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PREFACE

I t was generally expected that after the conclusion of the
Second Vatican Council the atmosphere would be favorable
for dialogues between the representatives of the Roman Cath
olic Church and the leaders of other Christian churches; the
intention being to find ways of better understanding the prob
lems and to bring closer a rapprochement which would finally
lead to reunion.
Many Catholic leaders feel that the dialogue with the East
ern Churches should begin as soon as possible, and hope for
positive results, since there are no fundamental dogmatic dif
ferences between the Roman and the Orthodox Church. This
may be true, but it is premature to expect a speedy agreement.
There are many aspects of the historical development, con
stitution and spiritual life of Eastern Christianity insufficiently
understood by the West. In many ways Roman Catholics com
prehend the Protestant mind better than they do the Eastern
Orthodox, perhaps because they live in the same environment
and possess a similar mentality. In many respects the mind of
the Easterners is very different from that of the Westerners,
and there are few specialists among Catholic scholars who are
familiar with the development of Eastern Christianity.
I have studied some of the controversial problems which are
at issue between the two Churches and have discussed them in
books such as The Photian Schism: History and Legend (Cam
bridge, 1948), and The Idea of Apostolicity in Byzantium and
the Legend of the Apostle Andrew , Dumbarton Oaks Studies,
IV (Washington, D.C., 1958). In both these works, as well as
in other studies, I have touched on the problem, which, above
7
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all, will occupy the minds of both sides in the dialogue, namely,
that of the Primacy of the Roman pontiff and the attitude of
the Eastern Church towards it.
I was asked to present some of the results of m y research on
these problems to a larger audience, and, having accepted this
invitation, I published, in French, a book entitled Byzance et
la primauté romaine. This appeared in 1964 as volume 49 of
Unam Sanctam of the Editions du Cerf. Until now the problem
of the Roman Primacy and the attitude of the Eastern Church
towards it have been studied mainly by theologians, and the
study has been overshadowed by the acrid spirit of the polem
ical literature which has imprisoned the minds of either side
from the eleventh century on up to the present day.
The historical background of the problem has been generally
neglected. The main object of m y study has been to shed more
light on this and also on the political aspect of this problem.
It was important to explain first the origin and the develop
ment of the principle of accommodation of the primitive
Church to the political organization of the Roman Empire,
and to show how this adaptation influenced the idea of Roman
Primacy in both East and West. The recognition by the R o
man and Orthodox Churches of the Apostolic and Petrine
character of the Roman See also had to be examined. The con
sequences of the adaptation of Hellenistic political philosophy
to Christian doctrine, and the break with this Christian Hel
lenism by the West in the eleventh century, are only briefly
sketched in this book. T h ey will be studied thoroughly in m y
next book, Early Christian and Byzantine Political Philosophy
(Dumbarton Oaks Studies, IX ) soon to be published. Here,
however, I have limited myself to the most important facts
and statements to be found in Byzantine religious literature
bearing on the Roman Primacy in the various periods. It
would, of course, be futile to look for a clear definition of the
Roman Primacy in Byzantine documents. But many official
declarations appear to show that the Byzantines saw the Bishop
8
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of Rome, at least on some occasions, as more than first among
equals.
I am obliged to Father Edwin A. Quain, S.J., who undertook
the translation of this book into English in order to make it
accessible to the English-speaking public, and to Fordham
University Press which accepted the publication.
The Fathers of the Second Vatican Council, particularly in
their decree on the Eastern Churches, and in many other dec
larations, have opened the w ay to a rapprochement between
East and West. The encounter of Pope Paul V I with the
Oecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras in Jerusalem, and the pres
ence of observers from the Orthodox Church at the Council,
have furthered a spirit of friendship and mutual understand
ing. The annulment, pronounced simultaneously in Rome and
Constantinople on December 7, 1965, of the excommunication
in 1054 of the Patriarch Michael Caerularius by the papal
legates, and of the latter b y the Patriarch, was a noble gesture.
This, however, cannot heal the schism between East and West,
completed, not in 1054, but after 1204 when Constantinople
was conquered by the Latin crusaders, and a Latin patriarch
enthroned in Hagia Sophia. The dialogue between the Chris
tians of East and West will still have many problems to solve.
Nevertheless, these recent events have created a more favorable
atmosphere for friendly and fruitful discussion. Let us hope
that at least some of the ideas discussed in this short study will
help to form a base from which a plan for final reunion can
be established.
F. D vornik

Dumbarton Oaks
January 6, 1966
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INTRODUCTION

T oday it is quite proper to say that the only serious obstacle
remaining to a rapprochement between the Orthodox Churches
and Catholic Church is the question of the Roman Primacy.
A ll other obstacles can now be considered to have been sur
mounted, especially those differences in rite and liturgy which
played so great a role in polemic literature, both Greek and
Latin, from the eleventh to the fifteenth century.
Beginning with the thirteenth century the Roman Church
began to lose its attitude of mistrust with regard to the exist
ence of different rites and the use of national languages in the
liturgy. Even though the remembrance of the capture of Con
stantinople by the Latins in 1204 interfered with the numerous
attempts at union with the Greeks, still, it had one salutary
effect. It forced the Latin W orld to show itself more and
more conciliatory, at least in regard to the existence of differ
ent rites and the use of national languages in the liturgy. The
partial unions concluded with some branches of Orthodoxy
after the Council of Lyons (1274) and of Florence (1439)
helped this attitude to become more general.
The present-day liturgical movement which has had such
salutary effects in the Catholic Church will undoubtedly con
tribute, not only to removing these last doubts—since it shows
so well the necessity for the people to participate actively in
the liturgical action—but it will surely make more under
standable in the West the mentality of the Eastern Christians
who have never ceased to stress the importance of the Euchar
istic sacrifice in the life of every Christian above and beyond
any other devotion, either public or private.
11
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In the area of dogma, the question of the procession of the
H oly Spirit from both the Father and the Son—the Filioque—
has likewise lost much of its force. The highly emotional pre
occupation of both Latins and Greeks to find heresy in the
teaching of the other—a tendency that was very strong during
the centuries of controvery—lost much of its intensity espe
cially after the fall of the Byzantine Empire.
Besides, history shows us that reasons other than theological
have contributed to inflating this controversy beyond proper
bounds. In this connection it is interesting to note that at the
beginning of this controversy it seems that people, at least in
the West, viewed the question of the Filioque with some de
tachment.
In fact a curious document of the ninth century seems
to indicate this. It is the work of Anastasius Bibliothecarius,
the bitter adversary of the Patriarch Photius who had himself
stirred the controversy about the Filioque. Among the works
of Anastasius we find a translation of various documents rela
tive to the history of the Church, which is dedicated to the
Deacon, John Hymmonides. Anastasius includes among them a
letter of St. Maximus the Confessor (580-662) on the proces
sion of the H oly Spirit. In his introduction1 to the translation
of these documents Anastasius writes:
We have translated also a passage from the letter of St. Maximus
to the priest Marinus concerning the procession of the Holy Spirit.
In it he said that the Greeks have in this matter become needlessly
opposed to us since we do not at all say, as they pretend we do,
that the Son is the cause and the principle of the Holy Spirit. On
the contrary, in our preoccupation to assert the unity of substance
of the Father and the Son, we say that the Holy Spirit, while he
proceeds from the Father, also proceeds from the Son, under
standing this procession as a mission. Maximus pleads with those
who know the two languages to maintain peace. He says that both
we and the Greeks understand that the Holy Spirit proceeds, in
one sense from the Son, but that in another sense he does not pro
ceed from the Son. He draws attention to the fact that it is very
12
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difficult to express this precise distinction in both Latin and in
Greek.
It is altogether possible that linguistic reasons have had their
effect in exaggerating the importance of this dispute. The word
cK does, as a matter of fact, seem to mean much more to a
Greek than the word ex does to a Latin.2 What is significant
here is that Anastasius is anxious to explain in friendly fashion
this difference of opinion between Greek and Latin theologians.
He wrote this commentary in 874, some years after Photius
had given this latent controversy a new meaning in his appeal
to the Eastern patriarchs and to the Synod of 867-3
Further, we also get the impression that Pope John V III
rather looked upon this question as merely a discussion among
theologians on a subject which had not yet been defined as an
article of faith. It is in this sense that we can explain the atti
tude of his legates to the Council of 879-880 confirming the
union between Byzantium and Rome. Since the Credo was re
cited in Rome without the Filioque, it seemed quite natural for
them to declare themselves as opposed to this addition to the
Nicene Creed.
It is also somewhat surprising to us to see that this contro
versy, in spite of the efforts of Photius in his M y stagoge which
strove to give the Greek thesis a solid theological foundation,
played a relatively unimportant role in the polemics which
took place between the two Churches in 1054 and immediately
after the break with the Patriarch Michael Cerularius.
In the famous letter which was addressed by Leo, the Arch
bishop of Ochrida, at the request of Michael Cerularius, to the
Latin Archbishop of Trani,4 he does not even mention this
difference between the doctrines of the two Churches. In this
letter, which contains a long catalogue of bitter reproaches,
Leo attacks certain innocent customs of the Latins, with espe
cial emphasis on the use of unleavened bread in the celebration
of the H oly Sacrifice of the Mass.
Cardinal Humbert, when invited by Pope Leo IX to refute
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the accusations made by the Greeks, introduced this subject
into the controversy when reproaching the Greeks for having
suppressed the Filioque in the Nicene Creed.5 This accusation
which, incidentally, revealed a vast ignorance of the origin of
the controversy—in fact it was not the Greeks who suppressed
the Filioque but the Latins who introduced it—shows that this
theological difference did not any longer constitute a serious
cause of discord between the two Churches. It was only in the
beginning of the twelfth century that the Filioque became the
most powerful weapon in the arsenal of the Greek and Latin
polemists.
Besides, it was a Latin prelate who reopened the controversy
on the Filioque. It was Peter Grossolanus, Archbishop of Milan,
an unofficial member6 of an embassy sent by Pope Paschal II
in 1122 to Constantinople for the conclusion of an agreement
with the Emperor Alexius I Comnenus, who entered into dis
cussion with the Greek clergy, notably on the Filioque. Seven
Byzantine theologians were invited b y the Emperor to reply
to his arguments.7 In his Dogmatic Panoply,8 Euthymius Zigabenus took pains to furnish his compatriots with numerous ar
guments against the Filioque, drawn for the most part, from
the writings of Photius.
In 113 5 it was another Latin prelate, Anselm, Bishop of
Havelberg, who debated the question of the Filioque with
Nicetas of Nicomedia, the first among the twelve professors
of the Patriarchal Academy. Anselm has described this debate
in a work which he dedicated to Pope Eugenius III.9
These two debates were really rather academic, with each
of the parties simply stating their positions. The two prelates
spoke in rather courteous terms, avoiding anything which
could be of offense to the Greeks. On his part, Nicetas of
Nicomedia maintained great reserve in the polite responses
which he made to Anselm.
The second phase of these discussions and controversies was
opened, after 1204, by the Latins who had been victorious at
H
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Constantinople and, on the side of the Greeks, especially by
Nicholas Mesarites.10 From this point on, it can be seen that
the tone of the writings on this question, which up to then had
been a rather academic matter between the theologians of the
two sides, had now become a political and national matter.
This is easily understandable if we remember the violent antip
athy of the Greeks against the Latins who had destroyed their
Empire. In this stormy atmosphere one could hardly expect
the question to be discussed as a mere theological difference,
when it had become a political issue.
Today, however, after so many centuries, the time has come
when both Orthodox and Catholic theologians can discuss the
matter without emotion.11 W e should never forget that we are
here touching upon the mystery of the Blessed Trinity before
which human intelligence can do no better than to bend its
head and confess its incompetence.
*

#

#

The view has often been stated that the separation between
the two Churches was really due to the different conception
held of the Church and its role, in Byzantium and in the West.
Ecclesiology is really a rather new branch of the tree of
Christian theology and it has developed particularly since the
Reformation. A t the present time, all theologians—Catholic,
Orthodox and Protestant— are keenly interested in ecclesiological problems.12 Different definitions of the Church are pro
posed and discussed, its relation with the mystical Body of
Christ is studied, and its organic evolution is explained in the
light of the definitions proposed.13
It is not at all surprising that the specialists of this new
theological discipline take some pains to find confirmation for
their theories in the writings of the Fathers and in the organi
zation of the primitive Church.14 But these efforts could lead
to dangerous deviations if we attempt to transpose ideas that
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were formulated recently into epochs when, in reality, such
ideas did not exist at all, or if, on the other hand, we should
try to interpret patristic texts in the light of these modern
ideas.
This danger would exist if we should try to reconstitute an
ecclesiological system which we suppose to have existed in
the Byzantine Church. W e must understand that Byzantine
theologians never did develop an ecclesiological system in the
modem sense. T hey were preoccupied with other problems
that were much more urgent and much more essential, such
as those concerning the divine nature of the three Persons in
the Trinity, the Incarnation of the Second Person of the
Trinity, the double nature of the Incarnate W ord, the double
W ill in Christ, God and man, the Procession of the H oly
Spirit and the participation of the H oly Spirit in the sanctifica
tion of man. These problems dominate all theological specula
tion in Byzantium up to the ninth century; in fact, even the
very question of the representation of Christ and the venera
tion of his image, and those of the saints, are closely linked to
Christological mysteries.
As to the conception of the nature of the Church, the B y
zantines were quite content with what they found in H oly
Scripture15 and that which the Eastern Fathers had passed on
to them. The Church “ is the H oly City which has been sanc
tified . . . in becoming conformed to Christ and participating
in the divine nature b y the communication of the H oly Spirit.”
This definition by Cyril of Alexandria16 satisfied them com
pletely. In the conception of the Byzantines, the Church is the
Mystical Body of Christ, the image of the Trinity, the work
of the H oly Spirit, and its purpose is the sanctification of man.
Man, in union with the Church, the Mystical Body of Christ,
should sanctify himself with the aid of the grace of the H oly
Spirit, which the merits of the Incarnate W ord have assured
to humanity. He should, in a sense, “ divinize” his nature and
realize a union with God. T o be sure, this union will not be
perfect except in the world to come but man, meantime, has
16
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at his disposal all the means necessary to attain, here in this
life, a high degree of sanctification.
The necessary means to arrive at this end are to be found
in the Church which distributes them by the intermediary of
the priesthood: there are the sacraments, especially that of the
Body and Blood of Our Lord. It is this sacrament which re
alizes best the union of our nature with Christ. H oly Com
munion brings about the union not only of the Christian with
Christ but it also unites him to all members of the Church,
thus representing the catholicity and the universality of the
Church.
As we see, this conception of the Church finds its founda
tion in Christology and in the theology of the H oly Spirit.
That this is so is clear from the evolution which Christian doc
trine followed in the course of the first nine centuries, the
time when the Eastern Church enjoyed the primary role. W e
realize that this conception was affected, from time to time,
by the different Christological heresies: Nestorianism, Monophysitism and Monothelitism. The primitive conception of the
nature of the Church, however, continued to be held as Ortho
dox theologians eliminated these deviations.17 This Oriental
conception of the Church, although more deeply imbued with
a mystical spirit, is identical with that of the West.
Alongside of this mystical and celestial aspect, however, the
Church, even for the Byzantines, had an earthly existence. It
possessed a hierarchical structure, was a concrete organism,
was ruled by laws that were voted by assemblies of bishops,
and it found it necessary to accommodate itself to a political
situation which varied and to the social structure of the com
munities in which the faithful lived and its priests worked.
These conditions of life were, in the East, often quite different
from those that existed in the West and these differences
seemed to have raised problems which had their influence on
the conception of the role which the Church ought to play in
society and the attitude which it ought to take in the face of
political authority. A ll of this had its repercussions on the
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relations which existed between the two Churches and, un
fortunately, provoked a separation which developed until it
ended in a formal schism.
A t the same time it would be exaggerated and even errone
ous to try to find an explanation of these differences in an
ecclesiology which developed in different fashion in Byzantine
and in the West from the fourth to the eleventh century.
Along their own line, the Byzantines continued to stress the
mystical character of the Church and its role in the sanctifica
tion of the faithful. The Greek Fathers, St. Athanasius, St.
John Chrysostom, and St. Cyril of Alexandria continued to
lead in theological speculation. Their ideas were taken up and
developed, especially by St. Maximus the Confessor (662)18
and St. Germanus,19 and they were taught in Byzantium until
the end of the Empire.20 The differences that become clear
both in Byzantium and the West in the conception of the
Church and its earthly aspect, the differences which stand out
also in the evolution of the organization of the two Churches,
are due to the fact that the two portions of Christendom have
developed under different political and social conditions. The
only political philosophy which the Byzantines knew was
founded on the Hellenistic political system which the first
Christian ideologists, Clement of Alexandria and Eusebius, had
adapted to Christian doctrine. This system, which one could
call Christian Hellenism, saw in the Emperor a representative
of God upon earth, almost the vicegerent of Christ. According
to this political conception, the Christian Emperor not only
had the right but also the duty to watch over the Church, to
defend the Orthodox faith, and to lead his subjects to God.
It is from this point of view that we must judge the develop
ment of Eastern Christianity and its ideas on the relation of
the Church on earth to the civil power.21
This ideology was accepted throughout all of Christendom
but the Roman Church had been able to escape its untoward
consequences and the abuse of the imperial power, owing to
the fact that the emperors did not reside at Rome; also im18
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portant were the profound transformations which the estab
lishment of the new nations in the western part of the Empire
brought into being.
If we study the evolution of Christianity in the East and
in the West from this point of view, a great number of prob
lems become quite clear. The position of the Christian Emperor
in the entire Church after the conversion of Constantine, a
position which cannot be identified with caesaropapism, be
comes understandable. W e also see the differences which ex
isted between the two Christian worlds, differences which
inevitably developed when the Church of Rome finally divested
itself of the last traces of Christian Hellenism and developed its
own political system.
This system restored to the Pope his special position in the
Church and stressed the idea of universality, and gave rise to
the idea of the superiority of spiritual power over the tem
poral—a thesis which the East was never able to comprehend.
The consequences of this evolution likewise had their effect
in the legislative domain. W hile in the Byzantine Church the
Emperor continued to be the lawmaker, using the right which
Christian Hellenism had granted to him, in the W est it was
the Sovereign Pontiff who, increasingly, became the sole law
giver in the Church. T o explain these differences, the the
ologian might be tempted to seek for reasons in the order of
ecclesiology, but in that path, the historian will be reluctant
to follow him.22 The Byzantines did not possess the ecclesiological mentality of modern theologians.
It would be a mistake to believe that the Byzantine the
ologians were content to consider solely the mystical and
heavenly aspect of the Church. For them, the Church was also
an earthly institution comprised not only of the faithful but
also having a well-organized hierarchy which should rule the
faithful and preserve the true faith. W ith regard to the earthly
aspect of the Church and its organization, there were two
problems which preoccupied Byzantine thinkers. The first was
the position of the Emperor in the Church. The intrusion of
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the emperors into the dogmatic area revealed the danger which
a false application of Christian Hellenism could present for
the hierarchy and the faithful. This danger provoked violent
reactions and stirred up a desire to find an element strong
enough to be a counterweight to these abuses and to guarantee
the privileges of the hierarchy in the definition of doctrine.
This element existed: it was the Primacy of the Bishop of
Rome, the uncontested chief of all Christian churches in the
West. In times of crisis this was remembered in Byzantium.
T hey looked for and sought the help of the Bishop of Rome
although suspicious of his growing prestige, and disinclined to
allow him the right to intervene directly in internal affairs of
the Byzantine Church. In Byzantium, the problem of the
Roman Primacy was intimately connected with that of the
imperial power. It is to this problem of the Primacy that we
address ourselves in this book.
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1. See the edition of the prefaces of Anastasius in MGH, Epistolae,
VII, 425, and PL 129, 560. For the translation of the letter of
Maximus, ibid. 577. Cf. St. Maximus, Opuscula theologica et
polemica ad Marinum, PG 91, 136.
2. In Orientalia Christiana periodica, 15 (1949) 221-22, E. Hermann
makes the point that theologians today recognize the fact that
the Latin doctrine could very easily sound false to Greek ears,
since the Greek preposition ek does not altogether correspond
in meaning to the Latin ex.
3. It appears that Photius himself suspected that there was a seman
tic problem, as can be seen in a passage in his Mystagogia, PG,
102, 376AB.
4. PG, 120, 8365.
5. PL, 143, 1003, in the Bull which excommunicated the patriarch.
6. On the basis of indications furnished by one of the seven Greek
theologians, Nicetas Seides, V. Grumel has shown that Peter
was not an official member of the embassy, but that he had been
requested by the Pope to assist the legates. At this time, Gros20

I n t r o d u c t io n

7.

8.
9.
10.
11.

12.

13.

solamis was on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem; “Autour du voyage
de Pierre Grossolanus, archevêque de Milan, à Constantinople
en 1112 ,” Échos d'Orient, 32 (1933) 28-30.
Grumel has identified them, as follows: Eustratius of Nicaea,
Joannes Phournes, Nicetas Seides, Nicholas Muzalon, Theodore
of Smyrna, Theodore Prodromus and Euthymius Zygabenus.
Cf. B. Leib, Rome, Kiev et Byzance à la fin du XIe siècle (Paris,
1924), 312. See the discourse of Grossolanus in PG, 127, 911-20.
PG, 130, 20-1360.
Anselmi dialogi, PL, 188, 1130fr. Cf. F. Dvornik, The Photian
Schism (Cambridge, 1948) 345, 396.
See infra, Ch. 8, note 12.
In this connection, see the studies by Catholic and Orthodox
theologians in Russie et Chrétienté (1950) 123-244, and the
article by J. Meyendorff on the origin of this controversy in
Pravoslavnaja My si (Paris, 1953), 114-137 and the study of
V. Lossky, La procession du Saint-Esprit dans la doctrine trinitaire orthodoxe (Paris, 1948).
See the article of O. Semmelroth, “Ecclesiologie,” in Lexicon
für Theologie und Kirche, 3 (Freiburg, 1959) where we find a
short history of Ecclesiology and some useful bibliographical
information. For further detail see the reviews of the confer
ences given at “ Colloque d’ecclésiologie,” organized by the
Faculty of Catholic Theology of the University of Strassburg,
Nov. 26-28, 1959, which were published in the Revue des sci
ences religieuses, 34 (i960) and in the collection “ Unam Sanctam” (No. 34, Éditions du Cerf), under the title: UEcclésiologie
au X IX e siècle.
Cf. especially the work of S. Jaki, Les tendances nouvelles de
Vecclésiologie (Rome, 1957; Bibliotheca Academiae Catholicae
Hungaricae, Sectio phil.-theol. vol. 3). On pp. 99fr. there is an
examination of recent Orthodox ecclesiology. The author shows
at what point these new tendencies have been influenced by
Protestant theology and by some elements from non-Christian
philosophy.
The same subject is treated by Paul Evdokimov in UEcclési
ologie au X IX e siècle (Cf. n. 12), 57-76, under the title: “Les
principaux courants de l’ecclésiologie Orthodoxe au xix** siècle.”
See also the conference of Père B.-D. Dupuy, “Schisme et

21

Byzantium and the Roman Primacy
Primauté chez J. A. Möhler,” ibid., 197-2 31., and the remarks of
Evdokimov in the course of the discussion, ibid., 375-92.
14. For example: L. Cerf aux, La théologie de VÉglise suivant saint
Paul, 2nd. edit. (Paris, 1948); K. Adam, Der Kirchenbegriff
Tertullians (Paderborn, 1907); L. Bouyer, L'Incarnation et
PÉglise Corps du Christ dans la théologie de saint Athanase
(Paris, 1943); G. Bardy, La théologie de PÉglise, de saint Clé
ment de Rome à saint Irenée (Paris, 1945) ; the same, La théologie
de l'Église de saint Irenée (Paris, 1947); A. Hamel, Kirche bei
Hippolyt von Rom (Güttersloh, 1951). On the Orthodox side,
see N. Anastassieff, “La doctrine de la primauté à la lumière de
l’ecclésiologie,” in îstina (1957) 401-20.
15. Especially, Ephesians, 1, 17-23.
16. In îsaiam, V, 1, ch. 52, §1; PG 70, 1144C.
17. This has been outlined by V. Lossky in his Essai sur la théologie
mystique de PÉglise d'Orient (Aubier, 1944), 171-92. For the
Catholic point of view, see, Yves M.-J. Congar, “Conscience
ecclésiologique en Orient et en Occident,” in Istina (1959) 189201. See also the brief discussion in his study, After Nine
Hundred Years (New York, 1959) 57-69. V. Lossky, op. cit.y
reproaches Congar for over-emphasizing (in his Chrétiens
désunis [Paris, 1937] 14), the mysterious aspect of Oriental
ecclesiology and for not paying enough attention to its ter
restrial aspect. It would seem that Congar has treated this point
adequately in the book cited above.
18. Notably, in his Mystagogia, chaps. 1-5; PG 91, 663-73, 7°5- St.
Maximus saw in the Church the image of God, but also the
image of the world and of man. He here has in mind two aspects
of the Church: the mystical and the terrestrial. The Church is
like a temple in which the faithful occupy a place within, dif
ferent from that of the priests. The Church represents the unity
of the world and the universe which it is to sanctify by the
communication of the Holy Spirit. On the doctrine of Maximus,
see the article of V. Grumel in DTC, vol. 10, 453^. Naturally,
St. Maximus was primarily interested in Christological and
soteriological problems. He only touched on ecclesiology in
passing.
19. Especially in his work, Historia ecclesiastica et mystica contemplatio, PG 98, 383fr.
22

