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Major Trends and Changes in World Christianity
Welcome 

Thanks to your desire and request to hold this meeting in the Queen’s of Cities, the crossroads  between West and East, where cultures and Religions are meeting in a history like Constantinople, now Istanbul, and we are delighted for receiving you all at the See of our Holy Church the Ecumenical Patriarchate, with much appreciation and Christian friendship and ecumenical spirit of fellowship.
The present Ecumenical landscape in a Space of 'togetherness'

Today after more than sixty five years after Amsterdam where the World Council of Church foundation, the ecumenical movement, without any doubt has been today considered as a privileged “place and space” of fellowship and of personal and wider  “togetherness” of Christian Churches, Confessional denominations, and all those of good will, and not only this. This was marked since its beginning with an ecclesial understanding, a common action, and of church unity, of worshipping together sharing together prayer, and a certain style of life which was developed throughout all of its history. 

“Togetherness” (synafeia, syniparksis=in Greek understanding) and fellowship became the essential part of all life of the ecumenical movement, bringing people from various Church “traditions” together in reflection, prayer, and in one communion of fellowship and love in Christ. 

In all these years also of ecumenical life one of the most burning concerns was and still continuous to be is “ecclesiology and dialogue with our partners”, which remain the crucial issue for Christian theology and discussions in ecumenical perspective. Due to the growing number of inter-church theological and inter-religious dialogues, a consequence of the ecumenical movement, this special topic in ecumenical/systematic theology becomes more and more the focus of interest in modern theological research. At the same time, it is evident that in ecclesiology the vast spectrum of theological study assumes a concrete shape and a specialized expression. As a response to the present challenges for intensifying inter-church relations, or for making theology and togetherness more ex​plicitly relevant and concrete in the modern world, listening and sharing are the most evident today and becoming the meeting point for any church-centred ecumenism and church​ centred theology and encounter.


There are voices that in the ecumenical movement there is a loss of eschatological vision which has the added effect blurring the boundaries of Church and world. Christians themselves have become often unsure about what makes their ethics distinctive. This distinctiveness affects the whole life of the ecumenical movement and the inner life of the World Council of Churches' participation for the search for the Church unity in particular. Since the Enlightenment advanced processes of secularization within the Church of Christ itself have opened the doors for the entrance of secular ethics, whether Kantian, Hegelian or Marxist. 
The deterioration of Christian worship and disciplines of prayers has deprived the Churches of necessary tools of discernment and creativity to build ethics from within the ecclesial body itself. Ordinary Christians very often adopt secular moralities without knowing the difference between these moralities and Christian style of life, ethos and ethics. 

We are still living in a Christian world divided and is in "schism", and there is little unity, and little agreement, among those who "believe in Jesus' name", who confess Christ Jesus as God and Savior, who put their trust in him and proclaim, by word and deed, their ultimate allegiance to Him as their Lord. There are, in fact, numerous Christian bodies which claim the name of the Church for themselves - and they are out of communion /koinonia with one another-, sometimes in open and bitter antagonism. Today, the unity of faith has fallen apart in many cases. The, unity of love has cooled. The body of Christians has been utterly disrupted. Only the hope of unity has not been fully lost, and perhaps this is the only token of unity still left in divided Christendom. 

The Orthodox participating in the ecumenical movement have always struggled by making an appeal and addressing an invitation to their ecumenical partners that: Christians have to begin to know the “truth”, the (ἀλήθεια τῆς Πίστεως) of the Good News, to believe and to love the Ecclesia, the Church of Christ, to embrace it even in difficult circumstances and painful moments of its history, to suffer, witness and confess it, to defend it even if martyrdom be the cost. 
Thus is the Christian way of worshipping, by communication directly and with open hearts to face the Lord and his Church. The analogical communion/koinonia is the real participation in the Kingdom of God, not yet fulfilled, but already present among us. 

We need to find new ways of theological encounter, and ecumenical in which the worship services in which the liturgical convergence can become clear to everyone, so that people are aware that it is the liturgy of the Church they using not a Methodist service or a Roman mass nor an Eucharistic liturgy of the Orthodox. As such awareness grows, will not this question arise: "If we have the same worship service, why are we separate?" Another factor was the rapid growth in an individualistic, consumer-oriented approach to the Church and the resulting audience-style worship. The convergence in being together sometimes does not have any uniformity as its goal, and this obvious if our divisions and separations. Nor is it meant to signal a massive retreat to the 3rd or 4th century. What the ecumenical movement says about unity and diversity applies equally to worship and to the fellowship.

