toyed with by Roman Catholic theologians ever since.  He suggested that the unique Latin dogmas that were so repugnant to the East did not need to be imposed upon the East as a condition for union.  Rather, he said, these could be considered what the Orthodox call “theologoumena” unofficial, informal theological teachings that are binding only on the West.”





In reality, the essentials of our faith were hammered out in the early Ecumenical Councils.  And all the ancient Churches are agreed on these.  Perhaps we should ask ourselves why should we pro-long the schism any longer?
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