I n t r o d u c t io n

20. See, for example, Photius’ ideas on the Church. For him, as well,
the Church is the Bride of Christ, His Mystical Body; it is
Christ, the Head, who directs the Church. On the other hand,
he does not neglect the terrestrial aspect of the Church, her
hierarchical structure, her right of jurisdiction over the faithful.
See the documentation in Th. Spâcil, “ Conceptus et doctrina de
Ecclesia juxta theologiam Orientalis separati,” in Orientalia
Christiana, 2 (1923) 36-7.
21. The Hellenistic political system and its adaptation to Christian
doctrine will be studied in my book: Early Christian and
Byzantine Political Philosophy, Origins and Background (Dum
barton Oaks Studies, IX).
22. Congar, in the study cited, “ Conscience ecclésiologique” (supra,
n. 17), made the first attempt to cast a bit more light on the
ecclesiological problems of the two Churches. In the first part
of this interesting study, he has described very well the more
mysterious aspect which the Church assumes in the Oriental and
Byzantine mind. Besides, in showing the process of separation,
he was constrained to adduce some facts resulting from events
and ideas that belong rather more to the political than to the
religious sphere.
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In the eyes of Orthodox Christians the problem of the Roman
Primacy seems today to have become more difficult than ever
to resolve because they often identify that Primacy with the
administrative centralization which has developed in the West
in the course of the latter centuries. In this they are forgetting
that, among other causes, the fact that important groups of
Christians have separated themselves from the center of unity
has rendered this centralization possible and, to a degree, even
necessary.
W hat is more, in the course of the period during which the
Greeks and Latins devoted themselves to bitter and unceasing
controversy, certain theories were developed which only
served to obscure the essentials of the problem and rendered its
solution more difficult. W as the Pope ever considered in the
East as occupying a position in the Church more elevated than
that of other patriarchs or bishops? Should not the foundation
of Constantinople—the N ew Rome—be explained as a transfer
of the Primacy of the Church of Rome to Constantinople? Did
not the assumption of the title ecumenical Patriarch, which
was taken b y the bishops of the new capital of the Empire,
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confirm this interpretation? Did not the Byzantines, to better
support their claims, invent the legend of the apostolic origin
of the see of Byzantium as founded by St. Andrew, the brother
of St. Peter? And, since Andrew was one of the first among
the apostles, since he followed the Lord before Peter did,
should not he and his successors be considered as superior to
Peter and his successors at Rome?
Neither side—those who supported these ideas and those
who opposed them—could win this debate. The suspicion and
even mutual hostility that was caused by political divisions
and by a different evolution in the administration of the Church
in the West, particularly from the eleventh century on, seemed
to have poisoned these discussions and made it very difficult
for theologians and faithful on either side to consider this
problem without bitterness.
Hence, no good purpose will be served by resurrecting argu
ments, for and against, which we find in the controversial writ
ings of the past. Let us rather try another method, too often
forgotten—the historical method. This will allow us to ex
amine, in the light of the documents that have been preserved,
what precisely was the position of Byzantium with regard to
the Primacy of Rome, and that, from the very foundation of
the Byzantine Empire up until the time of the separation of
the Churches. Perhaps it will also make it possible for us to
discover traces of the primitive tradition in the very period
that was vitiated by mistrust and mutual hostility and, at the
same time, it may open to us a w ay which can produce some
positive results.
As far as the Petrine tradition i$ concerned, it is important
to stress the fact that the Church in the East had never denied
the fact that Peter had lived in Rome, that he died there as a
martyr and that it was there that his body rests. It is clear that
the primary proof of this fact, a proof which could not be
contested nor otherwise explained although there are other
less explicit proofs, comes to us from the East: it is a letter of
Denis, the Bishop of Corinth, sent to Rome around the year
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180.1 The equally valuable testimony of St. Irenaeus is also
that of an Oriental.2
T o be sure, this is only an “ argument from silence.” Yet, it
is important and it is corroborated by the fact that not one of
numerous cities of the East visited by St. Peter, according to
the Acts of the Apostles (either original or apocryphal), ever
dared to pretend that the Prince of the Apostles had ended his
life within its walls or that they possessed his relics. This
honor was incontestably reserved for the city of Rome, and
this explains w hy the Churches of the East have never disputed
Rome’s prestige which came to it from the fact that the Prince
of the Apostles had lived and died and was buried there.
But, until the fourth century, the Bishops of Rome never
had any need to stress this fact. T h ey had, as a matter of fact,
another title which assured them the first place in the hierarchy;
their see was, at the same time, the residence of the Emperor
and the capital of the Roman Empire—a reason which was
then respected throughout all of Christendom. For the Church
from the very first days of its existence had conformed itself,
for the organization of its ecclesiastical administration, to the
political divisions of the Roman Empire.3
This important fact has too often been neglected by Church
historians who are inclined to see in it rather an anomaly and
a deterioration of the apostolic tradition in the Church. In
reality this principle of accommodation to the political di
vision of the Empire had been introduced b y the Apostles
themselves, and there were practical reasons w h y they did so.
Necessarily, the Apostles began their preaching in the great
cities of the Empire where important Jewish communities
were found. Even when they addressed themselves to Christian
communities, which they themselves had founded, they had to
adapt themselves to the existing political organization. Thus,
Peter wrote to the communities of the provinces of Galatia,
Pontus, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia. Paul, addressing his
letters to the Christian centers, sent them to the capitals of
the Roman provinces; to Rome—capital of the province of
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Italy; to Ephesus—capital of the province of Asia; to Corinth
— capital of Achaea; to Thessalonica—capital of Macedonia.
In the second epistle to the Corinthians ( i . i ), he clearly indi
cates that his letters should be sent by the bishops resident in
the capitals to the communities of the other cities of the
province.
Thus, a letter communicating the decisions of the first Council
(Acts 15.22-23), intended for Syria and Cilicia, was sent to
Antioch, the capital of Syria. Cilicia was then an independent
administrative unit. W e know also that St. Ignatius, Bishop of
Antioch, in his letter to the Romans (2.2), wrote that he was
the bishop of the whole province of Syria, of which the capi
tal was Antioch.
Naturally, this does not mean that the Apostles conferred
upon the bishops residing in the capitals of the provinces any
special rank superior to that of the other bishops of the same
provinces. But since all of the economic, social and political
life of the provinces of the Roman Empire were centralized
in the capitals, it was altogether natural that the bishops of
these cities should, little by little, come to be considered as the
most important in the hierarchy of the province.
This fact became particularly clear when it was necessary
for all the bishops of one province to gather themselves
together for discussion of questions that concerned their
churches. Naturally, they came together in the capital of the
province and it was the bishop of the chief city who took the
lead in these meetings and directed the debates. A fter this
fashion regional councils were organized. The letters of St.
Cyprian, who describes the African councils which took place
in the city of his see, at Carthage, the capital of Africa, show
us that this accommodation to the political administration
went still further. His descriptions make it clear, in fact, that
the bishops in their deliberations followed the protocol which
guided the sessions of the Roman Senate and which was fol
lowed also by the provincial magistrates in the reunions of
their diets.4
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One further important remark: not all of the bishoprics lo
cated in the provincial capitals were of apostolic origin;
Ephesus for example, was the capital of the province of Asia,
Corinth the capital of Achaea and Thessalonica the capital
of Macedonia. This shows us that it was not apostolic origin
which was the determining factor in the organization of the
primitive Church. It was rather the principle of accommoda
tion to the political organization of the Empire that was para
mount. This we see in the title that was borne b y the bishop of
these capital cities. T hey were called “ metropolitans” because
they traditionally resided in the “ metropolises,” that is, the
capitals of the provinces, and thus it became quite natural for
the bishops of the capitals to assume the right of surveillance
over the other bishops of their political districts, in accord
ance with the practice of the magistrates of the capital, whose
jurisdiction extended throughout the whole of the province.
#

#

#

This form of ecclesiastical administration had been formally
sanctioned b y the first ecumenical council, that of Nicaea
(325). In Canon IV , it was decreed by the Fathers of the
Council:5
Each new bishop should be installed by the group of bishops resi
dent in the province. If it is not possible for the bishops to come
together because of pressing difficulties or because of the distances
involved, then at least three bishops [of the province] shall come
together and, after having obtained the written agreement of the
other bishops, they shall proceed to the consecration. It belongs to
the metropolitan of each province to confirm what has been done.
This canon definitively established the principle according to
which the ecclesiastical organization should model itself upon
the political organization of the Empire. This accommodation
was, besides, already an accomplished fact at the time when
the Council of Nicaea met. T o convince ourselves of this we
31

Byzantium and the Roman Primacy
need but consider the order followed by the Bishops when
they signed the decrees of the Council and we see that it cor
responded to the political division of the Eastern portion of
the Empire.6
This principle was never contested. On the contrary, other
official decrees confirmed it in even clearer fashion. The
Synod of Antioch, held in 341, decreed in Canon I X :7
This bishops of each province should remember that the bishop
resident in the capital (metropolis) should occupy himself with
all of the province and should exercise surveillance over the whole.
Any person with matters to be taken care of, from anywhere in
the province must go to the capital. For this reason, it is decreed
that the bishop [of the capital] should have precedence over all the
other bishops and they shall not undertake any serious matter
without consulting him. This is in accord with the ancient canons
of our Fathers.
This canon also recalls the reason which made the position of
the metropolitans so important: because since all the political,
economical and social life was concentrated in the capital, all
those who had business to conduct were obliged to go there.
The decrees promulgated by two Popes show that the prin
ciple was also accepted in Rome and in the western part of the
Empire. Pope Boniface (418-422),8 referring to Canon IV of
the Council of Nicaea, decreed that each province should have
its metropolitan, and he forbade metropolitans to exercise
their authority over provinces other than their own. A similar
declaration was made by Pope Innocent I (402-417).9
*

*

#

Further, we should note that the Council of Nicaea sanc
tioned a suprametropolitan organization which had already
developed in the Church. From this point of view Canon V I
is of great importance. There we read the following declara
tion:10
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In Egypt, Libya and Pentapolis, the ancient custom should be ob
served, that is, that the Bishop of Alexandria will have power over
all this territory, as is the case for the Bishop of Rome who pos
sesses the same power. In similar fashion the respective rights of
the Church of Antioch and the churches of the other provinces are
to be preserved.
It is clear from this canon that the Fathers of Nicaea had in
mind still another accommodation to the structure of the Em
pire, namely, that of dioceses. A diocese comprised several
provinces and was administered by a functionary who had
the title of Exarch. Canon V I mentions especially the dioceses
of Italy, Egypt, and the East, with their capitals, Rome, Alex
andria, and Antioch. These three dioceses were the most im
portant administrative units of the Empire. In mentioning
especially Egypt, they intended to confirm the fact that Alex
andria possessed the same rights as Rome, notably for the direct
ordination of all the bishops of the diocese without considera
tion of the rights of metropolitans. For Rome the situation was
clear. In the diocese of Italy, the Bishop of Rome exercised,
in fact, a direct jurisdiction over all the bishops, without be
ing obliged to pass through the metropolitans. It was natural
that it be so in view of the intimate relation which existed be
tween Rome and the cities of the diocese. These cities were
only considered as municipia> whereas Rome, the capital, was
the City. The tenor of the canon also shows that they held
these rights of the bishop of Rome to be quite obvious and
that there was no need to give them any special confirmation.
The case of Egypt seems to have been somewhat different.
Thanks to the immense prestige which Alexandria had ac
quired over the other cities of Egypt during the Ptolemaic
period—a prestige which had increased under the Roman
domination—it was quite normal for the bishop of that city
to claim a dominant position in the religious life of the coun
try. It was under the direction of the bishops of Alexandria
that Christianity had spread in Egypt and so, quite naturally,
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the Christians of this region considered them as their supreme
pastors. On the other hand, it is not sure that at the time of
the Council of Nicaea there were any metropolitans at the
head of the provinces that comprised the region.11
A t this time, the rights of Alexandria which had been tradi
tionally recognized, seem to have been contested by two in
cidents. First, Meletius, Bishop of Lycopolis, in ordaining the
bishops in the districts which were found under the immediate
jurisdiction of Alexandria, had provoked a local schism in the
country. Besides, the Emperor Diocletian, in reorganizing the
empire in 297, had deprived Egypt of the particular position
which had been given it by Augustus, and he incorporated it
into the dioceses of the East, of which the capital was
Antioch.12
However, the Fathers of the Council, taking into considera
tion the fact that the position of Alexandria in Egypt was so
strong that it could not be contested either by the local
bishops or by Antioch, were led to confirm this position by a
special canon. The events which followed only proved that
they were right in doing so. The integration of Egypt into
the diocese of the East proved in fact to be impracticable and,
between 380 and 382, E gypt became once again an independent
diocese.
On the other hand, Antioch could not pretend to exercise a
direct jurisdiction over the whole of the diocese of the East. It
seems that its bishops had acquired the right of jurisdiction
over certain provinces other than the province of Syria itself.
A letter of Pope Innocent I (402-417)13 addressed to Alexander
of Antioch seems to indicate this. The Bishop of Antioch re
quested the confirmation of his rights which, it seems, were
contested by the metropolitans of the provinces in question
and the Fathers granted him satisfaction. The tenor of the
canon indicates clearly, however, that these rights were more
limited than those of Rome and Alexandria. For the other
dioceses of the civil administration we do not possess informa
tion that is sufficiently precise.
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It also seems that Canon V I in its primitive form did not
have in view these dioceses but rather the metropolitans of
the eparchies, or provinces.14 If this interpretation is correct,
the Fathers were prepared to confirm exclusively the rights of
Rome and Alexandria and partially those of Antioch but they
did not seem inclined to favor the extension of this practice to
other dioceses lest they seem to deny the rights of metropoli
tans guaranteed by Canon IV .
Despite this precaution, the ecclesiastical organization adapted
itself more and more to the division of the Empire into dioceses
and the canon mentioned seems to have speeded this evolution.
Canon V I, voted by the Second ecumenical Council at Con
stantinople in 381, seems to confirm this impression. It reads as
follow s:15
According to the canons the Bishop of Alexandria must limit
himself to the administration of Egypt and the bishops of the East
should only rule over the East—provided that the rights of the
Church of Antioch, as noted in the Canons of Nicaea, are respected
—and the bishops of the dioceses of Asia, Pontus and of Thrace
should respectively, restrict themselves to the administration of
their dioceses.
This canon, which makes clear what the Fathers of Nicaea had
in mind in the canons they approved, shows also clearly that
the Fathers of Constantinople were determined that the or
ganization of the Church should adapt itself to the political
division of the Empire. Canon V I of the same council which
ruled on the right of appeal of a bishop condemned by a
Synod of his province, confirms this impression, since it per
mitted him an appeal to a larger Synod, composed of the
bishops of the diocese of the civil administration of which the
province formed a part.
Because of a lack of documentary information it is unfor
tunately not possible to follow in more detailed fashion the
development of the ecclesiastical organization of the East.
Nevertheless, it is altogether evident that the Councils of
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Nicaea and Constantinople provided a canonical base for the
development of a suprametropolitan organization coincident
with the division of the Empire into dioceses, an organization
which found its culmination in the erection of patriarchates.
The Exarchs of the dioceses—this title is often given to the
bishops of the diocesan capitals—became Patriarchs. The re
sult would have been that Ephesus, Caesarea in Cappadocia and
Heracleia would have become the see of a patriarch since these
cities were capitals of the diocese of Asia, Pontus and Thrace;
Constantinople, however, brought this evolution to an end by
assuming supreme jurisdiction over all three dioceses.
In the East, this organizational structure was accepted with
out any difficulty. St. Jerome, in a letter written in 396 or
397,16 violently reproached the Bishop of Jerusalem for having
addressed himself to the Bishop of Alexandria on a matter
concerning his diocese instead of directing this appeal to the
Bishop of Antioch. This shows very well that the metropoli
tan and suprametropolitan organization was generally accepted
in the East.
*

#

#

W e have seen that the principle of accommodation to the
political division of the Empire was also accepted in Rome.
And there is something more. When the civil diocese of Italy
was divided in two as a result of the organization ordained by
Diocletian, Milan became the capital of the diocese of Italia annonaria which comprised all of the north of Italy and the
Bishop of Milan then assumed direct jurisdiction over all the
provinces of the new diocese. The direct jurisdiction of the
Bishop of Rome was limited to the provinces known as suburbicarian.17 Rome seems to have accepted this situation with
out protest because it agreed with the principle of accommoda
tion to the division of the Empire. A t the same time the changes
which took place in the political status of Illyricum caused the
erection of a Roman vicariate in Thessalonica. When the
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dioceses of Macedonia and Dacia, which formed part of IIlyricum and which had been under the jurisdiction of the
Bishop of Rome, were detached by the Eastern Empire, the
Popes, in order to preserve their rights over this region, pro
moted the metropolitan of Thessalonica—the seat of the Pre
fect of Illyricum—to the dignity of vicar .18
In the other parts of the West the ecclesiastical organization
was likewise conformed to the political division of the Empire.
W e can follow this process principally in Africa. St. Cyprian,
with his genius for organization, assured to the capital of
Africa and to his residence, Carthage, a predominant place
over all the episcopal sees of the African provinces. The pro
vincial assemblies presided over by the eldest bishop were
supervised by the Synods of all Africa which met at Carthage
since they had been convoked by “ The bishop of the first
see.” 19
It is somewhat more difficult to follow this process in Spain.
The establishment of metropolitans in the provinces of this
country was fixed definitively during the fourth century. The
metropolitan of Tarragona, the capital of the largest province
of Spain, was at the head of four other metropolises. W e know
that the principle of accommodation was applied to Spain by
the Visigothic king, Reccared (581-601), who, followed by his
people, abandoned Arianism and having unified the Church in
Spain, placed at its head the metropolitan of his residence,
Toledo.20
In Gaul the claims of the city of Arles rested upon a po
litical foundation. The bishop of this city began to make his
jurisdiction felt over the bishops of the province of Vienne
when, in 392, the prefect of the diocese of Gallia took up resi
dence in the city of Arles. The council of Turin, which was
very important in the religious history of Gaul, defended the
rights of Vienne, when declaring itself in favor of the prin
ciple of accommodation to the political organization of Gaul.
Arles, however, still continued to maintain its claim which was
also based on the same principle.21
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THE PRINCIPLE
OF APOSTOLICITY

It is necessary to point out that in Africa, Gaul, and Spain,
Rome gained a very considerable prestige from the earliest
days of the Christianization of these provinces. T o be sure,
the reason for this was first, that the first missionaries to these
countries were, for the most part, priests sent b y Rome. Quite
naturally, this prestige was enhanced b y the fact that Rome
was then the imperial residence and the capital of the Empire.
N or must we forget that the young churches of these coun
tries had also a great veneration for St. Peter, the founder of
the episcopal see of Rome, and for the bishops of Rome who
were his successors.
It is quite possible that the bishops of Rome up until the
fourth century drew sufficient authority and prestige from the
fact that their residence was in the capital of the Empire. Thus
it was unnecessary to invoke, in each case, the Petrine origin
of their see. The idea that the Apostles were, above all others,
the teachers and masters sent by the Lord to preach the Gospel
throughout the world was equally well rooted in Rome as it
was universally accepted in the East. It is for this reason that
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the first Christians were not accustomed to designate an Apostle
as the first bishop of the see where he had implanted the faith.
The one who was considered the first bishop was the one who
had been ordained b y an Apostle.
This custom was equally the practice in Rome. This becomes
clear from the first list of the Roman Bishops which was com
posed b y Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons, who died as a martyr in
202. Irenaeus attributed the foundation of the Church of Rome
not only to Peter but also to Paul and he w rote:1
After having founded and established the Church, the holy Aposdes
confided to Linus the charge of the episcopate . . . his successor
was Anacletus and after him, in the third place from the time of
the Apostles, the episcopate was entrusted to Clement, who had
seen the Apostles. Clement’s successor was Evaristus and Evaristus
was followed by Alexander. Then as the sixth bishop after the time
of the Apostles there was Sixtus and after him, Telesphorus, famous
for his martyrdom. In turn there was Hyginus, Pius and Anicetus.
Soter succeeded Anicetus and was followed by Eleutherius who, at
the present time, occupies the episcopal see as the twelfth bishop
since the time of the Apostles.
According to this list it is clear that the Bishop of Lyons did
not count Peter among the number of the bishops of Rome.
It is possible that Irenaeus had used as his source the list of
Hegesippus which was older; all the same, it is possible that
Hippolytus of Rome made use of the list of Irenaeus. In this
regard, the fashion in which Eusebius, in his Historia ecclesiastica, treats the question of the apostolic succession in the
cities whose sees had been founded by the Apostles is par
ticularly instructive. He attributes the foundation of the
bishopric of Rome to St. Peter and to St. Paul, of Alexandria to
St. Mark, and of Antioch to St. Peter, but he does not put the
Apostles at the head of the list of bishops of these cities.2 For
him the first bishop of Rome was Linus, the first of Alexandria
Annianus and the first bishop of Antioch was Evodius.
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The Petrine origin of the see of Rome, however, was not
forgotten. Tertullian3 is the first to make use of Matt., 16.18-19
to prove that Peter was the foundation of the Church, the
possessor of the Keys of the Kingdom of Heaven and of the
power to bind and to loose. The opinion according to which
Callistus (217-222) was the first Pope to make use of the text
of Matthew to prove that he was the heir of the power of
Peter cannot be authenticated. As for the testimony of Tertul
lian which is often cited, it is not clear and it should be used
with caution.4 What is certain in any case is that the passage of
Matt. 16.18-19 was in current use at the beginning of the third
century.
It is quite possible that the transfer of the imperial residence
to the East at the beginning of the fourth century contributed
to speeding the development of the Petrine idea in Rome. The
catalogue of Liberius, in the year 354, attests that the primitive
tradition concerning the origin of Roman Christianity had al
ready been abandoned at this time. The catalogue attributes
the foundation of the Roman Church to Peter alone and places
him at the head of the list of the bishops of Rome. It is possi
ble that Eusebius was aware of this shift in the Roman tradition
since in his Chronic on which is later than his H istory, he speaks
of Peter alone as the founder of the Church of Rome.
In the Western Church it was St. Cyprian who contributed
most to the removal of the distinction between the character
of an Apostle and that of a bishop. He asserted that the powers
of the bishop were identical with those of the Apostles.5 Be
sides, he designated Rome as the “ cathedra Petri” and ecclesia
principalis,” 6 declaring that the unity of the Church rested
upon the investiture given to Peter by Our Lord.
Such categorical declarations coming from a Father who
was not a Roman and who enjoyed great prestige throughout
all of Western Christendom could not help but make the West
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forget the distinction between the functions of an apostle and
a bishop. In the fourth century the ancient custom of attribut
ing the foundation of the Church at Rome to Peter and to
Paul disappeared completely. Optatus,7 Jerome,8 and Augus
tine9 mentioned Peter alone as the founder of the Church of
Rome and as the first bishop of that city.
Beginning with the second half of the fourth century the
see of Rome was simply called the see of Peter. V e ry important
for this point of view is the Synod of Sardica which invited
priests to appeal to the bishop of Rome “ in order to pay honor
to the holy memory of the apostle Peter.” 10 From then on, it
is not surprising that beginning with Liberius and Damasus
the Popes adopted for their see a new title, namely the sedes
apostolica. This new title soon became very popular in all the
churches of the West, in Spain, Africa, and in Gaul. T hey
went even further in this veneration paid to Peter in attribut
ing, in the fifth century, the origin of the episcopate to St.
Peter alone. It was only in the sixth century that this exag
gerated tendency disappeared.11
This development is easy to explain. In the W est there was
only one see—Rome—that could claim apostolic foundation.
In vain did Arles try to take advantage of the situation b y cre
ating the legend that its first bishop, Trophimus, had been
consecrated by Peter in Rome and sent to Arles. According
to another tradition that is equally legendary, Sirmium claimed
that its first bishop, St. Andronicus, had been one of the sev
enty disciples of the Lord. It seems that this city had been, dur
ing the first half of the fifth century, the residence of the
prefect of Illyricum. But the invasion of the Huns brought to
a sudden end all these ambitions. Sirmium was destroyed in
448 and only a feeble glimmer of its ancient glory remained.12
The see of Rome was left as the only city of the W est that
could boast apostolic origin: it had been founded b y the first
of the Apostles, Peter.*
*

#
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But the question of the apostolic character of a see was
viewed in quite different fashion in the East. There had been
many important sees in the East which had been founded by
an Apostle: this was the case for Jerusalem, Antioch, Alex
andria and Ephesus. Apart from these great sees, there was a
large number of other less important ones in Asia Minor and
in Greece which, according to both authentic and apocryphal
writings, had at least been visited by an Apostle. For this
reason the principle of apostolic origin never took very deep
root in the ecclesiastical organization of the East and the prin
ciple of accommodation to the political divisions of the Em
pire remained always preponderant.
It is in this light that we must examine Canon III of the
Council of Constantinople, in 381, which gave to the Bishop of
Constantinople the second rank in the ecclesiatical hierarchy.
For the Orientals this promotion was altogether natural
granted the change that had taken place in the political or
ganization of the Empire. The new capital of the Empire, the
residence of the Emperor, could not remain subordinate to
the metropolitan of the diocese of Thrace, Heracleia. When
Constantinople became the N ew Rome, it acquired the right
of occupying a place immediately after Rome, the ancient
capital of the Empire.
It is generally believed that the reaction of Rome to this de
cision was manifested immediately and with considerable
force. But actually this did not happen until 451 when the
Council of Chalcedon not only ratified the decision of the
Council of 381, but also placed under the jurisdiction of Con
stantinople three civil dioceses of Asia Minor and Europe,
those of Thrace, Asia, and Pontus. After 381 we look in vain
for a declaration from Rome which could be considered as a
protest against the elevation of Constantinople in spite of the
fact that Canon III had certainly been known in Rome in the
autumn of 381.13
H ow are we to explain this development? W e must not for
get first of all that the Council of 381 did not have, at the be
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ginning, an ecumenical character. It had been convoked by
Theodosius the Great to handle the affairs of the Church of
the East and only the bishops of that part of the Empire had
been invited to attend. Canon III had as its object, in the first
place, to reduce the undue influence which the Bishop of
Alexandria had assumed in the East. Peter of Alexandria, then
the first among the Oriental prelates, had extended his influ
ence not only to Antioch where he supported Paulinus, a
bishop of his own choice, against the legitimate bishop, Meletius,14 but also at Constantinople where instead of St. Gregory
of Nazianzus, he put forward Maximus the philosopher who
had been secretly ordained by Egyptian bishops Peter had sent
to Constantinople.
If we take account of all of this we see clearly that Canon
III was in no sense voted in order to weaken the prestige of
Rome but only with a view to lessening the presige of Alex
andria in the Church in the East.15 Since there was no question
of doing anything but bringing about conformity to a practice
that had been universally recognized as regular, this measure
met with no opposition in the East and Timothy, the brother
and successor of Peter in the see of Alexandria, willingly ceded
the first place in the Church in the East, and the second in the
entire Church to the Bishop of Constantinople and he signed
the Acts of the Council in 381.
The very fact that information about this canon was not
communicated to the Church in the western part of the Em
pire16 is clear proof that, although it entered into the domain
of ecclesiastical legislation, it was in no sense directed against
Rome, and that it was only intended to straighten out affairs
in the Church of the East. In the minds of the Orientals this
canon did not infringe the rights of Rome which remained the
first see in the ecclesiastical hierarchy. It had no other purpose
but to regulate internal affairs in the eastern part of the Em
pire in adapting the ecclesiastical organization to the new po
litical arrangements.
Nevertheless, this desire to run its own affairs reveals for
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the first time—and this fact must be stressed—a particularist
spirit in the Church in the East. Unfortunately the attitude
taken by the Church in the West only served to confirm the
Orientals in this disposition.
Bishop Paulinus of Antioch had addressed himself to a Synod
of the Church of the West which was being held at Aquileia
in the same year as the Council of Constantinople. A t the in
stigation of St. Ambrose, Metropolitan of Milan, the Synod
sent a letter to the Emperor demanding that he convoke a
council to deal with the schism of Antioch.
Maximus was expelled from Constantinople and he presented
himself at Aquileia and, unfortunately, succeeded in persuad
ing St. Ambrose and the Synod that he was the legitimate
Bishop of Constantinople and that he had been unjustly de
posed by the Council meeting in the capital. Ambrose and the
bishops of the north of Italy were angered b y the false rumors
concerning the new Bishop of Constantinople, Nectarius, and
they believed the assertions of Maximus. Ambrose in a letter
addressed to the Emperor complained that the ecclesiastical af
fairs of two great sees, Antioch and Constantinople, had been
dealt with without consulting the Church in the West and he
demanded the convocation of a council at Rome to examine
these disputes. The Emperor and the Oriental bishops, if one
can judge from the second letter of Ambrose to Theodosius,17
were annoyed at this intrusion of the Westerners into their
internal affairs, especially since they had already been dealt
with by a Synod. The Emperor refused to convoke a general
council and the bishops of the East, invited b y Ambrose to a
Synod at Rome, responded in a very polite letter18 in which
they categorically declared that they were quite capable of
running the internal affairs of their own Church in conformity
with the canons.
The tenor of this letter shows clearly that the Orientals were
determined to run their own internal affairs without interven
tion from any other Church and this also confirms our interpre
tation according to which the canons voted b y the council
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concerned solely the Church of the East. Unfortunately, the
mistake committed by St. Ambrose and his bishops in accept
ing a bishop who had been installed b y fraud, unworthy of
this office by reason of his private life, and canonically de
posed b y a synod of his Church, could not help but strengthen
the bishops of the East in their isolationist sentiments and in
their determination to defend the autonomy of their Church
in anything that concerned its administration. This incident
shows how difficult it was for the West to come to any exact
idea of affairs in the East.
Since at this time the principle of accommodation to the
political divisions of the Empire was still agreed to in the West,
the promotion of Constantinople to the second rank in the
hierarchy was passively accepted. This was facilitated by the
fact that the canon did not give Byzantium anything but a
precedence in honor, without expressly increasing the extent
of its jurisdiction. In 381 no one could foresee what was going
to happen in the future.
For this reason Pope Damasus offered no protest against the
elevation of Constantinople even though Alexandria had al
ways been, in the past, in close contact with Rome. This event,
which has often been considered the first conflict between
Rome and Byzantium, actually took place in an altogether
friendly atmosphere. Everyone continued to regard the Bishop
of Rome as the first bishop of the Empire, the head of the
Church.19
*