In 1978, meeting in Bangalore, the Faith and Order Commission affirmed:  "Many say that true unity requires the gathering of all in each place into one Eucharistic community; there would be no room for a continuing life of the confessional traditions. Others say that unity ac-cording to Christ's will does not necessary require the disappearance but rather the transformation of   confessional identities to such degree that unity in full sacramental fellowship, common witness and service, together with some common structural institutional expression becomes possible. While the first view is rather connected with the concept of 'organic unity’, those proposing the concept 'unity in reconciled diversity’  hold the second. The two concepts are not seen as alternatives. They may be two different ways of reaching to the ecumenical necessities and possibilities of different situations and of different church traditions".
 

Today, in the ecumenical field the choice is not between style and ethos or institution and task, but rather between different aspects of the - one task-, which is to be in one communion of faith and in a Conciliar Fellowship. In the many critical situations we have faced in the ecumenical movement, the question has constantly been: to what extent must we give priority to the task of maintaining the fellowship between the Churches and to keep alive the main issue in priority which is the unity of the Church; and to what extent is the other responsibility bearing a clear witness against the injustice of the world? 

For its life in unity, the Church requires regular gatherings, consultations, common decisions and the testing of these decisions by a process of reception. The earliest example of such representative gathering may be found in the Synaxis of the Apostles in the Book of Acts (Cf. Acts 15). The Church was freed with the possibility of a serious spit. The issue at stake was of far reaching consequences and could easily have divided the Church for centuries. The response to the danger was quite spontaneous. The leaders had to meet and consider the issue in an assembly. Of course, this first assembly was of a rather unique nature. 

A question which comes up again and again on the ecumenical circles. Is there still an ethos and style within the life of World Council of Churches, which might a challenge for our ecumenical partners to reach us on the way to Emmaus. Or are we still in search of such a form of existing togetherness ? After a century of the ecumenical movement’s existence and more, and more than sixty five years of presence of World Council of Churches, it could be said that the ethos which has emerged from the Churches' participation in the fellowship of togetherness, is an ethos that seems sometimes to be somehow in “ambiguity”, and which needs to be clarified by the Churches only themselves. This unclearness presupposes that the Churches have to re-appropriate their tasks and goals towards the communion/koinonia in an Eucharistic fellowship of the same Body and Blood of Christ, where they at the same time still remain divided.

              The fact of the Orthodox Church or Churches’ participation in the Ecumenical Movement in general and in the World Council of Churches (WCC) in particular and not only, remains always a timely and challenging topic for discussions and deliberations, not only among the Orthodox Church leaders specialists, clergy and Professors of theology, who are directly involved in that matter, but also for those who are not familiar or involved directly to the concerns, and arena namely the Orthodox faithful and believers. 

               The variety of divergent opinions extend from a wholehearted support of a complete and active Orthodox participation in the process of searching for Christian unity, to a more cautious and critical stance on it. Some conservative Orthodox circles have already expressed even an absolute and fundamentalist opposition to any kind of rapprochement among the Christian Churches. These alignments constitute the scope of the Orthodox understanding and interpretation of ecumenism, not only during the previous decades, but also in nowadays.

 
It is generally acknowledged that at the end of the 20h century was the most problematic and painful period concerning the Orthodox participation in the World Council of Churches. The Orthodox Church, which had a pioneering role in the formation of the Ecumenical Movement from the very beginning of the 20st century, found itself in difficulties relating to its position in the WCC. Indeed, the Churches of Georgia and Bulgaria withdrew their membership from the WCC As well from the Conference of European Churches (CEC); Georgia in 1997 and Bulgaria following in 1998. Moreover, a significant and perilous rekindling of anti-ecumenical Orthodox circles was manifested during the 90’s, especially in the former Soviet communist countries after the fall of the so-called socialism. That crisis, in the relations of the Orthodox Church within the Ecumenical Movement, led the Eighth General Assembly of the WCC in Harare (1998) to appoint a Special Commission on Orthodox participation in the WCC. Motivated by that reality, due to the fact that an attempt of the Orthodox Churches to come more closer together and in relation to the WCC were confused within in the 20th century. After many centuries of mutual isolation and alienation, the process of meeting the Orthodox Churches once again, was only put into practice during the 60’s, even though this issue occupied the thought of the Orthodox leaders from the very beginning of the 20th century. While dealing with the issue of the Orthodox participation in the Ecumenical Movement, could be said only by raising questions: Is the participation of the Orthodox in the Ecumenical Movement and in its institutional forms, such as the W.C.C., and beyond  that based on firm principles logically applied? Are there any divergences or shifts in the attempt of the Orthodox Church to articulate her official position concerning her presence in the Ecumenical Movement? If yes, how can they be explained?  How can one analyze the changing attitudes of Orthodoxy vis-à-vis the orientation of the Ecumenical Movement and of the WCC after a common decision has been reached on a pan-Orthodox level? Has that common decision a binding character for the autocephalous Orthodox Churches?