*

*

The conflict between Byzantium and Rome which arose in
451, during the Council of Chalcedon, appeared to be much
more serious. W e know that the Fathers of the Council had
voted in the absence o f the Roman legates, the famous Canon
X X V III which not only confirmed the precedence of the
bishop of the capital over Alexandria and Antioch but also
placed under his jurisdiction the three dioceses of Thrace, Asia
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and Pontus as well as the territories which, in the future,
might be acquired by their missionaries.
The legates, on learning what had taken place, protested
vigorously against the vote on this canon. W e know that Pope
Leo I refused to sanction this innovation and in his letters ob
jected categorically to the promotion of Constantinople to the
second place in the hierarchy.20 Attempts have often been
made to see the vote on this canon as an attack directed against
the Primacy of the Bishop of Rome and this opinion seems to
be confirmed by the hostile attitude of Leo I. But is this ex
planation correct? Did the Fathers of Chalcedon really have
the intention, in elevating the Bishop of Constantinople, to de
prive the Bishop of Rome of his privileged position?
T o give a satisfactory reply to this question and to explain
the attitude of the Fathers of Chalcedon we must examine
once again what had happened in the Church of the East since
381. Even though the bishops of Alexandria had accepted the
decisions of this Council, they had not, in fact, abandoned their
claims to predominance in the East. Everything that happened
in the Church in the East from the fourth to the middle of the
fifth century finds its explanation in the rivalry between the
sees of Alexandria and Byzantium and the claim of Alexandria
to the first place.
The position of Egypt in the East remained very powerful;
its importance as the wheat basket for the two capitals, Rome
and Byzantium, had the effect of enhancing the prestige which
the Bishop of Alexandria enjoyed at the court. He also had
at his disposal enormous riches since the heavy endowments of
the pagan temples had been put at his disposal. The Bishop
had always found fanatical partisans of his religious policy
among the monks whose numbers had continued to increase
since the foundation of the first monastic community in Egypt.
He also benefitted from the great reputation which St. Atha
nasius of Alexandria had acquired in the East because of his
intrepid struggle against Arianism, a heresy condemned at
Nicaea.
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Timothy, bishop of Alexandria, who had signed Canon III of
the second council had already found an occasion for revenge;
he took part in an intrigue which forced St. Gregory of
Nazianzus, Bishop of Constantinople, to resign from his see.
Shortly after 381, Bishop Theophilus of Alexandria (385412) used every possible means at his disposal and all his riches
to frustrate the Bishop of Constantinople, St. John Chrysos
tom.21 He obtained from the Emperor a decree which seriously
humiliated the see of that city, and Chrysostom, who was at
odds with the Emperor, was unjustly deposed and sent into
exile.
The triumph achieved by St. Cyril of Alexandria (412-444)
was even greater. It was due to his intercession that Nestorius
of Constantinople was accused of heresy and condemned by
the Council of Ephesus (4 31), deposed, and sent into exile.
This was a great victory for Alexandria. W e know that Cyril
used every means to accomplish his purpose, even to sending
rich gifts in order to win the favor of high functionaries at the
court.22 This struggle between Constantinople and Alexandria
would appear in an even clearer light if the theologians who
today defend the orthodoxy of Nestorius should turn out to
be correct.23
The successor of Cyril, Dioscorus, thought to achieve an even
more definitive victory than his predecessor in the struggle to
impose the Monophysite doctrine on the entire Christian
world. This doctrine was confirmed at the Second Council
which met at Ephesus in 449, thanks to the support which
Dioscorus was able to muster at the court. A t this council the
Bishop of Alexandria occupied the first place, the legates of
Rome had the second, Jerusalem the third, Antioch the fourth
and Constantinople only the fifth place. Dioscorus achieved
his victory by means of tactics which hardly do him honor.
Flavian, Bishop of Constantinople, died a few days later as a
result of wounds received at Ephesus at the hands of the
fanatical partisans of Dioscorus. The Synod of Ephesus was in
all justice called thereafter the Latrocinium (Robbery). But,
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at the time, it seemed a victory for Alexandria over the other
patriarchial sees, and particularly over Constantinople. The
Coptic biography of Dioscorus shows that it was his ambition
to place himself above all the patriarchs, since he seemed to
have conceived the idea of pretending that St. Mark was
superior to St. Peter.24 In vain did Pope Leo endeavor to turn
Dioscorus to a better path. In vain did he invoke the relation
ship which existed between the two sees by the fact of their
connection with St. Peter. As long as the Emperor Theodosius
II refused to convoke another council, Dioscorus was success
ful. It was only after the death of Theodosius II that the Pope
obtained from his successor Marcion, with the intervention of
the Empress Pulcheria, the convocation of a new council at
Chalcedon.25
Taking all this into account we can then understand w hy the
Oriental prelates wished to take advantage of the chance to
put Alexandria back in its true place and to enhance the
prestige of Constantinople in the East. Therefore, Canon
X X V III was essentially directed against Alexandria and the
pretensions of its powerful patriarchs. It is important also to
remember the predominant role which Pope Leo played in the
council through the intermediary of his legates and the prestige
which he had acquired among the Orientals, b y reason of his
efforts in the convocation of the council, and for his deter
mined and courageous defense of the true doctrine. His letter
to the Patriarch Flavian in which he explained the doctrine on
the Trinity was read in the council and was declared a monu
ment of orthodoxy. The atmosphere of the council was there
fore not at all unfavorable to Rome, quite the contrary. This
also shows once more that the Fathers, in voting on canon
X X V III had in view, above all, Alexandria.
That being the case, w h y was the Pope so alarmed by the
vote of this canon? It seems that he shared the idea that Con
stantinople ought to have a pre-eminence of honor because he
was also quite familiar with the principle of accommodation.
His legates had not protested at all against Canon X V II which
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established that the Church should adapt itself, each time a
change took place in the civil organization of the provinces
and in particular when a new city was founded.26 This canon
was among those which Rome approved. The legates likewise
had not protested against Canon IX which stipulated that the
clerics of other patriarchs could appeal a judgment of their
metropolitan, either to the judgment of their Exarch or to that
of the Bishop of Constantinople. This was a new privilege ac
corded to Constantinople, a privilege confirmed by Canon
X V II, mentioned above. Even though this privilege was a
considerable one it did not, in the eyes of the legates, seem to
change the status of Constantinople in any essential way.
The submission of three civil dioceses to the jurisdiction of
the Bishop of Constantinople, however, raised it to a position
without parallel in the East.27 The legates of the Pope saw in
that a danger for the unity of the Church and also, in the fu
ture, for the Primacy of Rome and that all the more, since
the bishop of the capital could easily obtain the support of the
emperors.
#

#

#

W hat bothered the Pope was that there was no mention in
the canon of the apostolic and Petrine character of the see of
Rome. The new measure was based solely on the principle of
accommodation. B y this time, Rome had already lost the
prestige which it had once enjoyed as the capital of the Em
pire and the residence of the Emperor, and its bishops could
thereafter base their privileged position in the Church only on
the apostolic and Petrine character of their see. Leo was very
conscious of this and he stressed the apostolicity of his see in
his letters to the Emperor; at the council his legates insisted on
every occasion on being recognized as the envoys of the
Apostolic See.28 The fact that the Oriental Fathers had asserted
the elevation of Constantinople only on political grounds and
their failure to mention the Petrine and apostolic character of
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the see of Rome appeared, in the eyes of Leo, to be full of
danger.
Unfortunately, the Oriental Fathers were unable to grasp the
significance of the apostolic origin of a see in the organization
of the Church. T hey were much more under the influence of
the old principle of accommodation. Nevertheless, they had
not the slightest intention of denying the Primacy to Rome,
and their attitude during the last session of the Council proves
this. In fact, the legates, citing Canon V I of Nicaea, made use
of an old Latin translation which was preceded by the declara
tion: “ Romana Ecclesia semper habuit primatum.” 29 This
declaration was not found in the Greek original of the canon.
The original Greek version was also read in the course of this
same last session, thus the prelates were perfectly aware then
that the Latins had inserted an addition to the canon in order to
stress the prestige of Rome, but not one of them protested
against this addition. Still, the fact that the Emperor, the
Patriarch of Constantinople, and the Fathers of the Council all
sought from the Pope the acceptance of this canon clearly
shows that they did not see it as any diminution of the position
which the Pope occupied in the Church.30
It is possible that they finally came to understand the reason
w hy the Pope showed himself hostile to this canon for, in
their letters, they stressed the apostolic character of the see of
Rome. These assurances did not appear sufficient to Leo. The
apostolic character of Rome should have been mentioned in
the canon itself. If it had been done, it would have been dif
ficult for the Pope to refuse his approval.
Because of this omission, the Pope set up in opposition to the
principle of adaptation to the political divisions of the Empire,
the principle of the apostolic and Petrine origin of a see. Rome
held the Primacy not because it had been the capital of the Em
pire and the residence of the Emperor, but because its see had
been founded by Peter, the Prince of the Apostles. The second
place in the Church belonged to Alexandria because its see had
been founded by Mark, the disciple of Peter. The third place
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fell to Antioch, because Peter had preached there, and his
disciples in the new faith had there for the first time received
the name of “ Christians.” Further, said Leo, the decision of
Chalcedon is a contradiction of that of Nicaea, since the Fathers
of this first council only recognized three principle sees, Rome,
Alexandria, and Antioch.
The Pope did not advert to the fact that his argumentation
contained one weak point. As a matter of fact, according to
the theory of apostolic origin, Antioch should have held the
second place because Peter founded a bishopric there. Besides,
Canon V I of Nicaea had very much as its foundation the prin
ciple of accommodation to the political situation of the Em
pire and further, the Pope in his desire to introduce in the ec
clesiastical organization the principle of apostolicity forgot
that it was really the principle of accommodation which, in
the eyes of the Byzantines, continued to assure to Rome the
primacy in the Church. The Byzantine Empire, in fact, was
the continuation of the Roman Empire. The Byzantines did
not call themselves Hellenes or Greeks, but Romaioi (i.e.,
Romans). Rome remained the base of their Empire and in
their eyes the ancient capital was always the “ Imperial City.”
This is the title which many of the Oriental bishops gave to
Rome when they spoke at the Council of Chalcedon.31 Be
cause of this “ Roman ideology” it was not possible that the
Byzantines could ever bring themselves to deprive Rome and
its bishop of the privileged position which the city occupied in
the life and in the political ideology of the Empire, and its
bishop in thè ecclesiastical hierarchy. T h ey would never have
dreamed of transferring the Primacy of Rome to any other city
for this would have destroyed the base on which their Empire
was established.
Bishop Julian of Cos, who represented Pope Leo at Con
stantinople, understood this situation very well and he sug
gested that the Pope accept the contested canon.32 This could
have been done in a letter in which the Pope would have de
clared that the apostolic and Petrine character of Rome was
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its sole source for the Primacy in the Church. If we take into
account the friendly attitude of the Fathers of the Council
toward the Pope, such a declaration would certainly have been
accepted by them without any difficulty.
But Leo judged otherwise and he believed, for the moment at
least, that he had won the victory. Because of his opposition
Canon X X V III was not introduced into the official canonical
collections. It only appeared in the sixth century in the Syn
tagma o f fourteen titles,33 Therefore, the first misunderstand
ing between the Church of the East and the Church of the
West had as its cause the opposition of two different prin
ciples o f organization of the Church: the principle of accom
modation to the political division of the Empire and the prin
ciple of the apostolic and Petrine origin of an episcopal see.
The Fathers who gathered at Chalcedon did not succeed in
finding a compromise between these two principles. This was
regrettable, for despite the apparent victory of Pope Leo, Con
stantinople continued to exercise its jurisdiction over the three
minor dioceses of the Empire. The patriarchs of Alexandria
and Antioch were weakened by the expansion of Nestorianism
and Monophysitism; also, the Patriarch of Constantinople had
become de facto, the most important and the one that exercised
the greatest influence throughout the Christian East.
It was the new Monophysite crisis, started in Alexandria,
which had the effect of bringing together the Patriarch Ana
tolius and Pope Leo. The Patriarch, Tim othy of Alexandria,
discontented with the decisions taken at Chalcedon, called for
the convocation of a new council. The Pope was opposed to
this because he feared lest the decisions of Chalcedon be called
into question. He found an ally in the person of the Patriarch
of Constantinople who, on his part, feared a new protest on
the part of the Pope against Canon X X V III, a protest which
would certainly find support from the Patriarch of Alexandria.
Therefore a new council was not convoked, but Rome lost
the support of Alexandria and Antioch in its rivalry with Con
stantinople.
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At that, the Bishop of Cyzicum replied: “Yes, because you know
the canons” (Mansi, 6, 608B). He was referring to the canons
of Constantinople, 381.
27. Cf. Th. Camelot, Éphèse et Chalcédoine (Paris, 1963), i6iff.
(Histoire des conciles oecuméniques, edit. G. Dumeige, vol. 2).
28. For greater detail, see The Idea of Apostolicity, 75fr.
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(Berlin, 1930).
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question does not deny the Primacy of Rome. On this point,
see the well-documented study of E. Hermann, “ Chalkedon und
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die Ausgestaltung des Konstantinopolitanischen Primats,” in the
symposium Das Konzil von Chalkedon, edited by A. Grillmeier
and H. Bacht (Wurzburg, 1953), II, 459-90. See also, M. Jugie,
Le schisme byzantin (Paris, 1941), 11-19 and J. Meyendorff, “La
primauté romaine dans la tradition canonique jusq’au Concile de
Chalcédoine,” in Istina (1959), 463-82.
31. For example, during the second session, the senators Maximus
of Antioch and Theodore of Claudiopolis, Mansi, 6, 960C,
1048D, 1080B; Ibid. 7, 12B, (Edit. E. Schwartz, II, vol. 3, part 1,
p. 81; part 2, pp. 47, 71; II, vol. i, part 2, p. 94.
32. This seems to be confirmed by a letter of the Pope to Julian;
Mansi, 6, 207, letter 107.
33. Published by V. N. Benesëvic, Kanonicëskij Sbornik X IV
titulov (St. Petersburg, 1903), 155. For a history of the applica
tion of the Petrine principle by the papacy, see A. Michel, “Der
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führung,” in Das Konzil von Chalkedon (cf. n. 30, supra) I,
491-562.
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THE SCHISM OF ACACIUS

I t is possible that the collaboration beween Pope and Patriarch
would have resulted in a compromise on Canon X X V III if it
had only lasted longer. Unfortunately, the period of good rela
tions came to an end when a new conflict, called the Schism of
Acacius, arose which lasted from 484 until 519. The Patriarch
Acacius had accepted the decree of the Emperor Zeno, known
as the Henoticon, issued in 482; this decree which aimed at
reconciling the Monophysites by granting them some conces
sions, really weakened the dogmatic decisions of Chalcedon.
Pope Felix refused the compromise and he excommunicated
Acacius.
In the course of this controversy the idea of the apostolic
and Petrine tradition was the most powerful weapon in the
Roman arsenal. It was on this foundation that Pope Gelasius
(492-496) developed his ideas on the plenitude of pontifical
power. He not only repudiated Canon X X V III of Chalcedon
but in his struggle with the patriarch even refused to accord
Constantinople the status of a metropolitan city.1
Taking advantage of the new political situation he boldly op
posed himself to the Emperor Anastasius I (491-518). A t this
time, the Byzantine empire had been considerably weakened
by the invasions of the Germans and the Huns. W ith the sup59
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port of Theodoric, King of the Ostrogoths and Master of Italy,
Gelasius denied the Emperor the right of intervention in re
ligious affairs such as he claimed. Exalting the role of the
priesthood, Gelasius placed it almost on the same level with the
imperial power. His definition of the two powers has become
classic:
Two powers govern the world: the sacred authority of the Pontiff
and the imperial power. Of these two powers, the priests carry a
weight that is all the more heavy in that at the last judgment they
will have to render an account not only for themselves but also
for the kings.2
It is probable that his contemporaries did not realize that the
declarations of Gelasius marked a rupture with Christian
Hellenism, with the political philosophy which had been ac
cepted by all Christians since the conversion of Constantine. It
is nonetheless true, however, that the words of Gelasius, as
adopted by his successor Symmachus, helped the canonists of
the eleventh century to develop a new political doctrine, that
of the superiority of the spiritual power over the temporal, a
doctrine which, without any doubt, caused the decline of the
papacy at the end of the Middle Ages.
The Oriental patriarchs found the attitude of Gelasius much
too rigid. The Pope complained, in his letters, that the Orientals
accused him of arrogance, pride and obstinacy,3 and con
troversial writings only served to exacerbate the mutual ani
mosity. However, in spite of the bitterness which the attitude
of Gelasius had stimulated in the minds of the Byzantine
prelates, they were impressed by the arguments of the Pope.
W e notice in their replies to papal letters that they speak more
often than formerly of the apostolic character of the Roman
See. The principle of apostolicity so strongly stressed by
Gelasius now began to take root in Byzantium.*
*
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It was Pope Hormisdas (514-523), who with the help of
Justinian, the nephew of Justin—who was himself the suc
cessor of the Emperor Anastatius I—brought the schism to an
end. W e notice with considerable surprise that the Byzantine
prelates, who had been so determined to defend the autonomy
of their Church in the course of this controversy, all signed the
Libellus Horrmsdae, the document which defined clearly the
primacy of the Roman see.4 Here are the essential passages:
We cannot pass over in silence the affirmation of Our Lord Jesus
Christ, Who said: “Thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build
my Church. . . .” These words are borne out by the facts: It is
in the Apostolic See that the Catholic religion has always been pre
served without stain . . . it is for this reason that I hope to achieve
communion with the Apostolic See in which is found the entire,
true, and perfect stability of the Christian religion.
These words were selected with the deliberate intention of
instructing the Byzantine prelates, and therefore it is not at all
surprising that the Patriarch John asked permission to precede
his acceptance with a preface in which he attempted to place
the see of Constantinople on the same level as that of Rom e:5
I accept the fact that the two most holy Churches, that is to say,
that of Ancient Rome and that of the New Rome, should be one; I
admit that the see of St. Peter and that of the imperial city should
be one.
W e are here in the presence of one of the first efforts, made by
a Patriarch of Constantinople, to reconcile the two principles,
that of the apostolicity of a see and the accommodation to
the political divisions of the Empire.
Another fact becomes clear from the correspondence be
tween the Patriarch and Pope Hormisdas. In his first letter of
September 7, 5 1 8,6 the Patriarch John assured the Pope that
he accepted the doctrine defined by the Councils of Nicaea,
Constantinople, Ephesus and Chalcedon. W e get the impression
61
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that the patriarch wished to bring the Pope to a formal recogni
tion of the ecumenicity of the second council, that of 381.
He likewise mentions the four councils in the preface to his
confession which we have mentioned above and which he
signed on March 28, 519. In his reply to the first letter the Pope
speaks of the councils in general but mentions by name only
that of Chalcedon;7 in his second letter he makes no allusion
whatever to the councils.8 But while he expresses jo y at the
profession of faith of John, he passes over in silence the in
sistence of the Patriarch who spoke of the faith defined by the
four ecumenical councils. From this we can conclude that the
ecumenicity of the council of 381 had been, at least, tacitly,
recognized by Rome. This appears to be confirmed by the fact
that the Pope accepted the letters of Justinian,9 those of the
Bishop of Nicopolis10 and of the Patriarch Epiphanius (520536)11 in which the council of 381 is counted among the four
ecumenical councils.
This reconciliation with Constantinople caused Rome to
forget the bitterness felt in the time of Gelasius and Symmachus. Without wishing to grant formal recognition to the
status of Constantinople as holding the second place in the
hierarchy, Rome was obliged to consider Constantinople as a
major see, and, de facto, as the most important see after Rome.
#

*

#

It is possible that this acceptance of the ecumenicity of the
second council provides us with the explanation of a curious
anomaly. When we recall the opposition of Leo the Great to
the elevation of Constantinople in the hierarchy of the Church
and the statements of Gelasius and Symmachus which went
so far as to refuse to rate Constantinople among the major
sees, we are surprised to see that the first Latin canonical col
lection which has been preserved, the Prisca, also contains
Canon III of the Council of Constantinople, the very one
which granted to the see of the capital the second place in the
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Church. There we read “ [That] the Bishop of Constantinople
has the primacy of honor after the Bishop of Rome, since we
consider it to be the younger Rome.” 12
The author of this collection was Italian in origin and he
made his compilation after the Council of Chalcedon, toward
the end of the fifth century or in the first years of the sixth
century.13 It is interesting to notice that, at this time, the first
ecumenical councils enjoyed such respect at Rome that the
author of this collection felt obliged to insert all of their canons,
forgetting that the time was not long past when Rome re
jected the promotion of Constantinople.
The author of the Prisca made use of a Greek collection of
conciliar decisions which contained the canons voted by both
general and local councils.14 His collection is older than that of
Dionysius Exiguus. Dionysius, who was born in Scythia around
470, died at Rome in 550. He arrived there before 496 and it
was there that he composed his three collections of conciliar
canons, also making use of a Greek collection. T w o of his
collections have been preserved to us and in both of them we
find the same canon of the Council of 381 on the privilege of
the Bishop of Constantinople.15
The Collectio Hispana, the famous collection which Alex
ander III called “ the authentic canonical collection of the
Church of Spain,” was composed before the Fourth Synod
of Toledo (633), and it was during that Synod that it was
completed.16 Besides the conciliar canons it contained the
decretals of the Popes from Damasus to G regory the Great; to
these had been added the decretals of other Popes, down to
Leo II (682). Beginning with the ninth century this collection
was called the Isidoriana and attributed to Isidore of Seville,
who was born around 560 and died in 633. This attribution to
Isidore is contested b y the majority of specialists but we can
accept the opinion according to which Isidore would have
exercised an influence on its definitive edition.
The collection of conciliar canons which we find in the
Hispana is founded on the Dionysiana. Hence it is not surpris
es
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ing that we also find, in the manuscripts of the Hispana, Canon
III of the Council of 381 expressed in the following fashion:
“ Constantinopolitanae vere civitatis episcopum habere primatus
honorem post Romanum episcopum, propter quod sit nova
Roma.” 17
T o explain the presence of Canon III in the collection of
Dionysius, M. Peitz has offered the hypothesis that the defini
tive reconciliation between Byzantium and Rome after the
Schism of Acacius only took place in 520-521, when the envoys
of the Patriarch Epiphanius were in Rome, as the bearers of a
letter of enthronement of a patriarch. From some declarations
of the Orientals he concluded that the Byzantines had rec
ognized the supreme jurisdiction of Rome over Constantinople
and over the East and Rome, in recognition of this gesture, had
accepted Canon III of the Council of 381, recognizing at the
same time the ecumenicity of the Council provided the B y 
zantines would abandon Canon X X V III of Chalcedon.18
Unfortunately, this very attractive explanation cannot be
accepted. The decisive objection against it is that we find
absolutely nothing on this matter in the contemporary sources.
The author himself is obliged to admit that no protocol was
composed on the negotiations held at Rome during the winter
of 520-521.19 N o document was prepared to be signed by the
two parties. This does not at all correspond to the traditions
of the pontifical chancery. Besides, after the experience of the
Schism of Acacius, Rome had every reason to be on its guard
against being satisfied by an oral promise in a matter so im
portant. If there had been any agreement of this sort, if
Constantinople had been officially recognized as the second
patriarchal see, following immediately after Rome, how can we
explain that the thesis of Leo the Great, of Gelasius and of
Symmachus, which opposed this position of Constantinople in
the hierarchy, could be brought up again when a new tension
arose between East and West, as happened in the ninth cen
tury under Nicholas I and in the eleventh century under Leo
IX?
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As a result it only remains for us to accept the explanation
given above. Even though the position of Constantinople had
not been officially recognized, the fact that the Council of
381 had been accepted as ecumenical was for the Latin
canonists, sufficient reason for accepting all its canons. N or
should w e forget that these collections were the work of
canonists working in private who mode no pretense of impos
ing their works on the whole Church.
This apparent anomaly is much better explained if we con
sider that Pope Damasus had never protested against Canon
III of the Council of 381. As for Leo the Great, he had not
been bothered by this canon which only accorded to Con
stantinople a place of honor,20 as much as he had been by
Canon X X V III of Chalcedon which conferred on Constan
tinople jurisdiction over three entire dioceses and thereby
made Constantinople a dangerous rival of Rome. Even down
to our own days it has been generally accepted that Rome
had rejected in 382 Canon III of the Council of 381, and it is
perhaps this conviction that has influenced M. Peitz and caused
him to seek a satisfactory explanation of this apparent anomaly.
In reality the explanation of this enigma is much more simple.
The canonists of the fifth and sixth century, realizing that
Rome had never raised any protest against this canon, con
sidered it perfectly legitimate and inserted it in their collec
tions.
#

#

*

One other detail should be stressed. Although the collection
of Dionysius Exiguus only contains the twenty-seven canons
of the Council of Chalcedon and omits Canon X X V III, and
although most of the manuscripts of these first collections do
the same, still at least two manuscripts of the Prisca have com
bined Canon III of Constantinople with Canon X X V III of
Chalcedon. Further, in the manuscripts, the canons of Con
stantinople follow immediately after those of Chalcedon. The
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two collections which make up this version and which we find
in the manuscript of Chieti and in that of Justel are very
ancient. T hey date from the sixth century and they are both
of Italian origin.21
The explanation given b y F. Maassen is quite satisfactory.
The two compilers made use of a Greek manuscript which
first gave the text of twenty-seven canons of Chalcedon and
then before copying Canon X X V III, they numbered the canons
of Constantinople. If we consider the content of Canon
X X V III, it seems that before defining it, during the fifteenth
session of the Council, the Fathers began b y reading the Canons
of Constantinople which, at this time, had not yet been num
bered. Canon III of Constantinople served, in fact, as an in
troduction to the decisions of Canon X X V III. It is most in
teresting to notice, in any case, that two collections founded
on the Prisca contain this canon which was so opposed by the
Popes from Leo the Great until Hormisdas. From that we can
conclude that Canon X X V III must have figured, at the end
of the fifth or the beginning of the sixth century, in some
Greek collections of conciliar canons and that these collections
were known in Italy.22 The fact that two Italian compilers did
not hesitate to recopy this canon shows that the opposition to
Constantinople and its pretensions in the hierarchial order were
not quite as general in Italy as has been supposed. It would
seem that the misgivings cherished by the Curia with regard
to Constantinople were not universally shared in ecclesiastical
circles.23
The first great misunderstanding between Rome and Byzan
tium, the Schism of Acacius, thereby came to an end in a
friendly agreement and the prestige of Rome was, without any
doubt, considerably enhanced in the eyes of the Byzantines.
Even though the declarations on the Roman Primacy contained
in the Libellus Hormisdae had certainly appeared to be rather
strong to the members of the Greek hierarchy, nevertheless,
all the bishops signed it. Besides, the presence of Canon III
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of 381 in the first collections of conciliar canons in the West
shows that anti-Byzantine feeling had decreased in the Roman
Church.

NOTES
1. PL 59, 65. For more details on this schism, see E. Stein, Histoire
du Bas-Empire (Bruges, 1949), 31-39, 165-92; E. Caspar, G e
schichte des Papsttums (Tübingen, 1933), II, 10-81; A. A. Vasiliev, Justin I (Cambridge, Mass., 1950), i66ff.; A. FlicheV. Martin, Histoire de l'Église (Paris, 1939), vol. 4, 291-320,
423ff.
2. We find this definition in his letter to Anastasius I, PL 59, 42-3.
See my study “Pope Gelasius and Emperor Anastasius I,” in
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see The Idea of Apostolicity, 109-22.
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11. PL 63, 497D; Col. Avel. Epist. 233, 708. And what is even more
revealing is the statement made by the legates of Pope Hormisdas at Constantinople. In their report to the Pope, dated 29
June 529, they say that they declared in the presence of the
Emperor and the Senate: “We neither say nor admit anything
outside of the four councils and the letters of Pope Leo. We ac
cept nothing that is not contained in the Synods that have been
mentioned or that is not written by Pope Leo” (Col. Avel.
Epist. 217, CSEL, vol. 35, 678; see also, ibid., 686, the letter of
the deacon Dioscurus). Cf. also, Congar, “La primauté des
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quatre premiers conciles oecuméniques,” in Le Concile et les
conciles (Paris-Chevetogne, i960), 75#.
See the edition by C. H. Turner, Eccles. occid. monumenta
iuris antiquissimae (Oxford, 1907), II, 418; PL 56, 809.
C. H. Turner, ibid., 150. Cf. F. Dvomik, “The See of Constan
tinople in the First Latin Collections of Canon Law,” in
Mélanges G. Ostrogorsky (Zbomik radova Visant. Inst. Bel
grade, 1963), 97-101.
For more details, see F. Maassen, Geschichte der Quellen und
der Literatur des canonischen Rechts im Abendlande (Graz,
1870, reprinted 1956), 87-100. On the manuscripts of the Prisca,
see Turner, op. cit., 150.
Turner, op. cit., 419. An edition was made by A. Strewe, Die
CanonesSammlung desDionysiusExiguus in der ersten Redaktion
(Berlin-Leipzig, 1931, Arbeiten zur Kirchengeschichte, vol. 16),
61. Canons II and III (Mansi, 3,559) are there contracted into
one, Canon II, in which we read: “Verumtamen Constantinopolitanus episcopus habeat honoris primatum praeter Romanum episcopum, propterea quod urbs ipsa sit junior Roma.”
See also, Maassen, op. cit., 103fr.
See R. Naz, “Hispana seu Isidoriana collectio,” DDC (Paris,
! 953)> 5i 1159-62.

17. Turner, op. cit., 418. On the manuscripts of the Hispana, still
unpublished, see Turner, 402-03. Cf. also, Maassen, 667-716 and
P. Fournier-G. Le Bras, Histoires des collections canoniques
en Occident (Paris, 1931) I, iooff. A critical edition of the His
pana is in preparation. This collection had an equally great in
fluence in Gaul. In the Epitome Hispana, it appears that the
third canon of the second council was not cited (Cf. Turner,
419). M. Peitz has offered the hypothesis that Dionysius com
posed, at the invitation of Pope Gelasius, a collection of the
canons of the Oriental councils, utilizing the protocols preserved
in the pontifical archives. To these he would have added the
canons of the second and the fourth ecumenical councils and
the 138 African canons. To this original collection, made around
a .d. 500, fifty apostolic canons were also added. According to
Peitz, Dionysius modified this collection in numerous ways and
augmented it by adding the pontifical decretals down to the
year 384. It was this collection, still according to Peitz, which
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Pope Hormisdas sent to the Spanish bishops and which became
the Hispana. Despite considerable documentation, on which
Peitz endeavored to support his thesis in his study, Dionysius
Exiguus Studien (edit. H. Foerster, Berlin, i960, Arbeiten zur
Kirchengeschichte, vol. 33), Peitz has here constructed a theory
without a solid foundation. On the canonical collections of the
fifth and sixth centuries, cf. W. M. Plöchl, Geschichte des
Kirchenrechts (Vienna-Munich, 1953), I» 25
Op. cit., 273-316.
Op. cit., 308. The author pretends that the probity and sincerity
of the Greek envoys were accepted with confidence. This is,
indeed, a strange assumption which by no means supplies for
the complete absence of any written documentation.
During the final session of Chalcedon, Eusebius, bishop of
Dorylaeum, declared that in that very year, 451, during his stay
in Rome, he had read canon III of 381 to the Pope, who ap
proved of it. Cf. Mansi, 7, 449. edit. E. Schwartz, II, vol. 1, Part
3, 97Cf. F. Maassen, op. cit., 94-99, 526-36. The Chieti manuscript is
given in PL 56, 809-10, as follows: “With regard to the primacy
of the Church of Constantinople, the holy synod declared: Con
forming ourselves in all things to the decrees of the holy Fathers
and having in view the canon enacted by more than 150 most
reverend bishops who gathered in this royal city, this is what we
have determined as to the primacy of the holy Church of
Constantinople, the New Rome; since the holy Fathers granted
the primacy to the see of Old Rome because of its situation as
the seat of the Empire, so also, confirming the decision of the
150 venerable Fathers, we grant primacy to the New Rome
since we judge it reasonable that the city that is honored with
the presence of royalty and the Senate should receive con
firmation of its primacy after Old Rome and it should be as
honored as Old Rome in ecclesiastical affairs. We deem that it
should be second after Old Rome and we also grant to its metro
politans governance over Pontus, Asia and Thrace. Also, that
bishops in the territory of the barbarians are to be incardinated
into the parishes by the above-mentioned see. Likewise that each
metropolitan, in the parishes mentioned, should ordain the
bishops as was specified in the divine canons.
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22. This would appear to weaken still more the theory of M. Peitz.
23. It seems that this was particularly true for the south of Italy
where Byzantine influence was quite strong. We may mention
that the Chieti manuscript is of Neapolitan origin.
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T he architect of this agreement was the Emperor Justinian
(527-565).1 It is certain that his efforts to reconcile Rome and
Byzantium were inspired by his ambitious dream of liberating
Rome and Italy from the domination of the Goths and of re
storing to the Roman Empire its ancient splendor. This was,
to be sure, a political ambition and, in order to realize it, he
needed the support of the Pope. But it would be inexact to
say that his favorable attitude toward Rome had no other
motive than a political one. The renovation of the Roman Em
pire proceeded side by side with the renewal of the ancient
traditions, with the renaissance of ideas on the terrestrial mon
archy as the mirror of the heavenly monarchy, of the Emperor
as the representative of God, ideas which were those of
Christian Hellenism. This renewal also served to put great stress
on the Roman Idea, the ideological basis of the Empire.
A fter having destroyed the Gothic domination in Italy and
the Vandal control in Africa, Justinian brought Rome and its
Church back into the Empire. This was a situation which he
wished to make permanent. He also felt it necessary to bring
to an end for all time the rivalry existing between the two
capitals of his Empire, Rome and Byzantium, and he wished to
harmonize the old ideals of Christian Hellenism—which had
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always inspired the faithful, particularly in the East—and the
new religious and political currents which were showing them
selves, especially in Rome, during the schism which had just
come to an end.
It is in this perspective that we should look upon the attempts
at politico-religious legislation initiated b y Justinian. First of
all, his classic definition of imperial power—the Basileia (Im
perium) and of the spiritual power, the Sacerdotium, which he
gave in his Novel V I, published on March 6, 535:^
The two greatest gifts which God in His infinite goodness has
granted to men are the Sacerdotium and the Imperium. The priest
hood takes care of divine interests and the empire of human
interests of which it has supervision. Both powers emanate from
the same principle and bring human life to its perfection. It is for
this reason that the emperors have nothing closer to their hearts
than the honor of priests because they pray continually to God for
the emperors. When the clergy shows a proper spirit and devotes
itself entirely to God, and the emperor governs the state which is
entrusted to him, then a harmony results which is most profitable to
the human race. So it is then that the true divine teachings and the
honor of the clergy are the first among our preoccupations.
Even though Justinian here manifests his full acceptance of
the ideas of Christian Hellenism such as they had been con
ceived by the first political philosophers at the time of Con
stantine, and even though he holds firmly to his right to look
after the Church and after the maintenance of the “ true divine
teachings,” he nevertheless here makes a great concession to
the priesthood in that he places it almost on the same level as
the imperial power. The prestige of the priesthood had in fact
grown during the crisis of the fifth century thanks to the
courageous defense of its rights in the definition of the faith.
W e should remember the declaration of Gelasius on the rela
tionship between the two powers.3
*

#

72

*

J u s t in ia n

and

R

ome

If Justinian wished to restore the Roman Empire he had to
grant to Rome a place of honor in the Empire. The ancient city
had to continue to be the center of Christendom as it had
been one time the center of the Empire and the residence of
the Emperor. It is this privilege of Rome which Justinian had
in mind when he declared in his Novel IX of May, 535:4
The old city of Rome has the honor to be the mother of laws and
no one can doubt that it is there that we find the summit of the
sovereign pontificate. This is why we ourselves believed it neces
sary to honor this cradle of law, this source of the priesthood, by
a special law of our sacred will.
Further, in his letter to Pope John II, the Emperor called the
Church of Rome “ caput omnium ecclesiarum.” 5 In his letter to
the Patriarch Epiphanius, reproduced in the Constitution on
the T rin ity6—a very official document—the Emperor declared:
We have condemned Nestorius and Eutyches, prescribing that, in
all things, the unity of the holy Churches with his Holiness the
Pope and Patriarch of old Rome should be maintained . . . for
we cannot tolerate the situation in which anything that concerns
the ecclesiastical order should not be reported to His Holiness since
he is the head of all the holy priests of God, and since, each time
heretics have arisen in our midst, it is by a sentence and a true
judgment of this venerable see that they have been condemned.
In the same climate of ideas we can cite a similar declaration,
an even more categorical one, which is found in the Theodosian code.7 It is the introduction to Novel X V II, issued by
the Emperor Valentinian on Ju ly 8, 445 and on which
Justinian probably depended. The Novel was directed against
the pretensions of Hilary, Bishop of Arles, who without the
permission of the Pope wished to extend his jurisdiction out
side of his own proper diocese. There we read:
Since the Primacy of the Apostolic See has been confirmed by
the merits of St. Peter, the Prince and the crown of the episcopacy,
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by the dignity of the City of Rome, and also by the authority of
the holy synods, no one should presume to attempt to do anything
illicit outside of the authority of this see. For the peace of the
churches will finally be preserved everywhere when the whole
Church is subject to its supreme ruler.
These statements are authentic and important, and it is in this
light that we must consider the famous declaration of Justinian
in his Novel C X X X I.8
We decree, in accord with the decisions of the Council, that the
most holy Pope of Ancient Rome is the first of all the hierarchs
and that the holy bishop of Constantinople—the New Rome—■
occupies the second see, after the holy and apostolic see of Rome
but with precedence over all other sees.
This statement should not, in any sense, be considered as un
favorable to Rome. Justinian wished to bring to an end the
jealousy between the two sees and to stabilize the ecclesiastical
order according to the ideology of the times. This could only
be done by an act of imperial legislation.
It should be equally stressed here that Justinian had no
intention of abandoning his imperial right in religious matters.
It is equally true that this right, in principle, was not denied by
any of the Popes. Here we only have to recall the letter of
Pope John II to Justinian in which he approved of the edict of
March 15, 533, on the theological proposition: one of the
persons of the T rinity (unus Trinitatis) was crucified.9 Pope
Agapitus himself expressed his satisfaction on seeing the or
thodoxy of the Emperor and his desire to lead all his subjects
to the true faith; he nevertheless reminded the Emperor that
the preaching of the faith was the duty of priests.10 Pope
Vigilius likewise, at the beginning of his pontificate, offered
thanks to God that He had given to Justinian “ not only an
imperial soul but also a sacerdotal soul.” 11 Still, it was necessary
for the Emperor to learn that the new currents which mani
fested themselves in politico-religious thought were much more
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powerful than he believed and the priesthood was more deter
mined than ever to defend its rights. His most important intru
sion into the domain of theology was his condemnation of the
“ Three Chapters.” 12 Even though he was motivated in this
condemnation by his desire of leading all his subjects to the
true faith as it had been defined at Chalcedon, and even though
this condemnation could be reconciled with Catholic doctrine,
nevertheless this imperial action provoked a veritable storm
in the Church. It was the Africans who protested most vio
lently and Pope Vigilius was obliged to tell the Emperor that
he was wrong. Justinian finally realized his error and in order
to bring peace to men’s minds, he had to give satisfaction to
the priesthood by convoking a fifth council. In his decree of
convocation he thus defined the role of the priesthood and of
the Imperium}*
Our orthodox and imperial ancestors, in order to combat each
heresy when it arose, had the custom of making use of very zealous
priests, united in council, and to preserve the peace of the Church
by the proclamation of the true faith.
The acceptance of this decree of convocation b y Pope Vigilius
served to bring the affair to an end.
*

*

*

The new currents of thought which had appeared in politicoreligious speculation had left another mark on the Byzantine
mentality. W e have seen that the insistence of Rome in de
fending the principle of apostolicity in the life of the Church
had made an impression upon the Orientals. This explains the
origin of the idea according to which the direction of dogmatic
and religious affairs should be put into the hands of the
patriarchal sees whose bishops represented the Sacerdotium.
Thus was born the idea of the Pentarchy, that is to say the
direction of the Church by the five patriarchs. It is expressed
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for the first time in the legislation of Justinian. On three oc
casions at least, the Emperor makes a clear allusion to five
“ archbishops and patriarchs,” directing them that they should
make known his laws and measures to all the metropolitans of
their dioceses and that they should see to it that they are
strictly observed.14 From this point of view Novel C IX is
particularly important, for there the Emperor seems to com
bine the idea of the apostolic origin of the Church with the
Pentarchy.
If we keep before our eyes the Novels in which the Emperor
accords a preponderant place to the holder of the see of Rome,
we might conclude from that, that the idea of the Pentarchy
had not, at the beginning, any anti-Papal bearing. Its appear
ance is due to the influence exercised in the Church of the
East by the growing prestige of the Sacerdotium and the idea
of apostolicity. This idea would, much later, help the Orientals
in their struggle to limit the imperial interventions in matters
of faith.15
Historians have often criticised Justinian for his politicoreligious ideas. However, as we have seen, his ideas on the rela
tions of the Imperium and the Sacerdotium, as well as his ideas
as to the place of Rome in the Church and in the Empire,
were nothing but a logical deduction from a former develop
ment. Contrary to what has often been said, the two great
religious centers, Rome and Constantinople, would have been
able to find in Justinian’s ordinances, with relation to their
place in Christendom, a solid foundation for a harmonious
collaboration in the spirit of Christian Hellenism, softened
somewhat b y the progress which the prestige of the Sacerdo
tium and the idea of apostolicity had created in the Byzantine
mentality.
*

#

#

Unfortunately, the work that Justinian set out to accomplish
was frustrated b y unforeseen political events. The north of
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Italy was invaded by the Lombards, a Germanic tribe, and the
flourishing provinces of Illyricum were ravaged by the inva
sions of the Avars, a people of Turkish race, and by the Slavs.
Further, the Arabs had occupied Syria, Palestine and Egypt.
Thus the Empire found itself reduced to Asia Minor, to
Greece and the seaports of Thrace, Macedonia, Dalmatia and
Italy.
Everyone is familiar with the theory of the celebrated
Belgian historian Henri Pirenne,16 according to which it was
the occupation of the eastern provinces by the Arabs and their
control of the sea-lanes linking the East and the W est which
provoked the rupture of economic and cultural relations be
tween Byzantium and the West. His discovery caused a sensa
tion in the scientific world when it was announced because
it seemed to furnish an explanation of the crisis that civiliza
tion underwent at this time. But other historians have pointed
to a number of weak points in this thesis and they have turned
to other causes to explain the phenomenon.17 Whether the
theory is true or not, we should not forget one important fac
tor which serves as a compliment to the thesis of Pirenne and,
at the same time, will satisfy the critics. I mean the destruction
of Illyricum by the Avars and the Slavs.18 In the Roman and
Byzantine period, the diocese of Illyricum comprised Pannonia, Dalmatia and all the other European provinces down to
the Peloponnesus, with the exception of Thrace; its population
was made up of Latins and Greeks, who in the ecclesiastical
structure were under Roman jurisdiction. The invasions of the
Avars destroyed this bridge which existed between the Latin
and the Greek world and the occupation of a large part of
Illyricum by the Slavic tribes blocked for centuries this path
of communication between East and West.
A t the same time the Byzantines found themselves forced
because of the invasions of the Persians and the Arabs to con
centrate their attention more and more on the East and on
Asia Minor, the only preserves remaining to them for their
economic life and their military support. The inevitable con
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sequence of this situation was that the Hellenistic and Eastern
elements took a predominant position in the civilization and the
religious life of the Byzantines.19
Besides, the invasions of the Germanic tribes in the western
provinces of the Empire brought a foreign element into the
very heart of Roman civilization. In Christianizing these new
nations the Roman missionaries were forced to accept and to
respect their national traditions, at least those that were not
directly opposed to Christian principles but which, often, did
not always correspond to Roman traditions. The new result
was that Constantinople and Rome developed in quite different
directions.
The separation which ensued could have been avoided if
the bridge of Illyricum had not been destroyed. But the disap
pearance and the de-Christianization of the Latin provinces of
Illyricum, their occupation by barbarian tribes and the loss of
control of the Mediterranean sea by the Empire, all this made
the mutual exchange of new ideas between the East and West
almost totally impossible. It is among these facts that we must
seek for the causes of the separation which arose between the
East and the West at the beginning of this epoch and which,
finally, proved fatal to Christendom.
#

#

#

This separation did not really make itself fully felt until
the end of the seventh century and during the course of the
eighth century. During this period, the ecclesiastical order
which had been strengthened by Justinian continued to be
respected. The reign of St. G regory the Great (594-604) is
particularly important in this regard. Even though he was not
able to count upon the support of the Emperor Maurice (582602) who carried on an inconclusive struggle against the
Persians, the Avars, and the Slavs and although, in order to
protect the rest of Italy against the Lombards, he had to act
almost like a sovereign ruler, G regory remained faithful to the
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Emperor and continued to regard the Roman Empire as the
political expression of the universality of the Church. Here is
how he expressed his ideas on the relations between the
Sacerdotium and the Im perium :20“ In so far as it is possible for
us to do so without sin, we will tolerate whatever is done by
the Emperor if it is in accord with Canon Law .” Holding
such convictions, it was altogether natural for him to announce
to the Emperor the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons21 and to
ask his permission to send the pallium to Bishop Syagrius of
Autun in order to satisfy the desire of the Frankish queen,
Brunhilde.22
The relations between Rome and Byzantium were defined
by G regory in a letter which he sent to John, the Bishop of
Syracuse:23
Whatever one may say about the see of Constantinople, can any
one doubt that it is submissive to the Apostolic See? This has
always been recognized by the very pious Emperor and by our
brother, the bishop of that city.
The Bishop of Constantinople to which G regory here refers
was John IV (the Faster, 582-595), and he was the occasion of
a new incident which had already arisen during the pontificate
of Pelagius II (579-590),24 the predecessor of G regory the
Great. Pelagius had been scandalized on learning that John IV
had taken upon himself the title of Ecumenical Patriarch.
G regory,25 in turn, protested and it has been said that he
introduced for the first time the papal title “ Servus Servorum
Dei,” to counterbalance the title the patriarch had assumed.26
The misgivings felt b y Church historians at the use of such
a title by the Patriarch of Constantinople is understandable
and some of them even think that its use must be interpreted
as a pretension to universal jurisdiction. In reality, it is nothing
of the kind. This title had already been given in 449 to the
Bishop of Alexandria, Dioscorus.27 A t the Council of Chalcedon, on many occasions, Pope Leo was honored b y the same
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title28 and, both Pope Hormisdas and Pope Agapitus had like
wise been saluted b y the Oriental prelates as ecumenical
patriarchs.29
A t Constantinople, in fact, this title had been in use since
the sixth century. It had been given to the Patriarch John I I 30
as well as to his successors Epiphanius, Anthimus and Menas.31
This is the title that is generally used by Justinian in his Novels
and his decrees with regard to the patriarchs he mentions. If we
compare the w ay in which Justinian uses this title with what he
says in his decrees on the Pope and on the other patriarchs, we
get the impression that the title merely expresses the supreme
power of the patriarch within the limits of his own patri
archate.32
Hence it would seem that the implication which the patri
archs of Constantinople gave to this title was merely a simple
application of the principle of accommodation. The title un
doubtedly expressed nothing more than the supreme position
which Constantinople occupied in the East,33 and there is no
need to see in it any intention of usurping jurisdiction over
the universal church or of refusing to Rome the Primacy.
Besides, Gregory himself did not see in it any attack upon
the primacy of his see. He mentioned in the letter which we
have quoted above that John the Faster recognized that the
see of Constantinople was submissive to the see of Rome.
Further, John IV gave the Pope still another proof of his sub
mission in allowing the priest, John of Chalcedon and the monk,
Athanasius, to appeal from his tribunal to that of Rome and
in sending along to the Pope all the documents concerned with
their case.34 G regory actually gave a definitive decision in the
case demanding that John should be re-established in his
dignity because of his innocence and recommending mercy
for the monk Athanasius out of consideration of his goodwill
and his repentance.
Perhaps the objection raised b y G regory against the use of
the title “ Ecumenical Patriarch” is best found in the ascetical
character of this great saint. It becomes clear from his letters
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that he saw in it, above all, an expression of pride which de
tracted from the dignity of a priest. In his mind, only Jesus
Christ is the universal Master and it is only the entire Church
stretching over the whole of the world which can be called
“ ecumenical.” He had no intention but to offer his confrère of
Constantinople a kind of admonition not to go too far in his
pretensions in the East. It is significant to note that the Oriental
patriarchs,35 on this occasion, did not seem disturbed and they
considered the use of this title by their Byzantine colleague
either as an empty formula, or as an expression of the rights
that had been accorded to Constantinople by the Council of
Chalcedon.
A ll the same, the controversy had disturbed the minds of
men and the Emperor Phocas (602-610), the successor of
Maurice, felt it necessary to redefine the status of the sees of
Rome and of Constantinople. In the Liber Pontifiealis™ we
read that Pope Boniface II (607), the second successor of St.
Gregory, “ obtained from the Emperor Phocas [confirmation]
of the fact that the Apostolic See of the blessed Apostle Peter
[that is to say, the Church of Rome] was indeed the head of all
the churches, because the Church of Constantinople had said
that it was the first of all the churches.”
This passage from the Liber Pontificalis is vague enough and
its Latin is far from being Ciceronian. This edict of Phocas,
however, contrary to what has often been implied in the
manuals of ecclesiastical history, was merely a repetition of the
decision of Justinian concerning the status of the two sees and
a new confirmation of the Roman Primacy.37
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THE PRIMACY IN THE SEVENTH
AND EIGH TH CENTURIES

W e have already seen that the arguments which the Popes
drew from the apostolic and Petrine origin of their see had
made a considerable impression upon the Orientals. This has
led a number of scholars to think that the Byzantines, merely
to counterbalance the prestige acquired b y Rome from this
prerogative, had imagined that the see of Byzantium was it
self of apostolic origin. Thus, the see of Constantinople was
supposed to have been founded by the apostle Andrew, the
brother of Peter. And, as Andrew had been the first to be
invited b y the Lord to follow Him and since he had been
the one to bring Peter to Christ, Andrew was therefore
superior to Peter, and his successors at Byzantium should be
likewise superior to the successors of Peter at Rome.
It has been thought that this legend of the apostolic origin
of Byzantium must have been invented after the conclusion of
the Schism of Acacius. It is found especially in the list of the
Apostles and the disciples which is attributed to Dorotheus,
Bishop of T yre .1 According to the author of this list, Doro
theus had suffered persecution in the reign of Diocletian. He
lived until the reign of Julian and died a martyr under Licinius.
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The compilation includes also a declaration of Pope Agapitus
made on the occasion of a visit to Constantinople in 525. It is
there said that the Pope recognized the authenticity of the ac
count according to which St. Andrew, going from Pontus into
Greece, would have visited Byzantium and there ordained
Stachys as its first bishop. The author then adds a list of twenty
bishops who, according to him, succeeded Stachys in the see of
Constantinople.
The fact is, that of all these bishops only the last one on the
list, Metrophanes, a contemporary of Constantine, can be
verified with any certitude. The voyage of Pope Agapitus to
Constantinople in 525 is merely legendary. W e do possess exact
information about the visit which Agapitus made to Con
stantinople in 536 but the account of this visit which is con
temporaneous2 with him reveals absolutely nothing of that
which is described in the legendary account. The author of
this document knows nothing of any of the bishops who were
thought to have succeeded Stachys. He only mentions the
bishops who succeeded Metrophanes, using as his source for
this the official list which he could consult in the archives of
the Patriarch of Constantinople.
It is well known that the tradition of the voyage of Andrew
from Pontus to Greece, his activity in Achaea and his death at
Patras is considered legendary b y a large number of specialists.
Eusebius, the first historian of the Church and a contemporary
of Constantine, who has passed on to us all that was known
in his time of the activity of the apostles, places the apostolate
of Andrew in Scythia,3 here depending upon the authority of
Origen. This is the only historical information which we pos
sess as to the work of Andrew. From it we can only conclude
that Andrew died in the country in which he carried on his
mission, in Scythia. It is well known that there were numerous
and flourishing Jewish colonies4 in the cities of Crimea and
along the shores of the sea of Azov and that the Jewish re
ligious propaganda had been particularly fruitful among the
pagans of these cities. This will perhaps explain w hy Andrew
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had chosen this country for his mission. It is interesting, be
sides, to note that Syriac tradition knows nothing of Andrew’s
activities outside of Scythia even at that time when it was
believed in Greece that he had died at Patras. It is therefore
quite possible, even likely, that a saint bearing the same, or a
similar name, and buried at Patras, had been substituted for the
Apostle Andrew. Since in the neighborhood of ancient Scythia
there was a barbarian tribe called Achaioi, which the ancients
had often considered as a colony founded b y the Achaioi of
Greece, it is possible that this circumstance helped in the sub
stitution.
The account attributed to Dorotheus of T yre is based upon
the apocryphal Acts of Andrew. V ery probably these Acts
were composed at the end of the third century, in Achaea, by
an intellectual Greek, an orthodox Christian but imbued with
rigorist and neoplatonizing tendencies.
The original version of these Acts has not been preserved.
In it, there must have been mention of Byzantium and of a
visit there by the Apostle; otherwise the legend would never
have been created. Fortunately for us, St. G regory of Tours
(538-594) provides us with a very valuable hint for the recon
stitution of these Acts in their original version, because they
constitute the principle source used by G regory in his book
on “ the miracles of Andrew.” Describing the voyage of the
Apostle from Pontus into Greece, G regory mentions ex
pressly, among the places visited by Andrew, not only Thrace
but also Byzantium.5
#

#

#

Hence it was quite easy for the one who invented this legend
to find an apparently authentic foundation for his discovery.
A ll he had to add was an account of the ordination of Stachys,
the “ disciple” of Andrew. The name, Stachys, is found in the
Epistle to the Romans (Rom., 16.9). W e have long known how
the lists of names of the disciples of Christ were established.
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Since their names were quite unknown, selections were made
from people mentioned in the letters of St. Paul and the Acts
of the Apostles and they were inserted into the lists. Thus it
was that Stachys was promoted to the rank of the first bishop
of Byzantium and that of a disciple of Andrew.
As to the origin of this legend, we find no trace of it before
the end of the seventh or the beginning of the eighth century.6
It is found for the first time in the list of the disciples of Our
Lord attributed to Epiphanius of Cyprus, who died in 402.7
But this list could not have been composed before the end of
the seventh century.
Even though the legend was invented in order to pay honor
to Byzantium, it was not generally accepted at this time. The
author of the legend had certainly been impressed by the
apostolic and Petrine arguments provided for the see of Rome.
The idea that an apostolic origin for a see was of the highest
importance and that the ecclesiastical organization had to
respect it was actually very widespread in Byzantium in the
seventh century. However, official circles there had found a
much better base for the apostolicity of Constantinople. A c
cording to the ancient Syriac, Armenian and Coptic tradi
tions8 we know that the “ apostolic’’ character had been at
tributed to Byzantium for the reason that Byzantium had be
come the heir of the see of Ephesus, which had been founded
by the Apostle John, when the diocese of Asia, administered
b y Ephesus, had passed under the jurisdiction of Constan
tinople. Even in the ninth century when the legend of Andrew
had begun to spread its roots in official circles in Byzantium,
the Patriarch Ignatius stressed that his see was of apostolic
origin, deriving this character from the fact that his see was
that of St. John and St. Andrew.9 It was rather at the end of
the eighth century or the beginning of the ninth that the
catalogue of bishops from Stachys to Metrophanes was com
posed and it was inserted into the compilation of PseudoDorotheus. A fter 8 11 there was added the list of the disciples
of the Lord, based upon the list of the pseudo-Epiphanius.10
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A t least two lives of St. Andrew were composed at this time in
which we find mention of the activity of Andrew in Byzan
tium. However this legend was not officially accepted until the
tenth century for it was only then that there was instituted
the feast of St. Stachys, first bishop of Byzantium. Thus it is
clear that up to the tenth century this legend had never been
utilized against the Primacy of Rome. W e shall see later11 the
role which it played in the Greco-Latin controversies.
#

*

*

It is evident that the conception of the imperial power which
had been enshrined in Christian Hellenism could become a
great danger for the Church and could destroy the harmony
which, according to Justinian, should exist between Sacerdotium and the Imperium. Thus it was that a new crisis was
provoked b y Heraclius (610-641). He was carrying on an
inconclusive struggle against the Persians who had invaded the
eastern provinces of the Empire and he believed that he had,
at all costs, to win to himself the fidelity of the Monophysites
of Syria and Egyp t who could easily turn towards the Persians
as their liberators. In his Ecthesis of 638, a dogmatic decree
which declared that Our Lord, after the Incarnation had only
one will (the Monothelite doctrine), he made an important
concession to the Monophysites who admitted only one nature
—the divine, in the Incarnate Christ.
T he imperial decree, generally accepted at Byzantium, never
theless set off intense opposition in the West. Alarmed b y the
violence of this opposition, the Emperor Constance II (641668) replaced the decree of Heraclius b y another, called the
Typusy in which he forbade to the faithful any discussion of
the problem of whether there were one or two wills in Christ.
Pope Martin I (649-655), protested against this ban and, after
having defined the Catholic doctrine on the two wills of Christ,
condemned Monothelitism. Constance, suffering for a long time
from a sense of injury inflicted b y the Pope who had neglected
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to await his approval at the time of his election, immediately
undertook the duties of his office [as he conceived them],
ordered the arrest of the Pope, brought him to Constantinople,
and there condemned him as a traitor. The poor Pope died in
exile, in Crimea. This brutal intervention of the part of the
Emperor profoundly shocked the whole of Italy.
In truth, it must be said that at the beginning of this dog
matic quarrel when the patriarch Sergius, the promoter of
Monothelitism, had asked advice of Pope Honorius I (625-638)
on this doctrine, the Pope who, of course, professed the ortho
dox doctrine gave in his rather evasive reply the impression—
which was false—that he was favorable to the thesis of Sergius.
On the other hand, the attitude of his successors, John IV ,
Theodore and Martin, was much more resolute and they all
condemned this doctrine.
There had been protests raised not only in the West, in
particular in A frica12 but also in the East, demanding that the
popes should make use of the supreme authority which they
held in the Church for the condemnation of heresies. W e may
cite especially Sergius, the head of the Church in Cyprus, in
his address to Pope Theodore in 643.13 He calls the see of
Rome “ the pillar constructed by God of unshakable solidity,
the tablet whereon the faith is clearly written.” A fter having
stressed the apostolic character of the Roman see he writes,
“ Yes, thou art Peter, as the divine W ord has truly said, and
upon your foundation the columns of the Church are sup
ported.” Inviting the Pope to use the power of binding and
loosing which Christ had granted to him, the Archbishop called
the Pope “ the Prince and Doctor of the orthodox and im
maculate Faith.” N o less expressive is the declaration of
Sophronius, Patriarch of Jerusalem, who sent a messenger to
Rome giving him orders as follows:14 “ Go, therefore to the
Apostolic See where are found the foundations of orthodox
doctrine.” A t the Synod of 649 in Rome, his delegate, Stephen
of Dora, made declarations which make abundantly clear the
respect held in Palestine for the authority of the apostolic and
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Roman see. He denounced the Monothelite heresy before “ the
higher and divine chair [of Peter] so that the wound may be
entirely healed.” This see, he insisted, had made a practice of
doing this “ because of its apostolic and canonical authority.”
Finally he called upon Peter to whom the Lord had confided
the keys, who was, “ the first, charged with feeding the flock of
the entire Catholic Church,” and who was charged with the
confirmation of his brethren. It is well known that St. Maximus
was one of the most intrepid defenders of the orthodox doc
trine. W e find in his letters categorical statements on the
supreme position of the see of Rome. This chair, he says, is
the foundation of all the Christian churches of the world.
This chair has received not only from Christ but also from the
holy councils, “ the power to issue commands to all the holy
churches of G od in the entire world.” He invited the Mono
thelites to betake themselves to Rome, to renounce their doc
trine and to ask for pardon.15
#