CONCLUSIONS

Being participating in this ecumenical Global Christian Forum of an ecumenical encounter and even more, it is necessary to be raised a couple of questions looking at the future and the ecumenical implications and expectations in view of the present ecumenical landscape. 

And the first one is “why” this Forum? On the other hand it is true that many such Fora are started, already initiated and launched or to be initiated in the near future in view to the ecumenical needs of relations and dialogue for the future in local and even in International level. And various Christian Churches or some Churches, even from various Confessional families decided to participate actively and even more in order to share in positive sense their concerns and to be part to all initiatives, raising as a principle question, what is or to be the “legal status” of existence of a such Forum. 

In addition we have to acknowledge that such ecumenical Fora of dialogue exist also in Inter-Religious dialogues, at least since Sept 11, 2001. But their “physiognomy” of their encounter is completely different and sometimes more complex and difficult. It is also a reality looking at our neighbors, or those of our next door, where sometimes even we don’t know them very well, or for years we have been forgotten them that exist, living together with them, and sharing life and social concerns daily. These are our sisters and brothers or as some they call them the “fraternal strangers”. Coming back to the GCF, we as Orthodox are aware about our participation in the ecumenical encounters.
              After researching the Orthodox participation in the Ecumenical Movement, and particularly in the World Council of Churches, by going through Encyclicals, Declarations and formal decisions of the Conciliar bodies of the Orthodox Church on a pan-Orthodox level, one could easily arrive at the conclusion that this participation has always been a challenging issue for the Orthodox world.

               Since the beginning of the 20th century, when the Ecumenical Patriarchate promulgated the historic and pioneering Encyclicals of 1902, 1904 and 1920, the Church and political complexities of that time constituted an inhibitory factor for the promotion of Inter-Christian collaboration: namely, the isolation of the Orthodox world for many centuries; the absence of conciliar ethos among the Orthodox Churches on a pan-Orthodox level; hostility and lack of communication among Christians; the exercise of proselytism by Western Christian missionaries in predominant Orthodox countries; and the socio-political reality of the First and Second World Wars did not deter the Orthodox Church, under the initiative of Constantinople, from undertaking concrete initiatives on the way for the restoration of Christian unity. 

          The firm and positive attitude of the Orthodox Church expressed through the Encyclical of 1952 and the Declaration of 1973, as well as through the decisions of the Pan-Orthodox Conferences and Consultations, was also the result of confronting contemporary difficulties of various forms either relating to the orientation of the WCC or to the cultivation of a more friendly fertile ground for the elaboration of Inter-Christian relations. In the same way, the Special Commission on the Orthodox participation in the WCC was an attempt to encounter all those difficulties and obstacles that prevented a full and fruitful Orthodox participation in it.  

              All these impediments, however, were not able to modify essentially the Orthodox understanding of ecumenism. It is clear that the Orthodox Church has been a full partner of the Ecumenical Movement from the beginning and not just a peripheral participant that joined the Movement in the course of the “ecumenical pilgrimage”. This conviction is based on the explicit and solid initiatives of the Orthodox Church for promoting rapprochement among the Christian Churches since the beginning of the 20th century. Moreover, the existing difficulties that the Orthodox Church was facing in different historic circumstances seemed to function as incentive for the undertaking of concrete initiatives by her with one and unique aim; namely the improvement of the conditions of her participation in the WCC and the promotion of the whole work of the Council in accordance with its Constitution.       

              Concerning the Orthodox participation in the Ecumenical Movement, this is based on firm principles. What has always been supported not only through the Encyclicals but also through the practice of the pan-Orthodox Conferences, is that an effective and valuable Orthodox involvement in the Ecumenical Movement presupposes the concrete commitment of all the autocephalous Orthodox Churches to the “ecumenical journey”. To that end, it is imperative to achieve a common stance taken on pan-Orthodox level. This imperative should make the Orthodox think about the way in which they participate in the various fields of the WCC. Simply because on some occasions their participation is lacking balance, preparedness, consistency, continuity and wholeness.       