#

#

Obviously these statements cannot be considered as the
official voice of the Byzantine Church. However, even at
Byzantium the situation was to become much clearer on the
accession of the Emperor Constantine IV (668-685). A fter the
brutal intervention of Constance II at Rome there had been
other irritating incidents stirred up by the Emperor or by the
imperial exarchs of Ravenna. Italy, exhausted b y the penetra
tion of the Lombards to the interior of the peninsula, lost, little
by little, that very spirit of solidarity with the Empire which
Justinian had tried to strengthen. Pope Agatho (678-681) as
sumed the role which had at one time been enjoyed b y Leo
the Great and in his dogmatic letters sent to the East, pre
pared for the convocation of the sixth ecumenical council
(680-681).
When defining the faith the Fathers of the council extolled
the merits of the Pope. In announcing to him the results of
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their deliberations they declared that there was a need for very
special remedies to cure dangerous maladies and
for this, Christ, our true God, the primordial force and the ruler
of the whole of the universe has given us an eminent physician—
your Holiness, honored by God, who can diagnose this illness and
courageously provide the remedy of orthodoxy, thus bringing
health to the universal Church. We now present to you that
which must be done, to you who occupy the first see in the univer
sal Church, to you who rest upon the firm rock of the faith. This
we do after having read the letter outlining the true faith ad
dressed by your paternal beatitude to the most pious Emperor, a
letter which we recognize has been written with divine help by the
highest authority there is among the apostles.16
Sometime later they added that they had condemned the hereti
cal doctrines, “ illuminated by the H oly Spirit and instructed
b y your teachings.” In their letter to the Emperor, they said:17
It was the chief, the first of the Apostles who fought beside us.
We have, to fortify us, his disciple and successor who in his letters
explained to us the mysteries of God. This ancient city of Rome has
sent to us a confession written by God . . . it is Peter who has
spoken through Agatho.
These words are important but there is no need to exaggerate
their weight. This very same council, at the same time as it
condemned the Monothelites, condemned Pope Honorius, since
the letters which Honorius had sent to Sergius had been
wrongly interpreted as favorable to Monothehtism. It is in
teresting, also, to note that this condemnation was recognized
even in Rome, and inserted in the profession of faith which the
Pope recited and signed after his election. Of course, in Rome,
no one attributed to Honorius the paternity of the condemned
heresy. T h ey merely censured his lack of vigilance.18
The peaceful climate which followed the conclusion of the
Monothelite controversy was soon disturbed again b y a very
serious incident. Justinian II (685-695, 705-711) had convoked
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another council in 692 which met in the same hall of the
imperial palace called Trullos, and which proposed to com
plete the work of the two preceding councils b y voting some
disciplinary canons. Among the 102 canons voted by this as
sembly were found a number condemning certain liturgical
uses in the Latin church. W e see appearing here the sad be
ginnings of the estrangement of two Churches which, for
the reasons mentioned above, began to make themselves felt.19
Besides, the attachment of Italy to the Empire also began
to decline. Pope Sergius I (687-701) refused to accept the de
cisions of this council and when the Emperor attempted to
have the Pope arrested and brought to Constantinople to be
judged there, the Italian militia revolted and prevented the
execution of the imperial order. The ambassador of the Em
peror only owed his life to the personal intervention of the
Pope. The successor of Sergius, John V I (701-705), had to
intervene again and calm the militia when the Emperor Tiberius
III sent an expedition to Rome to punish the rebels.
The incident only came to an end in 710. Pope Constantine
I at the invitation of Justinian II came to Constantinople. A c
cording to the enthusiastic account of the Liber Pontifie dis,20
he was well received by the Emperor and the people. The
incident was closed and it is said that on this occasion the
Emperor had “ renewed all the privileges of the Church.”
These words are to be understood in the sense that Justinian
II confirmed the privileged place occupied b y Rome in the
hierarchy, thus renewing the decrees of Phocas and Justinian I.
#

*

#

The controversy which arose over the subject of the venera
tion of the images of the saints is of the greatest importance
for understanding the development of the idea of the Roman
Primacy in the East. The condemnation of the veneration of
images by Emperor Leo III was the last direct intervention of
an Emperor into ecclesiastical affairs. The imperial order, which
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was sent to Pope Gregory II in 726 demanding the acceptance
of the decree under pain of deposition and severe punishment,
opened a controversy which lasted for a long time and was
particularly dangerous not only for the Sacerdotium but also
for the Imperium.
Supported by Italy and all of the West, G regory II sent to
the Emperor a very courageous reply condemning the step
that he had taken. Should the Emperor send a whole fleet, and,
should his soldiers approach the walls of Rome itself, the Pope
had only to take refuge in the country to be in perfect safety.
The prestige of the Pope was very great, continued Gregory,
not only in Italy but throughout the West.
The whole of the West turns to our humble person and although
we are in a perilous situation, they have, nevertheless, great con
fidence in us and in him whose image you have threatened with
deposition and degradation, the Holy Leader Peter, whom the
kingdoms of the West continue to regard as God upon earth.21
This correspondence is most interesting from the point of view
of politico-religious speculation. In the first letter the Pope,
while refusing to obey the Emperor, lets it be clearly under
stood however that he is not giving up Christian Hellenism. He
stresses the fact that the orders of the Emperor were always
communicated to the nations which Rome had converted and
that the Popes exhorted the new kings to remain faithful to
the Emperor. This shows that the idea of a universal Church in
a universal Empire had still remained alive in Rome.
When the Emperor took up the matter again, reminding the
Pope that it was his right since he was “ Emperor and priest,” 22
G regory II did not deny the sacerdotal character that was
attached to the imperial office. He admitted that this title had
been rightly given to the emperors who in perfect accord with
the priests had convoked the councils so that the true faith
might there be defined, but it was Leo, himself, who had
transgressed the decisions of the Fathers.
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Dogma is not the business of the Emperors but of priests . . . just
as the priest does not have the right to look into the affairs of the
palace and to propose the distribution of imperial dignities, so also
the Emperor does not have the right to supervise the Church and
to judge the clergy, nor to consecrate and distribute the blessed
sacraments . . . We invite you to be a true Emperor and priest.23
The defenders of the cult of images in the East found their
only support in the papacy. It was quite natural for them to
stress the apostolic and Petrine character of the see of Rome
just as the Iconoclast emperors invoked the sacerdotal character
of their office. On many occasions in his letters, St. Theodore
of the Monastery of Stoudios, simply calls the Pope apostolicus?^ This was the title which he was normally given at this
time in the West. St. Theodore certainly had knowledge of
this from the Greek monks and the Greek monasteries in
Rome.25
Theodore acknowledged the right of the Emperor to con
voke councils, according to ancient usage, but he insisted on
the preponderant role which the Popes had enjoyed on the oc
casion of certain councils.26 When a difficulty arose as to
dogma and the Emperor did not think it useful to convoke a
council, Theodore recommended that the affair should be
brought to the Pope so that a decision might be given. A t the
same time, he attributed the apostolic character to all of the
patriarchs, as well as to that of Constantinople, since they were
all the successors of the Apostles.27
Another courageous defender of the cult of images, Stephen
the Younger, in 760 rejected the Iconoclast Council of 754.
Naturally, he mentioned the patriarchs who had likewise re
jected it. Speaking of the Pope, he says “ according to the
prescriptions of the canons, religious matters cannot be de
fined without the participation of the Pope of Rome.” 28
The most eloquent and the most telling testimony on the
Primacy of the Pope is given to us by the intrepid defender
of the cult of images, the Patriarch Nicephorus. In his work
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in defense of the cult of images he exalts the importance of the
decisions of the seventh ecumenical council when he says:29
This Synod possesses the highest authority. . . . In fact it was held
in the most legitimate and regular fashion conceivable, because ac
cording to the divine rules established from the beginning it was
directed and presided over by that glorious portion of the Western
Church, I mean by the Church of Ancient Rome. Without them
[the Romans], no dogma discussed in the Church, even sanctioned
in a preliminary fashion by the canons and ecclesiastical usages,
can be considered to be approved, or abrogated; for they are the
ones, in fact, who possess the principate of the priesthood and who
owe this distinction to the leader of the Apostles.
Nicephorus also manifested a great respect for Pope Leo III
in his synodical letter, sent after his election. A fter having ex
pressed his orthodoxy in the faith, he insistently besought the
Pope,30 “ so that by your decisions and your teachings we may
remain firm in this faith, without failure or mixture of error.”
The declarations made by the defenders of the cult of images
and the confidence which they manifested in the bishops of
Rome opened a new stage at Byzantium in the recognition of
the Roman Primacy. But here again we must be careful not to
go too far. Official circles in the Church of Byzantium re
mained ever faithful to their ancient traditions and were care
ful not to exceed them. This is made very clear in the Acts of
the seventh ecumenical council which condemned Iconoclasm.
Pope Hadrian (772-795) had addressed a letter to the Empress
Irene and to her son, Constantine, which was read during the
second session of the council.31 It is very significant that many
passages of this letter, which expressed very clearly the
Primacy of the Roman see, are not to be found in the Greek
version which was read before the Fathers of the council. In
particular the citations of the promise of Our Lord to Peter
(Matt., i6.i8ff.) were suppressed in the Greek version. All that
remains is a brief allusion to these words of Our Lord. W her
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ever the Pope mentions Peter as the founder of the see of Rome,
the Greek version adds the name of Paul. The protest which
the Pope made against the use of the title “ ecumenical” by
the patriarch of Constantinople was also suppressed as well as
his remarks criticizing the elevation of Tarasius from the lay
state to the patriarchate. The Greek translators likewise made
some changes in the letter of the Pope to Tarasius, as was re
marked by Anastatius Bibliothecarius in his translation of the
Acts. However, the passage of Matt. 16.18 is found there.32
T o be sure, this obviously does not mean that the Primacy of
the Pope was denied in the Greek versions. There remain suf
ficient expressions which indicate this Primacy. The fact is,
however, deserving of note, for it would seem to show that the
Byzantines, although quite ready to recognize and to accept
the principle of the primacy of the see of Rome, remained
solicitous in preserving the autonomy of their Church, and
found it difficult to accept the direct intervention of the Pope
into their internal affairs. The addition of the name of Paul
to that of Peter shows that the patriarchal chancery remained
faithful to the ancient tradition which Rome had also rec
ognized, and which it had followed up until the fourth cen
tury.33 W e shall see that in this matter the Byzantines did not
accept the new Roman usage until the ninth century.
This solicitude of the Byzantines to preserve their autonomy
should not be forgotten. It had already been manifested, as
we have seen, on the occasion of the second ecumenical coun
cil.34 And it prevented the Byzantines from coming closer to a
Rome whose pretensions they did not always understand.
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T he evolution which the idea of the Pentarchy underwent in
the course of the eighth and ninth centuries deserves to be
studied carefully. A ll the defenders of the cult of images shared
this idea and Theodore of Stoudion expressed it very clearly
in his letter to Leo the Sacellarius.1
We are not discussing worldly affairs. The right to judge them
rests with the Emperor and the secular tribunal. But here it is
question of divine and heavenly decisions and those are reserved
only to him to whom the Word of God has said: “Whatsoever
you shall bind upon earth, will be bound in Heaven and whatsoever
you shall loose on earth, shall be loosed in Heaven” (Matt. 16.19).
And who are the men to whom this order was given?—the Apostles
and their successors. And who are their successors?—he who
occupies the throne of Rome and is the first; the one who sits
upon the throne of Constantinople and is the second; after them,
those of Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem. That is the Pentarchic
authority in the Church. It is to them that all decision belongs in
divine dogmas. The Emperor and the secular authority have the
duty to aid them and to confirm what they have decided.
It is interesting to notice that Theodore here attributes the
apostolic character to all of the patriarchs, including Con
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stantinople. T hey are the successors of the Apostles. It is pos
sible that the Emperor Constantine IV or his Chancery shared
in this idea. In fact when, at the end of the eighth session of
the sixth ecumenical council, he ordered the decisions of the
council to be sent to the five patriarchs, he attributed the
apostolic character to the patriarchs of Rome, Constantinople
and Alexandria.2 In his letter to Pope Agatho,3 in which he
announced the convocation of the council, he spoke of “ the
Catholic and apostolic churches,” no doubt having in view the
five patriarchs.
Another outstanding partisan of the Pentarchic idea was the
patriarch Nicephorus. In his defense of the cult of images,4
after the passage in which he so clearly expressed the Primacy
of Rome, the patriarch mentions that in addition to Rome,
Constantinople and the three patriarchal and apostolic sees—
apparently, Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem—had equally
condemned Iconoclasm. He then continued:
It is the ancient law of the Church that whatever uncertainties
or controversies arise in the Church of God, they are resolved and
defined by the ecumenical synods, with the assent and approbation
of the bishops who hold the apostolic sees.5
It is well known that it was at the Ignatian Council of 869-870
that this Pentarchic idea was particularly developed. It will
suffice here to cite the words by which the patrician Baanes,
the representative of Basil I, defined this idea:6
God founded His Church on the five patriarchs and in the Gospels
He defined that it could never completely fail because they are the
chiefs of the Church. In effect Christ had said: “ . . . and the gates
of Hell shall not prevail against her,” which means: if two of them
should happen to fail, they will turn to the three others; if three
of them happen to fail, they shall address themselves to two others;
and if by chance, four of them come to failure, the last, who dwells
in Christ Our God, the Chief of all, will restore again the rest of
the body of the Church.
102

P h o t iu s

#

and

the

*

P r im a c y

*

The idea of the Pentarchy has often been considered as being
very dangerous for the Roman Primacy and in direct opposi
tion to it, but this opinion is surely exaggerated. W e must
understand the problem from the Byzantine point of view.
The Pentarchic idea was an expression of the universality of
the Church. This universality was no longer represented by the
universality of the Empire, which at this period was con
siderably reduced by the loss of the eastern provinces. Besides,
the idea that the teaching of Our Lord should be defined and
explained by the five patriarchs, each of them representing
the bishops of his patriarchate, was aimed at safeguarding the
rights of the Sacerdotium which the Imperium should never
infringe. From this point of view the pentarchic idea repre
sented great progress in the contest which the Sacerdotium
had carried on for so long against the Imperium, since the lat
ter continued to misunderstand the true spirit of Christian
Hellenism and sought to usurp the rights of the Sacerdotium
in matters of doctrine. It was a long struggle that the Eastern
Church had to wage, and she was to suffer many defeats which
happened, in particular, when a large part of the hierarchy ral
lied to the side of emperors who were in heresy. However,
they were always able to make a recovery with the aid of the
Church of the West, represented by the papacy.
W e should also recognize that the Pentarchic idea did not at
all suppose absolute equality among the patriarchs. The see of
the ancient city of Rome was considered the first. This is al
ways made sufficiently clear by those who remained faithfully
attached to the principle. W e may cite, for example, the
Patriarch Nicephorus who, speaking of the condemnation of
the Iconoclasts by the seventh ecumenical council, added:7
that the Iconoclasts have been rejected by the Catholic Church we
know from the wise testimony and from the confirmation in the
letters which were, a short time ago, sent by the most holy and
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blessed archbishop of ancient Rome, that is to say the first
Apostolic See.
Furthermore, it is important to remember that the Pentarchic
principle also expressed, according to the Byzantine mentality,
the idea of the infallibility of the Church in matters of doc
trine, a doctrine which the Orthodox church still professes
today with firmness. Also, the Pentarchic principle offered a
certain foundation for a modus vivendi between Rome and
Constantinople which sufficed for those times. This principle,
no doubt, found its partisans even in Rome, as can be seen
from what the famous Anastasius Bibliothecarius said in the
preface to his translation of the Acts of the Council of 869870. He defines the Roman conception of the Pentarchy in the
following manner:8
Just as Christ has placed in His body, that is to say, in His Church,
a number of patriarchs equal to the number of the senses in the
human body, the well being of the Church will not suffer as long
as these sees are of the same will, just as the body will function
properly as long as the five senses remain intact and healthy. And
because, among them, the See of Rome has precedence, it can well
be compared to the sense of sight which is certainly the first of the
senses of the body, since it is the most vigilant and since it remains,
more than any of the other senses, in communion with the whole
body.9
If the Pentarchic idea had put down such deep roots in B y 
zantium in the course of the eighth and ninth centuries, we
must see in that fact a sign that the Roman principle concern
ing the organization of the Church—the apostolic character
of a see—had also gained considerable ground in Byzantium in
its encounter with the principle of accommodation to the po
litical organization of the Empire. The defeat of Iconoclasm in
Byzantium was also the defeat of the traditional conception
of the Imperium, and an occasion for the Church to defend
ever more vigorously its rights in matters of doctrine, rights
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for which She had so valiantly struggled. Further, this makes
clear that the apostolic character of the see of Constantinople
had been definitively accepted by the Orientals. Under such
conditions it was quite natural that the legend which traced
the apostolic origin of Byzantium to the Apostle Andrew and
his alleged ordination of Stachys as his first bishop gained
greater and greater acceptance in Constantinople.
*

#

*

It has been said that the legend as to the activity of Andrew
in Byzantium had been created by Photius whom Western the
ologians have always considered as the bitter enemy of the
Roman Primacy.10 W hat we said above shows that Photius,
surely, cannot be held to be the inventor of this tradition. But
was he aware of it and did he make use of it in his conflict
with Rome? This is an important matter for us to discuss. T o
be sure, the legend was known in his times. W e have seen that
the Patriarch Ignatius knew the two traditions: the one that at
tributed the apostolic character of the see of Byzantium to
the fact that Constantinople had become the heir of Ephesus
(founded by John the Evangelist) when the diocese of Asia
was submitted to its jurisdiction, and the more recent tradi
tion, which accepted the legend of Andrew as an historical
fact. Photius, then, certainly had reason to know this legend.
But did he make use of it?
Until very recently it was customary to attribute to him the
authorship of a pamphlet entitled “Against Those W ho Say
That Rome is the First See.” 11 The legend about Andrew is
one of the principle arguments which this work employs to
refuse to Rome its privilege. Since Andrew was the first one
Our Lord invited to follow Him, the see which he founded in
Byzantium is superior to that of Rome.12 If Photius had made
use of an argument of that kind against the Roman Primacy, it
would be reasonable to expect that traces of it should be found
in his other authentic writings, especially since the author of
10 5
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this pamphlet seems convinced of the validity of this argument
and the tone he takes is combative and arrogant.
Photius could have made mention of it in his letter of
enthronement of 856, or at least at the Synod of 867 which
condemned the intervention of Pope Nicholas I in the internal
affairs of the Byzantine Church, or finally in the account of
the Council of 879-880 which reinstated him. If the followers
of Photius had spread this legend in Bulgaria to make an im
pression on the Khagan Boris Michael, Pope Nicholas I would
have learned of it from the missionaries who had followed
them. In fact, we find no evidence at all of this. Neither
Nicholas I nor his successor, Hadrian II,13 had any knowledge
of it. Photius did not use this argument in his letter to Boris
Michael even though it would have served to enhance the
prestige of his see.
On the contrary, if we look into another work of Photius,
his Bibliotheca, we get from it the impression that he had no
confidence in this legend. He seems to know nothing at all of
the list of the bishops of Byzantium from Stachys to Metroph
anes even though he cites two works, now no longer extant,
where he could not help finding it mentioned: the history of
the Church written by Gelasius, Bishop of Caesarea in Palestine
and a work entitled Politeia which recounts the lives of Me
trophanes, of Alexander, his successor, and of Constantine the
Great.14 Photius had also read the apocryphal Acts of Andrew
and those of the other Apostles. There, he could have found
mention of a visit to Byzantium by Andrew, the same story
that must have inspired the inventor of the ordination of
Stachys by Andrew. But, quite on the contrary, Photius shows
himself completely distrustful of these stories since he says
that these writings are full of false and heretical information
and he warns his readers to beware of them.15
The most decisive reason w hy Photius could neither have in
vented nor made use of this legend is the Typicon of Santa
Sophia, a liturgical book which contains the feasts to be cele
brated in that great cathedral of Constantinople as well as de
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tailed liturgical descriptions.16 This T ypicon is combined with
a Synaxarion of Constantinople and it seems to have been re
vised and re-edited toward the end of the ninth century, al
most certainly during the second patriarchate of Photius.17 It
is important to note that the feast of St. Andrew is indicated for
the 30th of November in very brief fashion without any men
tion at all of Stachys nor of the visit of Andrew to Byzantium.
The feast of Stachys is not found at all in this work. This must
mean that during the second patriarchate of Photius (879886) the legendary tradition of Andrew was not officially ac
cepted in the Byzantine Church. If Photius ordered a revision
of this Typicon and if he did not introduce the legend of
Andrew into it, it is then quite clear that he did not himself
believe in it, and that he could not have made use of it in his
controversy with Rome.
A ll this seems to indicate that the legend was only accepted
in Byzantium in the course of the tenth century. The re-edition of the life of Andrew b y the famous hagiographer Symeon
Metaphrastes18 served to popularize this legend and thus it was
introduced, at the same time that the feast of Stachys was in
stituted, into the liturgical books of the tenth century.19 In
general, these liturgical books found their material for the
feast of Stachys (celebrated on the 30th of June), and for
Andrew, in the account of Pseudo-Dorotheus.
This should dispose of for good, the attribution to Photius
of the pamphlet mentioned above. In the ninth century the
legend of Andrew could not yet have enjoyed a role such as
that described in this pamphlet.*
*

#

#

W hat then, really was the attitude of Photius as to the R o
man Primacy? Must he really be regarded as its relentless
enemy? Recent studies show that on this matter there must be
a radical change of view. First of all, we must keep in mind
that the bishops whom Ignatius judged on canonical reasons
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—G regory Asbestas of Syracuse, Zacharias, the Metropolitan
of Chalcedon and Theophilus, the Bishop of Amorium—had
appealed to Rome on the basis of the canon of Sardica (343)
which authorized such an appeal. These bishops belonged to
the group supporting Photius. This fact is significant since it
shows that his supporters were not so hostile to Rome as has
often been said.
Appeals from Byzantium to Rome were indeed rare enough.
W e recall, of course, the famous appeals of St. John Chrysos
tom and of St. Flavian but there, doctrinal questions were in
volved. Appeals to Rome on such matters had been quite
numerous.20 As for other types of cases, we know of the ap
peal of Stephen of Larissa in Illyricum whose election had been
annulled by Epiphanius, Patriarch of Constantinople. The Pope
received this appeal and convoked a Synod which decided in
favor of Stephen.21 Unfortunately the Acts of this Synod are
not extant. It should be said, nevertheless, that in this case,
Illyricum was really a part of the Roman Patriarchate. Hence,
it was altogether natural that an appeal should be made to
Rome against the intervention of the Patriarch of Constanti
nople. Much more interesting is the case of the priest, John of
Chalcedon and of the monk, Athanasius, who appealed to Pope
G regory the Great with the authorization of their superior,
the Patriarch John IV of Constantinople.22
It has been said that the Patriarch Ignatius appealed to Pope
Nicholas I against the “ usurpation” of Photius, but recent dis
coveries have shown that Ignatius did not make an appeal and
this is proved by his own categorical declaration at the Synod
of Constantinople in 861: “ Ego non appellavi Romam, nec
appello.” 23 The appeal made to Rome by the monk Theognostus in 863, allegedly in the name of Ignatius, was therefore,
false. Nevertheless the fact is of some importance because it
shows that at Byzantium, in the ninth century, it was accepted
that an appeal to Rome in disciplinary questions was a distinct
possibility.
A ll of this explains the statements made by the Fathers of the
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Synod of 861 which met to judge the case of Ignatius. A t this
Synod, the pontifical legates, Rodoald, Bishop of Porto, and
Zachary, Bishop of Anagni, kept insisting that they were acting
in accord with the canons of the Synod of Sardica which
granted to the Pope the right to judge another bishop. Even
if Ignatius had not appealed, one fact is significant, namely,
that the Byzantine Church granted to the representatives of
the Pope the right to judge its former Patriarch in a discipli
nary matter. That the legates had not received from the Pope
the authority to pronounce a definitive judgment in his name,
is of little importance. W hat is of importance is that the Pope
and the Byzantine Church gave the legates the right to ex
amine the case.
In this connection the statement of the legates and the B y 
zantine bishops in the course of the second session of the
Synod is very significant: “ W e believe, Brethren, that the
fundamental reason w hy we wish to re-examine this case is
that the Fathers of the Council of Sardica decided that the
Bishop of Rome had the power to reopen the case of any
bishop.” Theodore, Bishop of Laodicea, replied to them in the
name of the Church of Constantinople: “ This is a source of
pleasure to our Church; we have no objection to it and we find
it in no w ay offensive.” These words are important because
they show that in 861 the Church of Constantinople had finally
accepted the canons of Sardica which, up until that time, they
had declined to observe.24 Photius was the promoter of this
Synod and Bishop Theodore was his spokesman. Unfortunately,
this Synod was rejected in 863 by Pope Nicholas I and its
Acts were destroyed by order of the council of 869-870. H ow 
ever, these Acts were in the archives of the Lateran and there
they were discovered in the eleventh century b y Cardinal
Deusdedit. Recognizing the importance of these admissions of
the Roman Primacy, the Cardinal inserted some extracts from
them in his canonical collection. He was, unfortunately, the
only one to recognize their importance. Other canonists of
the times of Gregory V II, who had access to the pontifical
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archives, contented themselves with copying some extracts
from the Council of 869-870 which had condemned Photius
and which, ten years later, was declared invalid. T h ey did not
realize that this council developed the Pentarchic idea which
they rejected. Therefore, without realizing it, they bore the
primary responsibility for the origin and development of what
we can call the “ legend of Photius.” W e can imagine what
would have happened if the canonists of the Middle Ages had
known of the Acts of the Synod of 861. T h ey would have
certainly exploited them in their arguments in favor of the
Primacy of the see of Rome over the entire Church.
#

*

*

On the other hand, Photius is criticized by Western the
ologians who accuse him of having altered the wording of the
letters which Pope John V III sent to him, to the Emperor and
to the Fathers, before the Council of 879-880 which was to
rehabilitate him. It is true that the Patriarchal Chancery sup
pressed in these letters everything that could throw a false
light on the case of Photius. But these changes had been made
with the consent of the legates who were convinced that the
case of Photius, his “ usurpation” (he had been canonically
elected), his deposition (the great majority of the clergy con
sidered this deposition as unjust and had remained faithful to
him), and his other activities had been portrayed by his ene
mies in Rome in an altogether false light. A t this period, com
munications25 between Rome and Constantinople were ex
tremely difficult and, to save the prestige of the H oly See, the
legates decided to accept the facts as they were, and not to
prolong the incident b y a new consultation with Rome, hop
ing to be able to explain their action later to Pope John V III.
T h ey could have been almost certain that the Pope would ap
prove their step, for they became aware at Constantinople of
certain things that John V III did not know and which con
siderably changed the whole aspect of the Photian problem.
no
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They had learned that Photius and Ignatius were reconciled
before the latter became ill, that Photius himself had made use
of his own competence in medical matters to ease the suffer
ings of his one-time adversary, and that the whole initiative
for the convocation of the council, at which they were the
representatives of the Holy See, had been stimulated not only
by Photius and the Emperor but also by Ignatius himself. If
Ignatius had still been alive at the time of their arrival in
Constantinople everything would have been different and the
Photian legend would probably never have been born. Fur
ther, the legates also learned that Photius himself had solemnly
canonized Ignatius after his death.26 All this contributed to
convince them that the information which they had gotten in
Rome on this whole matter was quite incomplete. Once they
were on the spot, they realized that their information had come
from the relatively few but intensely bitter enemies of Photius.
The legates could well have been satisfied on the matter of
the rights of Rome and its Primacy when they saw the im
portant passage which affirmed the Roman Primacy that was to
be found and in fact was stressed in the Greek version of the
letters of the Pope. Here is the passage in question. The letter
is from the Pope to the Emperor:27
Since it has seemed desirable to us to bring peace to the Church of
God, we have sent our legates so that they might execute our will,
even though, in your charity, you have already anticipated us, in
reinstating Photius. We accept this action, which was done not by
our own authority, even though we have the power to do it, but
in obedience to the apostolic teachings. Since in fact we have re
ceived the Keys of the Kingdom of Heaven from the High Priest,
Jesus Christ, by the intermediary of the first of the Apostles to
whom the Lord said: “I will give unto you the Keys of the King
dom of Heaven; everything which you will bind upon earth will
be found to be bound in Heaven and everything which you will
loose upon earth, will be found to be loosed in Heaven” ; therefore,
this apostolic throne has the power to bind and to loose,28 and
according to the words of Jeremiah, to uproot and to plant. This
in
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is why, by the authority of Peter, the Prince of the Apostles, we
announce to you in union with the whole Church and through you
as intermediary, we announce to our dear confreres and concélé
brants, the patriarchs of Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem and to
the other bishops and priests and to all the Church of Constanti
nople, that we are in agreement with you, or rather in agreement
with God, and that we consent to your request. . . . Accept this
man without any hesitation.
These words are clear. The fact that this passage of the Latin
text was retained in the Greek version and in fact underlined
by the addition of the words of Jeremiah (Jer. I. io) is very
revealing of the attitude maintained by Photius and his Chan
cery with regard to the Roman Primacy. This famous passage
of Jeremiah had been applied, in 866, by Nicholas I to the
Emperor Michael:29 “ Behold, today I give thee authority over
the nations and over the kingdoms, to root them up and pull
them down, to overthrow and lay them in ruins, to build them
up and plant them anew.” It is more than merely probable
that Photius and his Chancery knew this letter and the passage
in question had not escaped their attention. This gives a par
ticular interest to the addition of the passage in the Greek
version of the letter of John V III and to its application to the
Pope.30 It is extremely regrettable that this source has been, up
to the present time, completely forgotten b y historians and
modern theologians.31 But it was one of the great canonists of
the Middle Ages, Ivo of Chartres,32 who recognized its im
portance and inserted it in his canonical collection. He and
the other medieval canonists made use of it as an important
argument to prove that the Pope, by reason of the plenitude
of power which he possessed, had the power to annul any sen
tence whatever.
The presence of this passage in the Greek version of the
pontifical letters is b y no means an isolated case. A t the begin
ning of this very same letter, Photius placed another quotation
from the Gospel, which is considered as a Scriptural argument
in favor of the Primacy (John, 2 1.17 ). This portion of the
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Greek version is longer than it is in the original. After having
emphasized the respect for Rome which the Emperor had
shown in sending an embassy to the Pope in the affair of
Photius, the Patriarch said to the Pope:33
We may well ask who is the Master who has taught you to act
in this fashion?—surely, above all, it is Peter, the leader of the
Apostles whom the Lord has placed at the head of all the churches,
when He said to him: “Feed my sheep” (John, 21.17). Nor is it
only Peter, but also the holy Synods and constitutions. And besides,
it was the holy and orthodox decrees established by the Fathers,
as is clear from your divine and holy letters.
Likewise, in a letter addressed by the Pope to the Oriental
patriarchs and to the Church of Constantinople,34 the author of
the Greek version has retained the passage from Luke, 22.32,
which is frequently quoted among the Scriptural arguments in
favor of the Roman Primacy: “ I have prayed for thee that thy
faith may not fail; and do thou, when once thou hast turned
again, strengthen thy brethren.” Here we may add that Photius
always speaks of Peter with the greatest respect, calling him
the Chief and the Leader of the Apostles.35 It is not at all sur
prising that the Greek version of this correspondence omitted
mention of the request which the Pope had made, namely, that
Photius should ask pardon before the Fathers of the Council.
When the Pope wrote his letter, he was still under the influ
ence of the information supplied to Rome and the West by
the enemies of Photius. But Photius and his clergy considered
his deposition and the persecution he had suffered as a grave
injustice and they had good reason to think so. The legates
had no difficulty whatever in agreeing to this omission once
they were on the spot in Byzantium and had come to under
stand the true situation.
One other detail should be emphasized here. W e have seen36
that every time that Peter was mentioned as the founder of the
see of Rome in a letter of the Pope to the Empress, the Chan
cery of Tarasius had always added the name of Paul. It is in
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teresting to note that Photius, on the contrary, did no such
thing. This shows quite well that he and his contemporaries
had accepted the tradition that was followed at Rome since
the fourth century and which attributed the foundation of
the Roman see to Peter alone. There we may well see a new
rapprochement of the Byzantine mentality and Roman ideas.
*

#

#

It has often been said that it was in 867, on the occasion of
the Oriental Synod which condemned Pope Nicholas I, that
Photius denied the Primacy to Rome and transferred it to
Byzantium. It is unfortunate that the Acts of this Synod have
been destroyed, so much so that it is almost impossible to know
the exact manner in which the events took place. It is dif
ficult to say, for example, how and in what fashion Nicholas I
was really condemned. Still it is interesting to note that the
homily pronounced by Photius at the very end of the Synod,
—probably the only official document that has been preserved,37
contains no attack against Rome, against the papacy, against
the person of Nicholas I, nor against the Church of the West.
The fact is that the Synod condemned the “ errors” spread b y
the Roman missionaries in Bulgaria, errors which Photius had
enumerated in his encyclical letter to the Oriental patriarchs,38
and in which the Pope was accused of having “ invaded” the
Bulgarian territory claimed by Byzantium, and of not respect
ing the autonomy of the Byzantine Church by condemning its
patriarch who had been canonically elected.
Was there really a formal excommunication? It is not easy
to see how this would have been at all in keeping with the
traditional practice of the Church. A rupture of relations,
joined to the condemnation mentioned above, would surely
have been regarded as an exclusion from all communion with
the other churches. In any case, even if a formal condemnation
had taken place, it was not directed against Rome nor against
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the papacy as such, but simply against the person of a Pope.
A similar case, much more serious since it was concerned with
matters of doctrine, had already occurred in the case of Pope
Honorius.39 Obviously, this condemnation, although much
more serious, had been directed against the person of Pope
Honorius and not against the institution which he represented.
From another source40 we learn the Emperor Michael III
and his consort Basil had sent a copy of the Acts of the Synod
of 867 to the Emperor of the West, Louis II. T h ey offered to
recognize his imperial title if he would depose Nicholas I by
accepting the Acts of the Synod containing the reasons for the
condemnation.
This account is very important for the conclusion that we
may draw from it. For, if the Emperors had wished to gain
the favor of Louis II, the Acts of the Synod could not possibly
have contained a condemnation of the Western Church, nor
any denial of the Roman Primacy as such. That is to say, it
could not have contained a formal attack against the papacy
nor any transfer of the Primacy from Rome to Constantinople.
This would have been completely unacceptable to Louis II
and the very Westerners whose support was sought.
#

#

#

There is another matter that is no less important. When we
study the relations between Rome and Byzantium we must al
ways keep in mind that the Byzantines regarded their Empire
as a continuation of the Roman Empire and that they called
themselves Romaioi, Romans. Therefore it would have been
impossible for them to degrade Rome, in placing the Bishop of
Rome in the second place after that of Constantinople. Rome
remained the first Capital, the foundation of their Empire, and
the Bishop of Rome must always remain the first. A transfer of
the Primacy to any other place than Rome would have been
unthinkable.

“5
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W e are well aware how solicitous the Byzantines were to
keep alive the idea of a universal Christian Empire which had
at its head a Roman Emperor residing in the N ew Rome,
Constantinople. Thus, the coronation of Charlemagne by Pope
Leo III in 800 appeared in the eyes of the Byzantines as an
expression of a revolt against the legitimate Emperor and
Charlemagne was considered as a usurper. The war which
followed this “ usurpation” did not end until 812 when the
Byzantine ambassadors acclaimed Charlemagne as Emperor
at Aix-la-Chapelle. The Byzantines interpreted this gesture in
the sense that Charlemagne was recognized as co-Emperor
ruling over the Western part of the Roman Empire. Thus they
saved the idea of the universal Empire having its supreme Em
peror in the N ew Rome.41
It is most important here to keep in mind that the idea of
the unity of the Roman Empire was still very much alive in
Byzantium in 867. The offer made to Louis II to recognize of
ficially his imperial title was a new step which was intended
to make clear and to confirm this unity. W e have good reason
to think that Photius himself propagated this idea. If we read
his Bibliotheca we see clearly the extent to which the learned
patriarch was imbued with the ideas of the classical period
which he knew and admired so much.42 He was the guardian
of the ancient traditions of Byzantium. This allows us to be
lieve that the Acts, a copy of which had been sent to Louis II,
could not have been in the slightest degree, offensive to a
Westerner, nor could they have contained an attack on the
Roman Primacy or a condemnation of the usages of the Latin
Church. In fact, this would have been the worst possible
method for gaining the sympathy of Louis II or trying to per
suade him to depose Pope Nicholas I, with whom, incidentally
— and Byzantium was quite well aware of this—he had not al
ways been on the best of terms.
The affair of Photius has been considered down to very re
cent times as the most disastrous for any agreement as to the
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Roman Primacy in Byzantium. But actually, it was concluded
with the full agreement of Byzantium and Rome. The re
habilitation of Photius was accepted by Pope John V III. Photius
renounced all jurisdiction over Bulgaria, doubtless on the con
dition that the Greek clergy would not be expelled; the Em
peror Basil I provided military support for the Pope in his
struggle against the Arabs and even though he had been urged
by Leo V I to abdicate and to cede his place to the brother of
the Emperor Stephen, Photius, who had retired to a monastery,
died in communion with Rome.
Without any doubt it is during the patriarchate of Photius
that we can find important documents to support the Roman
Primacy, as it was conceived and accepted in Byzantium. Now,
by a tragic irony of history, these documents remained un
known, and they were destroyed at the very moment when
the disagreement took place, and thus Photius was “ promoted”
to the role of bitter adversary of the Roman Primacy.43
There is one other point that should not be forgotten and
which is equally linked to the history of Photius. W e know
that the Emperor Basil wished to replace the Ecloga, the man
ual of Byzantine law which the Iconoclast Emperor Leo III
had introduced, by another collection destined for official use.
The two commissions named by the Emperor presented to
Basil two manuals, the Frocheiron and the Epanagogé. The lat
ter is particularly interesting because it is an illustration of the
position which the Sacerdotium had acquired in Byzantium af
ter the victory over Iconoclasm. The second and third para
graphs of the introduction to this manual define the respective
rights and duties of the Emperor and the Patriarch in the re
ligious domain.
According to this document, the Emperor “ should in the
first place defend and promote everything that is written in
Sacred Scripture, as well as all the dogmas that are approved
by the holy Synods; he should also follow the Roman laws.” It
is evident that the author of this text sought to limit the powers
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of the Emperor in the ecclesiastical domain and to prevent his
intervention in doctrinal questions. Without doubt, he had in
mind the last intervention, that of the Iconoclast Emperors.
Paragraph 3 also defines the rights of the patriarch: “ The
patriarch is the only one capable of interpreting the rules of
the ancient patriarchs, the prescriptions of the H oly Fathers
and the decisions of the H oly Synods.” The exclusive rights of
the Sacerdotium in doctrinal matters are expressed there more
clearly and more strongly perhaps than they had ever been in
the past.
There are reasons to believe that it was Photius who inspired
the formulation of these two paragraphs. He wished to bring
to an end the conflicts which opposed the Imperium and the
Sacerdotium in the ecclesiastical domain and to define once
and for all the rights of the church in doctrinal matters. The
period of religious struggles should come to a definitive end
with the triumph of the Church. A ll the defenders of the
rights of the Church against imperial interventions were to be
called upon, and we are reminded of their courage in the strug
gles against the Monothelites and the Iconoclasts.
However, the Epanagogé did not become the official manual
of Byzantine law,44 since the Emperor chose the Procheiron.
W h y did he do this? W e can imagine that he was fearful of
too radical a limitation of his rights. It is also possible that the
Byzantine episcopate did not wish to see so great an extension
of the privilege of the patriarch which restricted to him alone
the right to interpret dogma. According to the Byzantine cus
tom, such a right belonged to the bishops united in council. In
spite of this, the Epanagogé still continued to be used in private,
and many authors of juridical works inserted some titles from
it in their manuals.45
Thus came to an end this long period in Byzantine history
which was characterized by doctrinal controversies. A new era
opened up in the relations between the Imperium and the
Sacerdotium, and the personality of Photius largely contributed
to bring this about.
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Nicholas I, in those of his successor, Hadrian II* nor, indeed, in
the controversies of Ratramnus of Corbie and Aeneas of Paris,
which were written at the invitation of Pope Nicholas after he
had received the report of the Latin missionaries. For more de
tails, see T h e Idea of A postolicity, 248-53.
14. Bibliotheca , codex 88, 256; PG 103, 289fr.; ibid., 104, 105-20.
15. Ibid., codex 114; PG 103, 389.
16. A. Dimitrijevskij, Opisanie liturgie, rukopisej. T y pica (Kiev,
1895), I, 27. There is a new edition by Juan Mateos, “Le
Typicon de la Grande Église,” in Orientalia Christiana Peri
odica, 165-66 (Rome, 1962-63), 165, p. i i 6.
17. Cf. A. Baumstark, “Das Typicon der Patmos-Handschrift 266,”
in Jahrbuch fü r Liturgiewissenschaft, 6 (1926), 98-111. Juan
Mateos, op. cit., vol. 165, in his introduction to the edition (p.
xff.), has shown that Baumstark’s argument has some weak
points. However, he is willing to admit that codex 266 of the
Monastery of St. John the Theologian on the island of Patmos
was written at the end of the ninth century, or the beginning
of the tenth, at the latest. The script is the minuscule in use in
Byzantium in the ninth and tenth centuries. The feast of St.
Andrew is described in exactly the same fashion in all the
known manuscripts. See p. h i , infra\ what is there said about
the canonization of Ignatius by Photius, himself.
18. Published in the Menaia (Venice, 1843), 235fr. re-edited in the
M enaion of November (Athens, 1926), 318-25.
19. H. Delahaye, Synaxarium Ecclesiae Constantinopolitanae, AA.
SS. Propylaea, Novembris (Bruxelles, 1902), 265fr.
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20. On cases of recourse to Rome, see Batiffol, Cathedra Petri ,
2i5ff., and P. Bernadakis, “Les appels au pape dans l’Église
grecque jusqu’à Photius,” in Échos d'O rient , 6 (1903), 30-42,
118-25, 249-57.
21. Cf. G. Bardy, “Boniface II,” in D H GE (Paris, 1937), 9, 897.
For more details, see L. Duchesne, Autonom ies ecclésiastiques,
Églises séparées (Paris, 1896), 245-60.
22. See p. 80, supra.
23. See the edition of the Acts of the synod of 861 by W. v. Glanvell, D ie Kanone sSammlung des Kardinals Deus de dit (Pader
born, 1905), 607.
24. This is the way in which we must understand what Photius said
in his letter to Nicholas I (PG 102. 600, 601, 604). What he had
in mind was the canon which forbade the elevation of laymen
to the episcopacy. Cf. the letters of Nicholas to Photius (MGH,
Epistolae , VI, 450, 537, 538). In the first letter of 862, Nicholas
mentioned only Canon XIII of the Synod of Sardica (Mansi, 3,
27), which forbade the elevation of laymen to high ecclesiasti
cal posts. In his letter of 866 (MGH, VI, 537-38), he insists on
that same canon, but he also has in mind Canon III (Mansi, 3,
23), since he makes mention of the appeal to the Pope, against
the judgment of the patriarch, made by bishops Zachary and
Gregory of Syracuse. The Pope was right when he said that the
canons of Sardica were to be found in the Greek canonical col
lection of John the Scholastic, in the sixth century (Synagoga
50 titulorum , published by V. Benesevic [Munich, 1937] 63,
canon III), but that Canon XIII was not there. The fact that
Canon III was included in the Greek canonical collection ex
plains why the Patriarch, Ignatius, could not ignore the appeal
made by the bishops he had condemned. This also explains the
attitude of the Byzantine bishops at Sardica. To be sure, they
were not inclined to go quite as far as the legates in the inter
pretation of Canon III but, nevertheless, they realized they
were obliged to accept it.
25. Cf. what I have said on this topic in T h e Photian Schism (Paris,
1950), p. 139.
26. Our information on the reconciliation of Photius with Ignatius
and on the canonization of Ignatius by Photius come to us from
an anti-Photianist, in a document which I found, quite by
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27.
28.

29.
30.

chance, in a manuscript of Mt. Sinai (Sinait. gr. 482 1117, fol.
364v, lines 32, 36-38). For more details, see F. Dvornik, T h e
Patriarch Photius in the Light of R ecent Research (Munich,
1958), 20, 35, 39, 56. This document, which is another version
of the Synodicon Vetus, published by J. Pappe in J. A. Fabricius—G. C. Harles, Bibliotheca Graeca (Hamburg, 1809), vol.
12, will be published by Dumbarton Oaks. There exists another
manuscript containing the same information.
The feast of Ignatius was placed in the T y picon, re-edited
during the second patriarchate of Photius, on October 22. It is
quite possible that the mosaic showing a portrait of Ignatius,
which was recently discovered in Santa Sophia, was done under
the aegis of Photius. It was reproduced for the first time by
C. Mango, in his “Material for the Study of the Mosaics in
St. Sophia in Istanbul,” in Dumbarton Oaks Studies, 8 (1962),
6iff. table 62.
Mansi, 17, 400. There is no mention of Jeremiah in the original
Latin version.
The Greek version cites Matt., 16, 19. The passage should be
interpreted as being addressed directly to Peter, who is thus
invested with universal jurisdiction. We are aware that Matt.,
16, 18, was often interpreted in the East, as referring to the faith
of Peter (on this rock), and not to his person. Cf. F. Dvornik,
T h e Photian Schism, p. 187.
M GH, Epistolae, VI, 509. PL 109. 1042.
This passage is found in the Mass Pro C on fessore Summo
Pontifie e.

31. Even the editors of the letters of Photius in the MGH have
omitted this phrase (cf. Epistolae, VII, 167fr.).
32. D ecretum , PL 161, 56ff.
33. Mansi, 17, 396D; MGH, E p p . VII, 167
34. Mansi, 17, 452; M GH E pp. VII, 177.
35. See also what he says of St. Peter in his homilies. Cf. C. Mango,
T h e Ho?nilies of Photius (Cambridge, Mass., 1958), 50: “Foun
dation of the Church, bearer of the keys of heaven” ; p. 59;
“Bearer of the keys of heaven” ; p. 312: “Bearer of the keys of
heaven, foundation and rock of the faith.” Cf. also, Th. Spacil,
op . cit.y 38-41.
36. See p. 97, supra.
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37. This has been shown by C. Mango, The Homilies of Photius,
2ç6ff.
38. PG 102, 732Æ
39. See p. 92, supra.
40. Nicetas, Vita Ignatii, PG 105, 537; Mansi, 16,417. Cf. F. Dölger,
Byzanz und die europäische Staatenwelt (Ettal, 1953), 3 13ff.
41. Cf. Dölger, op. cit., 282fr. On Charlemagne, his ideas and his
relations with Byzantium, see my book The Making of Central
and Eastern Europe (London, 1949), 1-7, 41-47. The problem of
the coronation of Charlemagne and the role played by Leo III
on that occasion, as well as the reaction of the Byzantines to
this “revolutionary” action, have been studied recently by W.
Ohnesorge in “Das Kaisertum der Eirene und die Kaiserkrönung
Karls des Grossen,” Saeculum, 14 (1963) 221-47.
42. See my paper “Patriarch Photius, Scholar and Statesman,” in
Classical Folia, 13 (1959), 3-18; 14 (i960), 3-22.
43. It is equally regrettable that the Ignatian Synod of 869-870
which condemned Photius is still counted as the eighth among
the ecumenical councils by Western canonists. The Orientals
considered that this council had been suppressed by the Synod
of Union of 879-880, and they recognize no more than seven
ecumenical councils. They hold it against the Westerners for
refusing them this small concession, in view of the fact that it
had been shown that the council had only been added to the
first seven councils by the reforming canonists of the eleventh
and twelfth centuries. See Dvomik, The Schism of Photius,
43344. Contrary to what Congar thinks in Conscience ecclésiologique,
210.
45. For more details, see The Idea of Apostolicity, 271-75.
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THE CRISIS OF THE
ELEVEN TH CENTURY

G reat hopes were entertained in Byzantium that the Council
of Union of 879-880 was going to open a period of good rela
tions between Byzantium and Rome. The understanding that
had been arrived at between the two Churches seemed to have
been sealed for all time—at least that was what was thought at
the time—by the first canon of this Syn o d 1 and by the proc
lamation made in the course of the fourth session which de
clared that each Church should preserve its own customs and
maintain its own rights.2 This appeared to be a solid base for
good relations between the two Churches.
The matter was of great importance, for the two Churches
—as we pointed out in our introduction3—had not been ac
customed to follow the same usage in matter of canonical
legislation. The Byzantines were content with the so-called
“ apostolic canons” and the decisions of the ecumenical coun
cils and certain local Synods which they complemented by the
imperial ordinances in religious matters. In the West, in the
beginning of the sixth century they began to add to the con
ciliar canons the decretals of the Pope, without any concern
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for imperial legislation.4 In any discussion of the validity of
the canons of Sardica in the affair of Ignatius and of Photius,
we must keep in mind the complications which arose from the
differences of acceptance and interpretation of certain canons.
The canon of the Council of Union and the declarations
made during the fourth session kept these differences clearly in
view. Tolerance of divergent practices and usages was re
quired if new conflicts between the two Churches were to be
avoided in the future. Unfortunately, this tolerance was not
practiced by either side.
The story of the fourth marriage of the Emperor Leo V I,
which the Church of the East considered as illicit, shows that
the right of appeal to the Pope continued to be admitted and
practiced in Byzantium. The Emperor Leo V I to whom the
Patriarch Nicholas the Mystic had refused permission for this
fourth marriage had turned toward Rome and toward the
other patriarchs asking them if such a marriage would be per
missible. Pope Sergius III (904-911) sanctioned the marriage
even though it was to result in an internal schism in the B y
zantine Church. This appeal of Leo V I can, quite properly,
be regarded as an appeal to Rome in a disciplinary matter.5
It is true that in 920 when Nicholas the Mystic, after having
been reinstated in his offlce b y the Regent and co-Emperor
Romanus I (920-944), convoked a local Synod, the fourth
marriage was condemned by him in the presence of the legates
of Pope John X. But this incident itself at least shows that the
two Churches were always on good terms. This also appears in
933, when John X I, at the request of Romanus II (959-963),
sent legates to Constantinople to sanction the elevation of
Theophylactus, the son of the Emperor, to the patriarchal
throne even though he was then only sixteen years of age.
These two incidents show that the papacy had become de
pendent on the Byzantine emperors because of the disastrous
conditions which obtained in Italy as a result of the deteriora
tion of the Carolingian empire, the protector of Rome, and
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because of the intrigues of the Roman nobility who made and
unmade Popes at will.
This situation changed in 962 when Otto I became Em
peror and restored the idea of a Roman Empire of the West;
from then on he acquired a direct influence over the election
of the Popes. This was a sign that the new nations of the West,
who had never lived under the direct government of ancient
Rome and to whom the idea of a universal empire governed by
a Roman Emperor resident in N ew Rome was completely
strange, began to assert their part in the government of the
Christian world.6
An incident that took place in 968 shows how little these
newcomers understood the idea of a universal empire in which
Byzantium believed so strongly. That year, Otto I sent a
Lombard who knew Greek, Liutprand of Cremona, to the
Emperor Nicephorus Phocas, to ask of him the hand of the
Byzantine Princess for his son, the future Emperor. Pope John
XII, recommending the ambassador to the Emperor, called
Nicephorus “ Emperor of the Greeks.” He could have hardly
offered a more striking insult to the Byzantines who thought
of themselves as Romans. The report that Liutprand7 made
on his mission also shows how little the new nations understood
the Byzantine mentality.
However, this incident was closed in 972 when the Emperor
John Tzimisces (969-976) consented to the marriage of his
niece, Theophano, to Otto II. His son, Otto III, who had been
raised by his Greek mother, seemed as if he would bring about
a new stage in the relations between East and West. A B y 
zantine Princess, who was to marry Otto III, was already on
her w ay to Rome when suddenly the news arrived of the
death of the young emperor ( 1002).8
#

#

#

During the pontificate of the Germanic Popes who had been
installed by the Ottos and by Henry II, some innovations that
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were strange to the Byzantines were introduced in Rome. The
most important was the introduction of the Filioque which
was officially inserted into the Nicene Creed.9 It appears that
Pope Sergius IV (1009-1012) had sent to Byzantium, with the
customary synodical letter on taking possession of the Papal
throne, his profession of faith containing the Filioque. Nat
urally, this resulted in a refusal on the part of the Patriarch
Sergius II and the name of the Pope was not inscribed in the
Byzantine diptychs, the list of the names of those to be com
memorated during divine service. It is possible that it was
from this moment that the Byzantines discontinued their an
cient practice of inscribing the names of the Roman patriarchs
in their diptychs. This incident was later regarded by some
as the beginning of the schism. Nicetas of Nicaea who in the
eleventh century wrote a treatise on the Greek schism, speaks
of a rupture which took place under Pope Sergius, but he ad
mits that he was not aware of the reason for it.10
Nevertheless this incident was neither the denial of the
Roman Primacy on the part of Byzantium nor, to tell the
truth, the beginning of a schism. T o be sure, since the end of
the tenth century the two Churches had not had many points
of contact but they were still not enemies. However, the
estrangement of the two worlds continued to grow. Less and
less did the Westerners understand the Byzantine concept of
a universal Christian Empire and in the West, the idea that
only the Emperor crowned b y the Pope in Rome was the
true successor of the Caesars began to receive general accept
ance. The existence of a Roman Emperor in Constantinople
had all but faded from memory.
In spite of all this, Byzantium remained close to Rome, as
long as she still had possessions in the south of Italy, in spite
of her refusal or her incapacity to defend them. As long as
there existed in South Italy this bridge between Byzantium
and the West, it was still possible that contacts between Con
stantinople and Rome could become more frequent and more
cordial. Unfortunately, this bridge was suddenly broken down
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by the conquest of the Byzantine territory in Italy by the
Normans.11 This event was to have consequences more disas
trous for the relations between the East and the West than the
destruction of the bridge of Illyricum by the Avars and the
Slavs in the sixth century.
#