              The Orthodox participation in the Ecumenical Movement was based on another firm principle: that rapprochement among the Christian Churches should not be postponed until complete agreement on the “Apostolic Faith” was reached; on the contrary, the co-operation of the Churches, especially in the practical field, would prepare the way for the far-reaching reunion. Indeed, the paternity of that important principle can be found in the 1902 and 1920 Encyclicals of Constantinople. The same mentality also prevailed during the Pan-Orthodox Conferences where the existing doctrinal differences did not hinder the Orthodox Church to initiate bilateral dialogues with other Christian Churches or to formulate its common position about the Orthodox participation in the WCC by considering herself as an organic part of it. 

              The Orthodox understanding of ecumenism passed through different stages till reaching the common decision of 1986. From the analysis of the Pan-Orthodox Conferences and the Encyclicals, two periods can be discerned with distinctive features; the first from the beginning of the 20th century till the end of 60’s was marked by the explicit preference of the Orthodox Church for the horizontal level of  practical ecumenism in addition to a cautious participation in the WCC. This stance is obvious not only in the 1920 Encyclical of the Ecumenical Patriarchate that proposed a very specific and concrete plan to form the “League of Churches” but also in the 1952 Encyclical of Patriarch Athenagoras where the Orthodox participation in the theological work of the WCC was in a way prohibited. Moreover, the same orientation can be traced in the decisions of the First Pan-Orthodox Conference where the Orthodox position in the Ecumenical Movement was determined by the well-known Encyclical of 1920.  

             A shift in the Orthodox understanding of ecumenism can be traced during the 60’s and especially during and after the Fourth Pan-Orthodox Conference in 1968 with the particular reorientation of the Orthodox involvement in the WCC to the theological work of the Faith and Order. The transit from the cautious participation to the unrestricted one in the WCC is also noticeable in the 1973 Declaration of the Ecumenical Patriarchate, where a more balanced attitude between the theological and practical dimension was projected, as the solitary exit from the polarization of those tendencies in the life of the Council. The intention of that alteration was a calling to the ecumenical partners to stay away from the dangers of “secular ecumenism” and to remain faithful to the Constitution of the Council, which emphasized ecclesiastical and religious goals.

             What is, however, significant is that the shift concerning the nature of the Orthodox participation in the Ecumenical Movement was not a differentiation in the essence, but only a modification in the policy and the method of the Orthodox vis-à-vis the Ecumenical Movement. Even from the beginning of the 20th century, through the 1902, 1904 and 1920 Encyclicals, the Orthodox understanding of ecumenism was not limited to the therapy of social-political needs. The final goal of every ecumenical effort was considered to be the reinstatement of Christian unity, even though a large preparatory period of Inter-Christian cooperation on the practical level was thought indispensable for the achievement of that aim. It is, still, important to stress that the Orthodox stance vis-à-vis the Ecumenical Movement has been time-conditioned; it has been dictated to a great extent by the socio-political circumstances, the historic situations and the orientations within the Council.

            The changing attitudes of Orthodoxy vis-à-vis the orientation of the ecumenical movement and of the WCC only five years after the common decision reached in a pan-Orthodox level in 1986 raised many questions about the sincerity and the consistency of the Orthodox presence in the WCC. Of course, the answer to those Orthodox changing attitudes can be found in the internal difficulties that some Orthodox Churches faced after the fall of communism from the action of destabilized conservative-anti-ecumenical circles. Furthermore, the orientation of the WCC after the Canberra Assembly (1991) made many Orthodox feel uneasy with developments of that period. Nevertheless, the Orthodox reaction to those difficulties never led the Orthodox Church as a whole to express any desire for withdrawal from the activities of the institutional forms of the Ecumenical Movement. Rather, those reactions should be understood as reaffirmation of their ecumenical commitment to the basis of the Council’s Constitution and as attempts to lead the direction of the Council to more traditional paths of dealing with the contemporary challenging issues in a more effective and corporative way.     

                The one-sided withdrawal of the Orthodox Churches of Bulgaria and Georgia from the WCC and CEC, challenged the Orthodox credibility regarding her genuine intentions towards her ecumenical partners. Despite the many reasons that caused that sharp reaction, the decision constituted a backward step, and was in complete contradiction with the common Orthodox position reached at Chambésy, Switzerland, in 1986. At that point one can raise the following question: How could a common decision reached in a Pan-Orthodox level, and particularly on the way towards the Great and Holy Synod, be ignored later on by an autocephalous Church on a local level? 

                The promotion by the autocephalous Orthodox Churches of the ecumenical idea on the local level, ought to be an indispensable element of their pastoral care. Therefore, their firm orientation for prompting Inter-Christian rapprochement on that level constitutes an urgent priority. A thorough Orthodox planning should pay special attention to the ecumenical formation of the believers.