#

*

One other circumstance was destined to bear an even greater
responsibility for the separation which grew between the two
Churches. This was the profound transformation which took
place in Western Christendom as a result of the introduction
of certain Germanic customs into ecclesiastical organization.
The Germanic conception of real property was fundamentally
different from that of the Romans and the Greeks. Being in
capable of conceiving the possibility that an institution could
become the owner of land or of real estate, the Germanic na
tions continued to regard the man who had built it, as the only
owner of real property or of a building. The application of
this idea to ecclesiastical institutions was the cause of a revo
lutionary development in the Western Church. Thus it was
that the bishops lost the administrative control of churches
which they had not themselves constructed. The founders
considered the churches built at their expense as their own
property and they arrogated to themselves the right of naming
the priests who were to be charged with their administration.
This system of privately owned churches (Eigenkirchen)
was also applied in France to abbeys and bishoprics. When it
was joined to the feudal system, it permitted the kings of the
Ottoman dynasty to transform the church of Germany into a
“ Church of the Empire” (Reichskirche), totally under the
control of the King and the Emperor.
As a consequence of this state of affairs, Western Christen
dom became, in the eleventh century, a collection of autono
mous and national churches, over which the princes, as “ kings
and priests,” not only claimed administration but also owner
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ship. As a result, the central power, the papacy, the very back
bone of the Church, found itself deprived of its prerogatives.12
The abuses which resulted therefrom—simony, lay investiture,
a married clergy—were responsible for the deterioration of the
Church of the West in the tenth and eleventh centuries.
This provoked a reaction. Unfortunately this reaction—a
reform movement—did not begin at Rome, the center of
Christendom, but in the confines of France and the Empire, in
Lorraine and in Burgundy, where the intervention of the Em
peror or the King was not normally to be expected.13 The re
formers saw no other remedy than the restoration of the power
and influence of the papacy as a means of freeing the Church
from the stifling influence of the lay power. The principle was
fundamentally good. As an antidote to the lay ownership of
churches, the reformers invoked the ancient principle of Ro
man law according to which a moral person had the capacity
to possess land and real property.
Unfortunately, these reformers were totally unaware of the
peculiar situation of the Eastern churches and they naturally
wished to extend everywhere the direct right of intervention
of the papacy—even in the East where the churches had en
joyed a good deal of autonomy in running their internal af
fairs according to their own custom. In wishing to extend
celibacy of the clergy which they were enforcing in the West,
they forgot the practice of the East that priests were married.
T hey also forgot that there were no churches under lay owner
ship in the East and that no reform was necessary in this mat
ter. In preaching obedience to Rome and in enforcing ob
servance of Roman customs they took no account whatever of
the fact that the East had different customs and different rites.
An incident that took place in 1024 shows us well the danger
for relations between the two Churches which could arise
from the ignorance of the Byzantine mentality in reforming
circles. Raoul Glaber, a Benedictine monk who spent some
time in various monasteries, especially at Dijon under Abbot
William and at Cluny under Abbot St. Odilo, reports in his
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chronicle that the reformers were very much disturbed when
they learned “ that the Byzantines wished, without any justifica
tion, to obtain Roman recognition of their supremacy.” That is
the w ay he entitled the chapter in which he told the story.14
It is altogether probable that this is the w ay in which the re
formers interpreted the intention of the Byzantines. However,
even according to Glaber, the matter was not quite as scandal
ous as people wished to believe it was. According to him:
Around the year of Our Lord 1024, the Patriarch of Constantinople
as well as the Emperor Basil and some other Greeks, decided to
obtain from the Roman Pontiff authorization for the Church of
Constantinople to be called “universal” in all parts of the territory
which came under it, the same as the Church of Rome was con
sidered in the entire world.
W hat are we to make of this piece of information? It is alto
gether likely that the Emperor Basil II (976-1025) had ap
proached Pope John X IX (1024-1032), with a view to putting
an end to the long controversy on the relative position of the
two sees in the hierarchy of the Church. A t this time, he was
at the very summit of his power. After having stopped the
advance of the Turks in Asia Minor and subdued Bulgaria, he
dreamed of reconquering Sicily which was in the hands of the
Arabs and of extending his influence over central Italy. In the
accomplishment of this plan, an alliance with the Pope could
not but have been advantageous. Basically, it was only a ques
tion of reissuing the ordinances of Justinian II, of Phocas and
of Justinian I. If we may believe Raoul Glaber himself, the
Greeks were ready to recognize the supreme power of the
Roman see over the whole Church and even over Constantino
ple. But the intervention of the reformers—the Abbot William
had addressed to the Pope a rather stiff letter—seems to have
intimidated the Pope, for whom, incidentally, Glaber did not
have a very high opinion. As a result, this last attempt at agree
ment was to be a failure.
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A fter the election o f Pope Leo IX (1049-1054), the nephew
of Emperor Henry III, and quite favorable to reform, the Re
form Movement took root also in Rome. The Pope had
brought along with him to Rome some of the most zealous re
formers, notably Humbert whom he named a Cardinal and
Frederick of Lorraine who became Chancellor of the Roman
Church. The Romans extended their activities over South
Italy into the Byzantine territory where were found both
Greek and Latin communities. Taking their stand on the
privileges granted by the Donation of Constantine15—this
forged document had become one of the most “ decisive argu
ments for the extension of papal power—the Pope tried to ex
tend his direct influence over the whole of Italy. He also laid
claim to Sicily, a territory considered to be Byzantine although
occupied by the Arabs and he appointed an archbishop there.
He convoked a Synod at Siponto in 1050 where a great num
ber of decrees were voted with a view to furthering the re
form. Some of these decrees were directed against Greek
liturgical usages which had been established in Italy. The re
forming clergy, thereupon, launched into an active campaign
in all of the provinces, including Apulia, which was a B y 
zantine area.
The G reeks began to be disturbed. The Patriarch Michael
Cerularius (1043-1058),16 an ambitious and haughty man, who
had little love for Latins, reacted with counter measures. Since
it seemed that the Latins intended to replace the Greek liturgy
by the Latin rite in Italy, he gave orders that all the Latin es
tablishments in Constantinople must adopt the Greek rite under
penalty of being closed. Aiming at the Greeks in Apulia, he
ordered Leo, the Archbishop of Ochrida, to compose a treatise
defending the Greek rite and putting the blame on Latin usage.
Leo sent his famous letter17 to the Latin bishop of Trani, in
Byzantine territory, in which he criticized Latin practices and
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in particular the use of unleavened bread in the Sacrifice of
the Mass. It is interesting to note that he made no mention of
the Filioque. This letter was circulated at the worst possible
moment. It served to increase the anti-Latin grievances in
Apulia at a time when, because of the advance of the Normans
who threatened both papal and Byzantine territory, a military
and political alliance between the Pope and Byzantium was
absolutely necessary. In order to win over the Latin popula
tion, the Emperor Constantine IX Monomachus (1042-1059),
appointed as governor of the Byzantine territory a Latin
named Argyrus who engineered a pact with the Pope directed
against the Normans.18 This caused the animosity of the
Patriarch to grow still stronger because Argyrus was his per
sonal enemy. Unfortunately, the papal and Byzantine armies
were defeated by the Normans in June, 1053 and the Pope was
taken prisoner.
Meantime, Humbert, at the request of the Pope, had com
posed a letter of reply to Leo of Ochrida, a long treatise full
of abusive criticism against Greek usages. This treatise was not
directed to Constantinople because, in the interval, the Em
peror had sent a new embassy to conclude an anti-Norman al
liance and he persuaded the Patriarch to address a friendly let
ter to the Pope. The Pope then decided to send Humbert,
Frederick of Lorraine and Peter of Amalfi as legates to Con
stantinople. Humbert prepared a second reply to the attacks
of Leo. This one was shorter but in the circumstances, it was
still extremely undiplomatic. He tried to include in it every
thing that he had said in his former treatise and the Patriarch
could not help but be offended because the Cardinal expressed
doubts as to the legitimacy of his election, doubts which had
no justification whatever. Humbert was annoyed also at the
use of the title “ ecumenical” which, he said, violated the rights
of Alexandria and of Antioch who had precedence over Con
stantinople because of their direct connection with the Apostle
Peter. He further said that this title was a usurpation of the
right which belonged to Rome, the Mother of all the sees.
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Once again, then, the Petrine argument was launched against
the see of Constantinople.
The patriarch, who had been expecting a friendly letter in
reply to his own, which had been short and polite, was sur
prised and suspected machinations on the part of his enemy
Argyrus. He was offended by the attitude of Humbert whom
he considered to be arrogant and he refused to continue the
negotiations with the legates, declaring that they were not
sent by the Pope at all but by Argyrus.
In reply, Humbert took the offensive, trusting, no doubt, in
the assistance of the Emperor and probably encouraged by
Argyrus in an attempt to depose the Patriarch. He published
the first, very long letter which was translated into Greek as
a sort of pamphlet against the Patriarch. In another dispute
with the Monk Nicetas Stethatos, who had written a treatise
in defense of the Greek usages attacked by the Cardinal, Hum
bert was the one to bring up the question of Filioque. His re
ply to the criticism of Latin usage which the Greek monk had
discussed was impassioned and offensive.19 The Emperor, how
ever, who was most anxious to bring about an agreement with
the Pope, forced Nicetas to repudiate his writings and to hum
ble himself before Humbert.
The principles of the reformers became clear to the B y 
zantines for the first time in the pamphlets and letters of Hum
bert. U p to that time they had not realized the changes that
had taken place in the mentality of the Roman Church. In all
frankness, they simply did not understand them. If we con
sider the development that had taken place in Byzantine think
ing with regard to the papacy and its position in the Church,
we see that the extension of the absolute and direct authority
of the Pope over all the bishops and the faithful such as it was
preached by the reformers was, to the Byzantine mind, nothing
less than a complete denial of the tradition with which they
had been familiar. This extension would lead to the abolition
of the autonomy of their churches. The liturgical uses of
Byzantium were considered at least suspect, if not condemned
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outright. This is w hy the argument, which Humbert drew
from the Donation of Constantine to support his view, was un
acceptable to the Byzantines.
W hat they did find particularly offensive was the mode of
behavior of the legates, so much so that far from turning them
against the patriarchs as Humbert had hoped, the whole of the
Byzantine clergy closed ranks around their leader. W hat Hum
bert had to say to them was much too new for them and his
criticism of Greek usages offended their patriotic sentiments.
Humbert lost all patience and even though he knew that the
Pope had died, he composed his famous letter of excommuni
cation against the Patriarch, laid it on the altar of Santa Sophia
and departed from Constantinople.
The bull of excommunication composed by Humbert shows
very clearly how far the mentality of the Roman Church had
changed under the influence of the reformers and how little
understanding they had of the Eastern Church and its customs.
Humbert thought that he discovered in the East the roots of
all the great heresies and he accused them of simony while, as
a matter of fact, it was only in the West that simony was
rampant. He condemned their married clergy, their beards
and their long hair, and he accused the Byzantines of having
suppressed the Filioque from the Nicene Creed, thereby show
ing his ignorance of the history of the Church.20 The contents
of the bull were found to be profoundly shocking not only by
the Patriarch but also by the Emperor. The tumult that ensued
among the people obliged the Emperor to abandon his efforts
at peacemaking and to convoke the permanent Synod. This
Synod condemned the bull, a copy of it was burned in public,
and the Synod excommunicated the legates whom they said
had been sent by Argyrus.
Thus it was that the embassy which was to have concluded
an alliance between Byzantium and the papacy ended in this
tragic rupture. The legates, especially Humbert, were gravely
responsible. However, the correspondence between Michael
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Cerularius and Peter, Patriarch of Antioch, also show us that
Cerularius should bear some of the blame. A t the same time
this correspondence makes clear how far the separation be
tween Byzantium and Rome had progressed, and we can also
see that Cerularius had some inaccurate and preconceived ideas
on the Roman Church and its practices.21
#

#

#

However, just as Cerularius had not been turned against the
Pope and against the Latin Church as such and since the legates
had excommunicated only the Patriarch and his supporters, it
is not proper to say that the Roman Primacy had been re
jected b y Byzantium and that the schism was already in exist
ence between the two Churches. N ew negotiations were
broached during the pontificates of Victor II, Stephen IX and,
in 1072, Alexander II, but the Norman question made these ne
gotiations and any possible agreement extremely difficult.
A t the invitation of Alexander II, St. Peter Damian composed
a treatise on the errors of the Greeks,22 which he dedicated to
a patriarch—it is difficult to know which patriarch he had in
mind—who had asked the Latins to explain their doctrine ac
cording to which the H oly Spirit proceeded from the Father
and the Son. In this treatise Damian expresses his pleasure that
the patriarch had sought information not from just anybody,
but directly from St. Peter. He identified the Pope with the
apostle “ to whom God himself has deigned to unveil these
secrets.” A fter quoting the famous passage of Matt. 16 he con
tinued:
The Creator of the world has chosen him before all other mortals
on earth and has granted to him, in virtue of a perpetual privilege,
the Chair of the Supreme Magisterium, so that any man who desires
to know something that is profoundly divine, should turn toward
the oracle and the doctrine of this teacher.
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Damian went on to explain in irenic fashion the Catholic doc
trine on the Filioque.
This definition of the Primacy of the Pope could have been
accepted by the Greeks. St. Peter was always venerated in the
Byzantine Church and they accorded him very great respect,23
and his successors at Rome were always considered as the first
masters in doctrinal matters. Although the approach made by
the patriarch and the reply of Damian do not seem to have
had any tangible results, the incident shows at least that it was
always possible, even after 1054, to discuss in calm and friendly
fashion the differences which existed between the two churches.
Curiously, it seems that at the outset of the negotiations
broached by the Emperor Michael V II with Pope Gregory V II
(1073-1085) they were of a nature to bring about a rapproche
ment between the two churches. The Byzantine Empire was
then in great danger after the disaster of Manzikert. The Turks
occupied a great part of Asia Minor and they threatened the
eastern part of the empire. These difficulties caused the Em
peror to turn to the Pope for military aid, in return for a
promise of a renewal of friendly contacts with Rome.
The Pope replied in a cordial letter in which he expressed his
satisfaction at this gesture. He planned to raise an army to come
to the aid of Constantinople and to accompany it in person.
Unfortunately, the appeal that Gregory made to the princes—
it was also addressed to the Emperor Henry IV —failed to win
any support for granting assistance to Constantinople.24 Soon
after, the violent opposition which Henry IV raised against
the new papal ideology of the superiority of the spiritual over
the temporal power forced the Pope to seek aid and protection
from the Normans, the bitter enemies of Byzantium. The only
result of this alliance of the Pope with the Normans was to
put a definitive end to the possibility of agreement with B y 
zantium, and the memory of G regory V II was always par
ticularly hated by the Byzantines, if we are to believe what
Anna Comnena said of him.25 In general, we may well doubt
whether Gregory would have been any happier in his rela-
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tions with Byzantium than had been Leo IX. W e only have to
read his Dictatus Papae26 to see the enormous distance which,
from then on, separated East and West, since by now, the ideas
of the reformers had been completely developed and they were
applied to the relations of the Sacerdotium and the Imperium.
W e also get the impression that Gregory, in composing this
document, also had in mind certain pretensions of Byzantium.
The declaration that the title “ universal” belonged exclusively
to the Pope seemed to indicate this fact. The same is clear from
the fact that the name of the Pope was to be the only one men
tioned everywhere in the liturgy and that the title “ Papa” was
uniquely reserved to the Bishop of Rome. Likewise it was the
Pope alone who should confirm the decisions of all Synods.
Naturally there were many objections to these demands among
the Byzantines. It was impossible for the Byzantines to grant
the Pope the power of deposing an Emperor, of freeing his
subjects from the obedience which was due to him even if he
were failing in his duty; it was equally impossible for them to
grant the Pope the right to wear the insignia of the Emperor
and to oblige kings to salute him b y kissing his feet.
The document issued by G regory which proclaimed the
superiority of the spiritual over the temporal power destroyed
the last vestiges of Christian Hellenism which had remained in
the West. The Roman Church now professed a new political
ideology, very different from that which had existed up to
this time in the East, and there was little chance that a compro
mise would ever emerge between these two ideologies.
It seems that even then the Byzantines did not fully under
stand how profound a change had taken place. For example,
the Metropolitan of Kiev, John II (1080-1089),27 sent a letter
to the Anti-Pope Clement III which seems to indicate that he
still believed in the possibility of agreement between Rome and
Byzantium. The Metropolitan manifested a very friendly at
titude to Rome and the Primacy did not seem to bother him
as much as certain other “ abuses” which he observed in the
Latin Church, notably the Filioque. He exhorted Clement III
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to enter into contact with the Patriarch of Constantinople and
to work for the suppression of these “ abuses.”
*

#

#

The alliance between G regory V II and the Normans obliged
the Emperor Alexis Comnenus (10 8 1-1118 ) to turn to Henry
IV 28 and toward his anti-Pope. The latter had already entered
into contact with Constantinople when the successor of G reg
ory V II, Urban II, sent legates to the Emperor. The Emperor,
at this juncture probably considering that H enry IV could not
be very much use to him, opened negotiations with Urban II.
He hoped that the Pope would be able to hold back the
Normans from Byzantium.
W e learn of all this from the Acts of the Synod which was
convoked by the Emperor in 1089.29 The Emperor who pre
sided declared that the Pope was ready to establish harmony
between Rome and Byzantium but he was said to be annoyed
that the names of the Pope had been suppressed in the diptychs
of Constantinople. He also asked if there had been any canon
ical decision authorizing the rupture with Rome. The prelates
declared that there had been no such document, but since im
portant differences existed in the customs of the two Churches
they felt it necessary that these should be removed before the
name of the Pope could be inscribed in the diptychs.
It was then that the Patriarch Nicholas III ( 10 8 4 -1111 ) asked
the Pope to send, as a beginning, his profession of faith to
Constantinople, since that had happened each time a new
Pope had addressed to Constantinople his letter of enthrone
ment. If this profession of faith was satisfactory his name
would then be inscribed in the diptychs. In that case, a Synod
would meet at Constantinople eighteen months later where, in
the presence of the Pope and his envoys, they would discuss
the differences which existed between the two Churches.
It seems fairly clear that the Pope was quite ready to go to
13 8
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Constantinople and that the Norman Prince Roger Guiscard
encouraged him in this intention.30 Unfortunately, we do not
have sufficient information to be able to decide if the Pope
really sent the letter which the Patriarch asked for and if his
name was inscribed in the diptychs.
T w o documents of the same period show us the difficulties
which barred the road to a renewal of more cordial contact.
One is a letter of Basil, the Metropolitan of Reggio in Calabria.
He had had to leave his see, being expelled b y the Normans
when he refused, after the conquest, to submit himself to the
jurisdiction of the Pope. Before the convocation of the Synod
by the Patriarch, Basil had been sent to the Pope and he met
Urban II at the Synod of Melfi where he had a rather painful
interview with him. His letter, full of bitterness, was ad
dressed to Nicholas III at the end of 1089 and it is full of ac
cusations against the Pope, the Normans, and the Latins in
general.31 This letter reveals to us the sentiments of the Greeks
whom the Normans had forced out of Calabria and who saw
their sees occupied by Latin prelates. Once again the Pope laid
claim to rights over that part of Italy that had been Byzantine,
which had been taken from him b y the Iconoclast Emperor
Leo III in 732~733.82 The Byzantines, quite naturally, found
this as a source of irritation.
The other document is a letter sent b y Nicholas III to
Symeon II, Patriarch of Jerusalem.33 This letter informs us
that Pope Urban II had addressed the other patriarchs in mak
ing the same request as he had made to the Emperor. Symeon
communicated this demand of the Pope to his colleague of
Constantinople, Nicholas III. The reply of the latter shows
us that he was very much preoccupied with the “ errors” of
the Latins, especially that of unleavened bread and the Filioque.
He quotes the usual arguments against these “ errors,” and he
also discusses the citations from Scripture by which the Pope
endeavored to prove his right to Primacy in the Church. But,
he did allow to the Pope a certain primacy.
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There was a time when the Pope was the first among us, since he
shared the same sentiments as we do. Now that he holds such dif
ferent views, how can we call him the first? If he will show us the
identity of his faith with ours, he will then receive the Primacy
. . . but, if he will not do that, he will never receive what he asks
of us.
This letter was sent before the Synod of 1089. Subsequently,
the Patriarch softened his view but the tone and content of
this letter shows how strong was the memory of 1054 in
Byzantium. In spite of this, the negotiations seemed to have
continued, and the agreement between Rome and Byzantium
always appeared as still a possibility.
#

#

#

It was once again an Archbishop of Ochrida, Theophylactus,
who was invited to give his views on the “ errors” of the Latins.
This he did in a short treatise34 and his judgment surprises us
by its moderation and its obviously charitable intentions. He
declares that the differences of rite and religious customs are
not so important and they should not be allowed to lead to a
schism. T h ey should be considered with the eyes of Christian
charity. He could also find excuses for the Filioque. He said
that this formula had arisen because the Latin language did not
possess a sufficiently accurate theological terminology, and he
would allow the use of unleavened bread among the Latins,
since the Scripture did not say precisely which bread was used
during the paschal supper. As a result, he concluded, each
Church should preserve its own customs and not reproach the
other with having different usages from its own.
W hat is of real importance here, is the basic agreement in
the matter of the true faith. If errors are found among the
Westerners:
in the addition to the Creed of what concerns the Holy Spirit—this
. . . an error affecting the doctrines of the Fathers as is the case
14 0
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is the greatest source of danger—those who would refuse to reject
and to correct this error would surely be unworthy of pardon even
if they spoke from the height of the throne which they professed
to be the highest of all and even if they should put forth the con
fession of Peter and the blessing which he received from Christ for
it, even if they should shake before our eyes the Keys of the King
dom. For in proportion that they pretend to honor Peter by these
keys, they dishonor him if they destroy what he established, if they
root up the foundations of the Church which he is supposed to
support.
W e have cited this passage because it contains all that Theophylactus said on the Roman Primacy in his treatise. The
words bear an ironical overtone, to be sure, but they show
that Theophylactus accepted the Petrine thesis b y which the
Pope defended their Primacy, and this is an important fact.
The whole treatise surprises us by the desire we find in it of a
completely friendly relationship between the two Churches.
For Theophylactus, the Primacy was not nearly as serious an
obstacle to union as the Filioque.
Theophylactus also speaks of St. Peter in his commentary
on the gospels. In commenting on Matt. 1 6.18,35 he stresses the
fact that it is on Peter that Christ founded His Church. The
confession of Peter is the foundation on which all believers
should depend. “ Since that has been affirmed to us in the con
fession of Christ, how can the gates of Hell, that is, sin, ever
hold us in subjugation?” The Keys of the Kingdom were
granted to Peter alone, but all bishops have the same power of
loosing and of binding sin.
He is even more eloquent when he comments on the passage
of Luke 22.32-33.36
“When you yourself have been strengthened, confirm your
brethren.” This obviously means: Since I have made you the chief
of the Apostles, when you have wept and repented of having de
nied me, confirm your brethren. This is the way you must act, you
who are, after me, the rock and the foundation of the Church. We
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must believe that this command, that they be strengthened by
Peter, holds not only for the Apostles at the time of Our Lord,
but for all the faithful unto the consummation of the world. For it
is you, Peter, . . . who were an Apostle and you denied Him, but
you are the one who, by your repentance, obtained the Primacy in
the whole world.
In his commentary on John 21.15,37 Theophylactus wrote
“ For the Lord entrusted the supervision over the whole flock
to Peter alone and not to anyone else.” A bit later on, he says
“ He has granted to Peter the supervision over all the faithful.
If James obtained the throne of Jerusalem, Peter has obtained
that of the whole world.” Theophylactus did not here attempt
to establish a direct link between Peter and his successors,
but what he says of Peter is significant. He understood very

#

#

*

It is in this atmosphere of calm that preparations were made
for that great enterprise of Western Christendom, the First
Crusade. The Emperor Alexis I had halted the advance of the
Turks in Asia Minor but since the Empire had lost a large
part of that province and since it was from there that he
recruited the largest proportion of his army, he turned to the
West to seek additional troops. It seems that he had been
engaged in conversation with the Pope on this matter since
Anna Comnena writes in the Alexiade38 that the Emperor in
1091 was awaiting a detachment of soldiers coming from Rome.
In 1095 the imperial envoys petitioned the Synod which the
Pope had convoked at Plaisance that the Christians of the
West should come to the aid of their Oriental brethren to
combat the infidel who was occupying the holy places so dear
to all of Christendom.
It seems that it was this address and the conversations with
the Emperor which suggested to the Pope the idea of inviting
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the faithful who were gathered at Clermont, some months
later, to liberate the holy places from the hands of the infidel.
The result was surprising, and the French nobility responded
with enthusiasm to the exhortation of the Pope. But in the
mind of the Pope, this First Crusade was launched not merely
with the idea of assisting the Greeks in their struggle against
the Turks and of liberating Jerusalem, but it was intimately
linked, for him, with the idea of union of the two Churches.
It is probable that he had come to an agreement with the
Emperor and that they both hoped that the collaboration of
Christendom, East and West, and the blood that would be
spilled in common on the field of battle would seal for all time
the union of the two Churches.39 A t the beginning, it looked
as if these hopes would be realized. A fter the conquest of
Antioch, the Crusaders reinstalled the Greek patriarch in that
city. The relations between the legate of the Pope, Ademar of
Puy, and the Patriarch Symeon II of Jerusalem before the con
quest of the H oly City were most cordial. The Pope himself, at
the Synod of Bari in 1098,40 discussed with the Greeks of Italy
and of Byzantium the question of union and he decided to con
voke another Synod in Rome in the following year to continue
these conversations.
Unfortunately the Pope died in the same year before he had
the chance to name another legate to replace Ademar who died
in 1098, and the selfish policy pursued by Bohemond, one of
the chief Crusaders, spoiled everything. Although the Emperor
had been promised that all the cities which belonged to the
Empire would be returned to it, Bohemond decided to keep
Antioch for himself and for his family.
The Emperor thought so highly of the possession of this
important strategic center that he was prepared to go to every
length to recover the city, if need be, by force. Thus it is at
Antioch that we can see the first signs of schism, when in 1100
a Latin patriarch was installed there. Beginning with that year,
the Greek patriarchs of Antioch continued, in exile, to reside
in Constantinople and other cities.
H3

Byzantium and the Roman Primacy
Besides, the contact between the undisciplined army of the
Crusaders and the local population had disastrous results for
any agreement between the two Churches. The 'differences
which had grown up between the two civilizations were now
made clear to the general public. The depredations suffered by
the population as the Crusaders passed through their towns
made suspicion with regard to Latins universal throughout the
Empire. The Greeks considered the Latins to be barbarians and
savages; on their side, the Latins held the Greeks responsible
for the disasters suffered by their army, even though most of
these were due to their own fault, since they paid no attention
to the advice which the Greeks had given them.41 However, in
spite of all it was still possible to discuss in a peaceful manner
the differences that existed between the two Churches and the
question of the Roman Primacy even at Constantinople. The
debate which Bishop Anselm of Havelberg42 was able to have
in the capital in 1136 is most interesting from this point of
view.43 Naturally, Anselm was totally imbued with the ideas
of the reformers as to the Roman Primacy. He based this pri
macy on the words addressed to St. Peter (Matt. 16.18-19) and
on the fact that Peter had preached and died in Rome with St.
Paul. Making use of the Petrine argument of St. Leo the Great,
he admitted only three principal sees in the primitive Church,
those of Rome, Alexandria, and Antioch, because each of
them had been founded by Peter and by his disciple, Mark.
The Church of Peter had always remained true to the Faith
and according to the words of Our Lord (Luke 22.32), that
Church had the mission of confirming the faith of all the other
churches. The Church of Constantinople, on the contrary, was
nothing but the seed bed for all the heresies which had defiled
the Eastern churches. It was for this reason that all the churches
should venerate the Roman Church and follow whatever she
proposed.
The reply of his opponent Nicetas, Bishop of Nicomedia,
was very dignified. Here is what he says with regard to the
Roman prim acy:44
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I neither deny nor do I reject the Primacy of the Roman Church
whose dignity you have extolled. As a matter of fact, we read in
our ancient histories that there were three patriarchal sees closely
linked in brotherhood, Rome, Alexandria, and Antioch, among
which Rome, the highest see in the empire, received the primacy.
For this reason Rome has been called the first see and it is to her
that appeal must be made in doubtful ecclesiastical cases, and it is
to her judgment that all matters that cannot be settled according to
the normal rules must be submitted.
But the Bishop of Rome himself ought not to be called the Prince
of the Priesthood, nor the Supreme Priest, nor anything of that
kind, but only the Bishop of the first see. Thus it was that Boniface
III, who was Roman by nationality, and the son of John, the Bishop
of Rome, obtained from the Emperor Phocas confirmation of the
fact that the apostolic see of Blessed Peter was the head of all the
other Churches, since at that time, the Church of Constantinople
was saying that it was the first see because of the transfer of the
Empire.
In order to make sure that all the sees profess the same faith,
Rome sent delegates to each of them [Perhaps Nicetas was think
ing of the delegations who carried letters of enthronement and the
profession of faith joined to them], telling them that they should
be diligent in the preservation of the true Faith. When Constan
tinople was granted the second place in the hierarchy because of
the transfer of the capital, this custom of the delegations was like
wise extended to that see.
We find that, my dear brother, written in the ancient historical
documents. But the Roman Church to which we do not deny the
Primacy among her sisters, and whom we recognize as holding the
highest place in any general council, the first place of honor, that
Church has separated herself from the rest by her pretensions. She
has appropriated to herself the monarchy which is not contained
in her office and which has divided the bishops and the churches
of the East and the West since the partition of the Empire. When,
as a result of these circumstances, she gathers a council of the
Western bishops without making us (in the East) a part of it, it
is fitting that her bishops should accept its decrees and observe
them with the veneration that is due to them . . . but although we
are not in disagreement with the Roman Church in the matter of
145
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the Catholic faith, how can we be expected to accept these decisions
which were taken without our advice and of which we know
nothing, since we were not at that same time gathered in council?
If the Roman Pontiff, seated upon his sublime throne of glory,
wishes to fulminate against us and to launch his orders from the
height of his sublime dignity, if he wishes to sit in judgment on our
Churches with a total disregard of our advice and solely according
to his own will, as he seems to wish, what brotherhood and what
fatherhood can we see in such a course of action? Who could ever
accept such a situation? In such circumstances we could not be
called nor would we really be any longer sons of the Church but
truly its slaves.
If the authority of the Pope was such as described b y Anselm
what good could be served by Scripture, b y studies and by
Greek wisdom? If that is the w ay things are, the Pope is the
only bishop and the only master.
But if he wishes to have collaborators in the vineyard of the Lord,
let him dwell in humility in his own primatial see and let him not
despise his brothers! The truth of Christ has caused us to be born
in the bosom of the Church, not for slavery but for freedom.
In confirmation of these words, Nicetas quoted John 20.23
and Matt. 16.19, the words by which Our Lord had granted
the power to forgive sins, of binding and of loosing, to all the
Apostles without exception. Anselm, while admitting this fact,
quite rightly made the point that the Lord had also spoken to
Peter alone and he stressed the predominant role which Peter
had played among the Apostles and in the primitive Church.
Nicetas brought his declaration to an end b y speaking of
the part played by the Oriental bishops and by the Popes in
the suppression of heresy:45
In the archives of Santa Sophia we possess the account of the great
deeds of the Roman Pontiffs and we possess the Acts of the coun
cils wherein are described all that you have said about the authority
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of the Roman Church. For this reason it would be a source of great
shame to us if we were to wish to deny what we have seen with our
own eyes and what was written by our Fathers. However, in all
truth, we must recognize the fact that neither the Roman Pontiff
nor his legates would have had any part in the condemnation of
heresies in the East, if the Orthodox bishops established in the East
had not welcomed, aided, and encouraged them. For it was they
who, full of zeal for the faith, condemned these heresies and pro
vided confirmation of the true Catholic faith, sometimes with the
Roman Church and sometimes without her.
These words of Nicetas illustrate very well the position taken
by the Byzantine Church. From them we see that the Orientals
continued to prefer the principle of accommodation to the
principle of apostolicity. T h ey rather looked for reasons for
the Roman Primacy in the decisions of the councils and of the
Emperors. Nicetas, however, did not deny the Scriptural argu
ment (Matt. 16.18-19), used by Anselm. In recalling the words
by which Our Lord had granted to the Apostles a similiar
power to that which He had given to Peter, he raised a prob
lem which even today has not been resolved in definitive fash
ion by the Roman Church, that of the relation between the full
power accorded to the successors of Peter and the powers
granted to the bishops.
Drawing his inspiration from the ideology of the reformers,
Anselm went even further in demanding not only the recogni
tion of the Primacy of the Roman Church—in principle this
had not been denied, as we have seen—but also the accept
ance of all the liturgical practices that were proper to the
West, especially the abandonment of the use of leavened bread
in the celebration of the Mass. W e can easily understand how
strenuously the Orientals would defend their own usages and
their autonomy in this matter. It is regrettable that, on both
sides, they forgot the recommendations made by the Council
of 879-880, that each Church should preserve its own proper
customs and that there was no place for any quarrel with re
gard to such minor differences. Even so, it is quite surprising
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to observe that given these circumstances, during the first half
of the twelfth century, the Byzantines still recognized the prin
ciple of the Roman Primacy in the Church in spite of all that
had happened in 1054 and after.
W e can also quote the declaration of the most famous of
the Byzantine canonists, Zonaras,46 who composed his canon
ical work in the first half of the twelfth century. In his ex
planation of Canon X X V III of Chalcedon, he shows with con
siderable emphasis the words attributing to Constantinople the
same advantages as to ancient Rome should not be extended so
far as to imply the transfer of the Primacy from Rome to Con
stantinople. The preposition after means a relationship of dig
nity and does not imply succession in time. T o prove that his in
terpretation is correct he quotes a passage from the profession
of faith of the Patriarch Nicephorus47 where he spoke of the
condemnation of the Iconoclasts:
That the Iconoclasts have been rejected by the Catholic Church,
we know from the wise testimony and from the confirmation in the
letters which were, a short time ago, sent by the most holy and
blessed archbishop of ancient Rome, that is to say, the first Apostolic
See.
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THE CATASTROPHE OF 1204

T he E mperors made substantial efforts to maintain good re
lations with the papacy, and the popes, urged on by H enry V
and Frederick Barbarossa, were not unfavorable to overtures
coming from Byzantium. The Emperors Alexis, John II and
M anuel1 even proposed the idea of a Roman Empire and
showed themselves ready to accept union, on condition that
the Popes would recognize the Byzantine emperor as the only
true Emperor. Manuel Comnenus ( 114 3 - 118 1) was particularly
inclined to make an alliance with the papacy since he him
self was quite favorable to Latins.2
A ll of these projects met shipwreck on the rock of the new
politico-religious conception of the papacy. Full of the G re
gorian idea of the superiority of the spiritual over the temporal
power, the Popes were particularly solicitous to maintain their
domination over the Empire, both East and West, and over
the Latin principalities in the East. T h ey could not accept the
supremacy of an Eastern Emperor, for the Christian Hellenism
which the Byzantines professed had long since been dead in
the West. Besides, the attempts made by the Byzantine Em
perors encountered an increasingly strong opposition from their
own clergy and from the population who, out of the experience
acquired b y their contact with the Crusaders, had learned to
hate all Latins. T h ey had no understanding of the new con-
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ceptions of the papacy and they rejected the papal idea of
universal domination.
The result of this development was, in 1182, the massacre
by the Greek populace of all Latins residing in Constanti
nople.3 This terrible tragedy provoked an anti-Greek reaction
in the West. The idea that had already been suggested by
Bohemond became general, that the only w ay the Crusades
could be successful would be the conquest of Constantinople
and the replacement of the Greek Emperor b y a Latin Em
peror, and this came to pass in 1204 during the Fourth Cru
sade. The scenes of horror that unfolded in the city after the
victorious entry of the Latins have never been forgotten by
the Byzantines. This tragic evolution was crowned by the in
stallation of the Latin Patriarch in Constantinople and the
schism reached its summit.
#

#

#

It was only after the conquest of Constantinople b y the
Latins that the Byzantines fully understood the development
that had taken place in the idea of the Roman Primacy. The
simple nomination of a patriarch b y the Pope, the designation
of bishops without any consultation of Synods and without
confirmation b y the Emperor were for them experiences they
never dreamed of. If they were aware that that was the w ay
things were done in the West, they surely never thought that
such a thing could happen in their Church.
There is a short anonymous treatise that reveals best the
despair that the Greeks felt after the conquest.4 This treatise
is entitled “ W h y the Latins have Triumphed over us.” The
author deplores the spoliation of churches by the Crusaders,
and the replacement of Greek priests b y Latin priests; he pro
tests in especially vehement fashion against the designation of
the Venetian, Thomas Morosini, as Patriarch of Constantinople.
In his lamentations we perceive an overtone of hatred against
the Latins. The author of this treatise also went much further
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than all the other Greek controversialists in what concerns
the Primacy of the Pope. He not only purely and simply
denied it, but he also denied the Primacy which Peter was
thought to have enjoyed in the circle of the Apostles.
The catastrophe of the taking of Constantinople by the
Latins not only had serious consequences for the religious and
political life of the Byzantines, but it also profoundly in
fluenced all Greek theological speculation concerning the
Primacy. Obviously, the general atmosphere would be nega
tive on this point. In their discussions with the Latins and in
their controversial writings, the Greek theologians rejected the
Latin conception of the Primacy such as it had been suddenly
revealed before their eyes. However, in spite of the hostility
which they cherished against anything of Latin origin, they
did not dare to go as far as the author of the anonymous treatise
mentioned above. There were certain facts which they felt
obliged to respect. First of all, they preserved a veneration for
St. Peter,5 whom they continued, in general fashion, to call the
leader of the Apostles and whose Primacy they admitted. Next,
they recognized the decisions of the councils concerning the
situation of the patriarchs, the decisions of the Council of
Nicaea, those of the First Council of Constantinople and,
naturally, those of the Council of Chalcedon. Finally, they
accepted the decisions of the Emperors, especially those of
Justinian who, on many occasions had confirmed the first place
occupied b y the Bishop of Rome in the hierarchy. Also, the
quotations from the Gospels which the Latins produced to
prove the Primacy of the successor of Peter, and which had so
strongly impressed certain Greek theologians of the past, were
not without their power to create an embarrassment which the
Greeks would have loved to have been able to surmount.
*

#

*

W ith the exception of the anonymous author, practically
all of the Greek controversialists of the twelfth and thirteenth
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centuries continued to grant Peter the honorific title of leader.
However, the Patriarch John Camateros (1198-1206) in his
letter to Pope Innocent III recalled that Paul was also called “ a
vessel of election” (Acts 9.15), and that James presided over
the council of Jerusalem.6 The real foundation of the Church is
the Apostles and the Prophets (Eph. 2.20), and it should be
remembered that the real cornerstone of the Church is Christ
Himself. This priority of Christ over Peter is emphasized even
more strongly by an unknown patriarch of Constantinople in
his letter to the patriarch of Jerusalem. He declares simply that
the Head of the Church is Christ and he refused to say that
that title belonged to the Pope, as the Latins insisted.7
T o weaken the conclusions which the Latins drew from the
fact that the Pope was the successor of Peter, the Greek
theologians renewed the thesis according to which the Apostles
were the teachers of the whole Church and could not be con
sidered as the bishops of an individual city.8 Thus, the first
Bishop of Rome was not Peter, but Linus who had been or
dained b y Peter.
Nicholas Mesarites made use of this argument even more ex
plicitly in the dispute which took place in August 1206 in the
presence of the Patriarch Thomas Morosini.9 In his view, the
connection of Peter with Rome was nothing more than a
Jewish practice. The words of Matt. 16.18 must be interpreted
as referring not only to the Roman Church, but to the universal
Church.
A similar argument was made use of by his brother John,
in the course of a debate held on September 29 in the same
year, in the presence of Cardinal Benedict.10 John asserted that
the Apostles had fulfilled their ecumenical mission and that
they had ordained sixty-six disciples as bishops of different
cities.
The Patriarch Germanus II (1222-1240), in one of his letters
to the Cypriotes,11 declared that the only Primacy was that
of Christ and he said that the Roman attitude destroyed the
ecclesiastical Pentarchy. Mesarites’ argument was taken up by
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the anonymous author of a treatise entitled “ Against Those
who Say that Rome is the First See,” which was falsely at
tributed to Photius.12
In making capital of the idea that the Apostles were the
universal teachers and could not be considered as the bishops
of the different cities, the Greek controversialists lost the habit
of making use, to the profit of Constantinople, of the tradition
by which that see had been founded by Andrew, the first to
have been called by Christ and the one who introduced Peter
to the Lord. In fact the only writers who tried to make use
of this argument were Mesarites and the anonymous pam
phleteer against the Primacy who followed his lead.
This argument, of course, only had validity when it was used
in conjunction with the Petrine argument. It provided an
answer for the Greeks against the Latins who, at one time, had
made use of the Petrine argument as their most powerful
weapon against the pretensions of Constantinople. If the Latins
based the Primacy of Rome on the fact that Peter had lived
there, Antioch had still greater right to claim Primacy since
Peter had preached there before he ever came to Rome. In fact,
Jerusalem could claim the Primacy and that with even greater
right because Our Lord himself had preached and died there.
In the light of such argumentation it is easy to see that the
Greeks did not attach any great importance to the fact that a
bishopric had been founded b y an Apostle.13
#

^

#

However, despite the bitterness against Rome which the
Greeks harbored after 1204, they were not able to ignore the
tradition of the accommodation of the ecclesiastical organiza
tion to the political division of the Empire. This had been
sanctioned by three councils and by the decrees of Justinian
and it had always granted to Rome the first place in the ec
clesiastical hierarchy. The Greeks continued to make use of
this tradition to deny the divine character of the Roman
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Primacy. N ot that the Primacy was a bad thing, but it had
only been accorded to Rome because of the importance it held
in the Empire as the capital. The Patriarch Michael of
Anchialos ( 117 0 -117 7 ), in reply to the Emperor Manuel at the
Synod where the possibility of union was being discussed,14
even admitted the validity of the Donation of Constantine as
the first imperial document granting the Primacy to Rome.
This Primacy, he said, remained valid and was recognized as
long as the Pope professed the true faith. He lost his Primacy
when he adopted the heresy of the Filioque.
In this view Michael was followed by his contemporary,
Andronicus Camateros.15 The unknown patriarch who wrote
a letter to the Patriarch of Jerusalem was also expressing the
same view when he said that the Pope was at one time the first
because then he professed the same faith. “ Once this identity
of faith is established, then he will regain his primacy.” 16 It
seems that Michael of Anchialos wished to transfer the Primacy
to the see of Constantinople, the second in rank of the patri
archal sees, since the first see, Rome, had become heretical.
This is also the view of the rhetorician Manuel, in his reply to
a Dominican Friar.17
John Mesarites went even further still.18 He admitted that the
Pope could act as supreme judge if someone who had been
condemned by a patriarch or by a Synod made appeal to him.
Obviously the Pope could not use this privilege if he did not
profess the true faith. Therefore the privilege is not of divine
institution but has its foundation only in Canon Law. The
brother of John Mesarites, Nicholas, defended a similar
opinion in a dispute which took place in 1214 .19 A ll of these
statements are important, for in them we find an echo of the
declarations of the Synod of 861.
#

*

*

The interpretation of the words of Our Lord (Matt. 16.18),
given by certain theologians of this era, had very important
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consequences for the development of ecclesiology among the
Orthodox after 1204. Here is how the unknown patriarch in
his letter to Jerusalem explained them:20
Christ is the [Sole] Shepherd and the Master but He confided the
pastoral ministry to Peter . . . however, we see today that all the
bishops possess this same function. As a consequence, if Christ has
granted to Peter the Primacy in giving him the pastoral charge, this
Primacy should, in the same fashion, be accorded to others, since
they are also shepherds; and so, they are all first.
Mesarites declared that the promise given to Peter (Matt.,
16.18) must be explained in a Catholic sense, “in relating it to
all those who have believed and who believe . . . The whole
Church has its foundation on the rock, that is to say on the
doctrine of Peter, in conformity with this promise.” 21 The
anti-Latin controversialists of the thirteenth century did not
develop any doctrinal theory with regard to the Roman
Primacy and the Church. Still, their deductions, often im
provised under the pressure of events, have remained a solid
base for Greek theological speculation in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries. This period produced very many sound
theologians and their doctrine on the Primacy is presented in
more systematic fashion.
T h ey all make a very sharp distinction between the function
of an Apostle and that of a bishop, repeating as their predeces
sors had done, that the Apostles were the universal teachers.
It is for this reason that Barlaam, before his return to the
Roman Church, declared that Peter could not have passed on
to Clement his character as leader of the Apostles but only the
episcopate. And so, from that time on, the Bishop of Rome
could not be considered as the leader of the other bishops.22
Barlaam granted the Pope a certain primacy, but only that
which was granted by the Emperors, by Constantine—and
here we must see an allusion to the Donation of Constantine—
and b y Justinian and the councils. Every bishop who professed
the faith of Peter is a successor of the Apostles.23 Nilus Caba16 0
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silas reiterates the statements of Barlaam as to the character
of the Bishop of Rome,24 but he departs from him in adopting
the interpretation of Matt. 16.18, which was given by the con
troversialists. “ Christ has founded His Church on the profes
sion of Peter and on all those who have been the guardians of
this profession.” These guardians are the bishops who thus
all become successors of St. Peter.25 The result of this inter
pretation is clear: The universal Church is represented by the
bishops who, because they are all the successors of Peter and
profess his faith, are equal.
#

#

#

Although Symeon of Thessalonica interpreted the succession
of Peter as a succession in the true faith, he is the most explicit
of all the theologians of the fifteenth century. This is what he
says on the Prim acy:26
When the Latins say that the Bishop of Rome is first, there is no
need to contradict them, since this can do no harm to the Church.
If they will only show us that he has continued in the faith of
Peter and his successors and that he possesses all that came from
Peter, then he will be the first, the chief and head of all, the
Supreme Pontiff. All these qualities have been attributed to the
patriarchs of Rome in the past. His throne is apostolic and the
Pontiff who sits there is called the successor of Peter as long as he
professes the true faith. There is no right-thinking person who
would dare to deny this.
A fter recalling what the council said on the place of the Bishop
of Rome, he goes on to quote what he had declared to the
Latins in a discussion on the Primacy:
We are in communion in Christ and we have no reason to separate
ourselves from the Popes and Patriarchs such as Peter, Linus,
Clement, Stephen, Hippolytus, Sylvester, Innocent, Leo, Agapitus,
Martin, and Agatho. This is clear since we celebrate their memory
16 1
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by calling them Doctors and Fathers. . . . If another should arise
who would be like to them by the faith that he possesses, by his
life, and by the traditions of orthodoxy, he will be our common
father. We will accept him as Peter and the bonds of union will
continue for a long time and to the end of the world.
Unfortunately, he adds, the present Pope does not profess the
faith of Peter since he has added the Filioque to the Creed and
for that reason he has lost the Primacy .27 In these words of
Symeon we hear an undertone that is almost nostalgic, a long
ing for the times when the Popes were the defenders of the
faith, recognized as primates and venerated as the successors of
Peter. The same sentiments seem to animate an unknown
author whose treatise I found in the Vatican library .28 It is
listed as a treatise on the councils but it really is a letter written
to the Pope by a Byzantine. The author stresses the fact that
the bishops of ancient Rome have participated in the seven
general councils which defined the faith of all Christians:
These seven holy and ecumenical councils were accepted by the
bishops who were the successors of Peter, he who is the leader of
the saints and of the famous apostles and they agreed to them in
unanimous fashion, some of them even being present at them in
person [sic!]. They associated themselves with what was done at
those councils and they gave their assent to what was said there,
and some of them sent men who were very close to them and who
shared their opinions, to work with the Fathers of the council and
they confirmed all that had been decided in a definite and clear
fashion from the height of your divine and apostolic chair.
The author then enumerates all the Popes under whose reign
the councils had taken place and then he regrets that someone
has sown so many evil seeds in Rome. After which, he enu
merates the “ abuses.” It is regrettable that the manuscript is
incomplete; the letter probably dates in the fourteenth century.
From these controversial writings it is possible to see that
the Primacy was one of the first preoccupations of the Byzan16 2
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tines even after the schism had been consummated as a result
of unhappy military and political events.29 The Greek con
troversialists found it necessary to take a strongly defensive
and negative attitude with regard to the Latins and their pre
tensions, and this prevented them from developing their own
ecclesiological system or of sharpening their theory so as
to oppose it to the Latin system. Nevertheless, it is possible to
recover from their speculations a certain number of common
traits. For example, save for one or two exceptions, they did
not dare to deny the Primacy of Peter but they considered all
the bishops to be successors of Peter. The Church was founded
on the rock of his profession and only those who had pre
served his faith could be regarded as his successors. God had
given His Grace to the whole Church, to every Church which
had a bishop who taught the faith of Peter and hence, pos
sessed the plenitude of the sacraments. The Primacy, which
Rome enjoyed as long as the Popes held to the faith of Peter,
had been granted to its bishop b y the councils and the Em
perors.
In many of these statements one could very probably find
similarities to what Cyprian, Irenaeus and even Origen and
Pseudo-Dionysius30 had thought of the life of the Church, but
the Greek controversialists were not aware of them because
they did not look for arguments in those early works. Their
hostility to the pretensions of the Latin clergy and the bitter
ness which they felt against the destroyers of their Empire was
what urged them to seek for another solution to the problem
that obsessed them: how can we reconcile the idea of the
Primacy with the idea of the Church of Christ?
#

#

#

The picture that we have here attempted to trace of the
problem of the Roman Primacy in Byzantium is far from com
plete. W e have done no more than examine the most important
and most characteristic witnesses. However, it seems clear that
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this idea of the Primacy underwent a profound change in
Byzantium beginning with the eleventh century. Without
doubt, the period between the fourth and the tenth century is
of the greatest interest to us since the Primacy of Rome was
then accepted as a natural thing because Rome was the capital
of the Empire and its ideological base. Further, Rome was the
“ home of the apostles,” of Peter and of Paul who had lived
there. The Council of Nicaea had no need to define or to
confirm this Primacy since it had been recognized well before
Constantine as a fact which it was neither necessary to discuss
nor to prove.
However, since the principal of accommodation to the politi
cal division of the Empire had been accepted as the basis for
the organization of the Church, the Byzantines were en
couraged to try to derive this primacy from the decisions of
the councils of Nicaea, Constantinople and Chalcedon, and
from the decrees of Justinian I, Phocas and Justinian II.
Since there were a great number of sees in the East that
had been founded by an Apostle, the apostolic origin of the
see was not appreciated at its full value; for this reason it was
not too easy for the papacy to bring the Byzantines to accept
the divine origin of the Primacy by basing it on the words of
Our Lord (Matt. 16.18-19).
The whole crisis that was provoked b y the vote on Canon
X X V III of the Council of Chalcedon (which confirmed the
position of second place after Rome for Constantinople and
placed under its jurisdiction three civil dioceses of the em
pire), and by the attitude of St. Leo the Great, should both be
attributed to the fact that the Fathers of the Council had failed
to make mention in Canon X X V III of the apostolic and Petrine
character of the see of Rome, even though this character was
admitted by them both during and after the council. The effort
made by the Popes to substitute the principle of apostolicity
for the principle of accommodation had a certain effect in the
seventh century when Byzantium began to attribute an apostolic
character to the see of Constantinople because it had succeeded
16 4
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Ephesus—which had been founded by St. John—in the admin
istration of the diocese of Asia. The legend claiming the apostle
Andrew as the founder of the see of Byzantium which began
to circulate in the eighth century also developed under the
influence of the “ apostolic” propaganda from Rome.
The Byzantines had been able to appreciate the firm and
orthodox attitude of the Apostolic See of Rome and the aid
which it always brought to the supporters of orthodoxy during
the numerous doctrinal crises that arose as a result of the in
tervention of the Emperors in the domain reserved to the
Sacerdotium. But their fear of compromising the autonomy of
their churches prevented the Orientals from accepting the
claims that were made by certain Popes, especially Gelasius,
Symmachus and Nicholas I, the claim to direct and immediate
jurisdiction over the whole Church, including the East.
A compromise had to be reached. In the ninth century this
compromise was found by the Patriarch Photius who, by a sort
of irony, has always been considered as a bitter enemy of the
Primacy. The right of appeal to the Pope, a right which re
sulted from his Primacy, was put into practice b y Byzantium
and was fully recognized, for the first time, at the Synod of
861. The Roman tradition which claimed St. Peter alone, with
out any mention of Paul, as the founder of the see of Rome was
finally accepted in Byzantium, and the words of Our Lord
by which He had conferred on Peter the Primacy remained in
the Greek edition of the papal letters which were sent to the
Synod of 879-880. Photius defended the autonomy of his
Church but, with his flock, he accepted the Primacy of the
Apostolic See of Rome.
That provided a solid base for a further development of the
principle of the Roman Primacy in Byzantium. But the prestige
that Rome had gained in the ninth century was destined to de
cline in the course of the following century which was marked
by the decadence of the papacy .31 The influence which the
German kings, after the restoration of the Roman Empire in
the West, exercised over the election of Popes also contributed
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to lower the prestige of the papacy in the eyes of the Byzan
tines.
A ll these events speeded up the separation which grew be
tween the Roman and the Byzantine Church. When communi
cation between Rome and Byzantium was substantially in
terrupted, the Orientals were not aware of the profound
changes that were taking place in the W est under the in
fluence of the reform movement which had begun in Lorraine
and in Burgundy. The conception of the Roman Primacy
which had been accepted in Byzantium, although never defined
in clear and sharp fashion, was not enough for the reformers.
In their zeal to raise the prestige of the papacy they went
much further than Gelasius and Symmachus or Nicholas. T hey
claimed for the Pope not only direct and immediate jurisdic
tion over all the bishops and over the faithful, but also, in their
ignorance of the liturgical and ecclesiastical differences which
existed in the churches in the East, complete conformity to
Roman usages in the East and in the West.
The regrettable conflict which arose in 1054 was the result
of this divergent evolution of the ecclesiastical ideology in the
two worlds. However, even though this unhappy incident in
creased the suspicion between the two Churches, we cannot
say that it was at this moment that the schism really took place.
The Byzantines did not always realize that when the West
affirmed the superiority of the spiritual over the temporal
power they were thereby definitively abandoning the political
system of Christian Hellenism which the Orientals professed.
Hope was still cherished that the Crusades would cement the
union for all time and they were content to discuss the dif
ferences between the two Churches in an academic fashion and
without any positive results. The declarations of Theophylactus
of Ochrida and of Nicetas of Nicomedia show us very clearly
that, basically, Byzantium accepted the idea of the Roman
Primacy in the framework of compromise which had been
arrived at in the ninth century. It is unfortunate that the
Crusades had a result that was far from what was anticipated.
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The Crusaders made all Latins very unpopular among the
masses of the Greek population b y their w ay of behavior. The
taking of Constantinople b y the Latins and the destruction of
the Byzantine Empire put an end to all possibility of agreement.
It was at this moment, in 1204, that the schism reached its
completion. The Roman Primacy was thereafter denied and
rejected b y the Byzantines. However, despite the hostile at
titude of the Greek theologians we can see that the memory of
the past was still vivid in Byzantium. The Primacy of the
Pope was rejected under the pretext that he had become a
heretic in accepting the Filioque but Symeon of Thessalonica
was quite ready to grant him the Primacy if he would only
abandon his “ heresy.”
There is no doubt that the arguments of Greek theologians
after 1204 were heavily charged with prejudice brought about
by political developments. It would be altogether regrettable if
the writings of these theologians and controversialists were
utilized as a base on which modern Orthodox theologians
should build an “ Orthodox ecclesiology.” 32 It is equally re
grettable that Western theologians restricted themselves to
these writings in judging the theological thought of the
Byzantines. Neither of these attitudes is correct. N o agreement
can ever be reached on material that is out of date and stained
with the prejudices which have resulted from errors and from
unjust treatment in the past. If there is, on one side and on the
other, a sincere desire to work for a rapprochement and per
haps even for union, both, both must turn to the period of
the fourth to the eleventh centuries. It is there that we can
find a foundation for an agreement.
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BYZAN TIU M AND TH E ROMAN PR IM A C Y
By Francis Dvornik
“ It is to a discussion of this issue [of ecclesiastical p rim acy ]— w hich still divides C hristians
of east an d w est— th at one of the lead in g historians of B y zan tiu m , F ran cis D vornik,
devotes his book, B y z a n tiu m a n d th e R o m a n P r im a c y , . . . a sort of general conclusion to
his studies on the B y zantines’ view of R om e. It deals w ith historical facts covering the
period from apostolic tim es to 1204, w hen the in fam ous F ourth C ru sad e led to the sack of
C on stan tin ople by w estern C hristian s, thus truly fulfilling the sc h ism . . . .
F ath er D vornik reaches his conclusions by purely historical research and he repeatedly
scolds theologians for im posing preconceived id eas upon history and thus obscurin g the
facts. . . . his scoldings, as w ell as the results of his historical research, will lx* indispensable
to anyone takin g any p a rt in the current d ialogue betw een Rom e and O rth od oxy.”
T h e T im es L it e r a r y S u p p le m e n t

“ T h e greatest ob stacle to the reunion of the G reek O rthodox C hurch with the Rom an
C ath olic C hu rch h as been and rem ains the p rim acy of the Pope. All other differences pale
into insignificance beside this one and are soluble, accordin g to D r. F rancis Dvornik, pro
fessor of B y zantine history at H a rv a rd ’s D u m b arto n O aks and probab ly the leading
R om an C ath olic Byzantinist in the w orld. C ertain ly, if anyone knows the role that h istoiy
has play ed in the sep aration of the E astern and W estern C hurches, it is Father Dvornik,
w hose view s are highly respected in both O rthodox and C ath olic circles
F ath er D vornik is one of those few W esterners who have carefu lly studied E astern
C h ristian C hu rch history and the E astern m ind with ad m irab le results
B y z a n tiu m a n d th e R o m a n P r im a c y is an im portant book by an im portant scholar that
w ill be read w herever serious students of O rthodox C ath olic relations are foun d.''
T h e O rth od ox O b s e rv e r and
T h e Hussion O rth odox Jo u rn a l

“ Th is sch olarly, richly d ocu m en ted, lucid little volume“ describes the attitu d e of the Greek
church on the d octrine of the p ap al p rim acy, dow n to the thirteenth century
Ryzan
tium a n d th e R o m a n P r im a c y , resting on the profound learning of one of the foremost
C ath olic in terpreters of the Byzantine m in d , can only be greeted with the greatest en
thusiasm as a splen d id contribution to the desired goal of reu n ion .”
R e c o rd s of the A m erican C ath olic
H istorical Society of P hiladelphia
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