             That attempt should be diverted to different levels; the teaching of the ecumenical movement at Orthodox universities must acquire its proper position and significance, respective to the history and contribution of the Orthodox Church to the ecumenical arena. The preparing and education of young Orthodox theologians to support the ecumenical issue not only on local, but also on international level, is an imperative for the autocephalous Orthodox Churches. The promotion of scientific research on the issue of the Orthodox involvement in the “ecumenical journey”, the utilization of scholarships provided by ecumenical organizations and non-Orthodox Churches for sending Orthodox students abroad to study deeper aspects of ecumenism, and the mutual exchange of visits among professors and students of different universities could play a decisive role in the promotion of the ecumenical ideals among the young Orthodox generation.

             The pastoral care of the autocephalous Orthodox Churches should encompass both the clergy and the lay. The configuration of an ecumenical consciousness among clerics and the monastic circles should be the main concern, because of their decisive influence exercised especially upon some conservative Orthodox groups. The organizing of seminars, lectures, and other educational programmes appropriate for Orthodox clerics could affect directly the reception of ecumenism among local Orthodox Churches. Furthermore, the enlightenment of the Orthodox faithful about the “ecumenical pilgrimage” on the basis of the Orthodox self-understanding of the nature of the Church, and its ecumenical task , as it has been officially formulated by the official Orthodox conciliar bodies on a Pan-Orthodox level, should also occupy the interest of the Orthodox leaders. A central role on that level could play the effective use of modern technology. The rapprochement and collaboration among Christians of different traditions can be promoted effectively by the publishing of comprehensive books or booklets with ecumenical content, appropriate for the Orthodox believers, and by broadcasting appropriate TV and radio programmes. In that way many misunderstandings or prejudices among ignorant or fundamentalist Orthodox believers can be eliminated, and the autocephalous Orthodox Churches will face no longer internal problems keeping them from a firm and positive engagement with the ecumenical endeavor.          
            Concerning the Orthodox participation in the institutional forms of the ecumenical movement, one cannot overlook the internal difficulties that the Orthodox Churches are facing in following a solid and common stance towards ecumenical affairs. The rehabilitation of the conciliar ethos on a Pan-Orthodox level is not enough for promoting a general Orthodox position vis-à-vis the Ecumenical Movement. The autocephalous Orthodox Churches should not only request the furthering of conciliarity on a Pan-Orthodox level, but also to realize the consequences of that process: namely, their obligation to march firmly towards the implementation of those decisions reached on a pan-Orthodox level. The reinforcement of Inter-Orthodox meetings or consultations with the participation of other Christians can help the Orthodox to adopt a more creative and coordinated action by transforming their usual complaints into a real and decisive contribution in the life of the Ecumenical Movement; an input that should be explicit, realistic and fruitful, following the pattern of the specific initiatives undertaken by the Ecumenical Patriarchate during the course of the 20th century. 

            The constitutional modifications at the forthcoming Porto Alegre Assembly are expected to solve effectively the Orthodox difficulties, concerning the orientation and the decision making process of the WCC. Notwithstanding the difficulties emerged in different periods and especially at the context of the Harare Assembly, one thing remains clear from this research: that the majority of the Orthodox Churches are fully committed to the ecumenical movement and seeks ways of being more effective in the common task of promoting Christian Unity. This we expect also to be happened to the Christian Global Forum, sometimes with hesitations and questions, but always providing the dialogue of truth and love.
� Therefore, it is not astonishing that such a rich theological production has been manifest in this area of theology during the past decades. One cannot avoid appreciating the intense ecclesiological research based on sound Biblical premises and historical and patristic studies. For that reason ecclesiology has not only contributed to a better understanding between separated and divided Christian Confessions, but also towards a more complete self-understanding on the part of each confession; indeed, it has given a new impetus to the renewal of Christian theology itself.


The new question is how to evaluate this extremely rich production of studies, statements, documents and declarations and use them in an appropriate, comprehensive and synthetic way, not so much for producing additional statements of confessional ecclesiological positions - this only risks repeating positions which are well-known already - but rather in the service of renewal both in ecumenism and in theological work. It seems that our tasks at this moment are to use this wealth of ecclesiological literature and attempt a new type of ecclesiological approach, with the intention of promoting an ecclesiology of convergence and mutual enrichment between our one-sided ecclesiologi�cal positions. It is precisely this kind of ecclesiological approach which lies behind, or better, is at the basis of such pre-consensus documents like "Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry" (BEM) of Faith and Order.





�  Cf. G. Gassmann (ed.), Documentary History of Faith and Order 1963-1993, in: Faith and Order Paper No. 159, Geneva WCC Publications 1993, 78. 
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