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Introduction
Despite its controversial reception, the Holy Pan-Orthodox Council of Crete that took place in 
2016 was an important event for the Eastern Orthodox space (Makrides 2017:7). Carefully 
prepared many years before (Getcha of Telmessos, Job 2017:274; Heneghan 2016:13–13; Ioniţă 
2013, 2016:9–10; Meimaris 2013:7), it was supposed to bring together to the table of debates all the 
Autocephalous Orthodox Churches in an attempt to solve some common problems inside 
Orthodoxy.

Shortly before the beginning, in a way that seemed to be predictable to many people (D’Aloisio 
2016:3; Kattan 2016:11–15), the Bulgarian and Georgian Orthodox Churches, and also the 
Patriarchate of Alexandria, decided to cancel their presence at the event. They were soon followed 
by the Moscow and the Serbian Patriarchate, which later changed their decision and participated. 
Therefore, a planned Holy Pan-Orthodox Council for all the Eastern Orthodox Churches had 
fewer participants than some of its preliminary assemblies. The invocated reasons for the 
withdrawal were similar: big costs that the Churches could not afford to pay (Bulgarian 
Patriarchate; (Heller 2017:288), canonical problems between Patriarchates (Perşa 2017:131), the 
refusal to discuss some very important topics and the fear of fundamentalist attitudes (Morariu 
2016:247), as well as the lack of unanimity in investigating some liturgical and theological topics 
(Jovic 2017:103). It is not the purpose of this article to present or to investigate them. Therefore, we 
will not insist on this topic. Nonetheless, we must mention that all the problems that preceded the 
Council and the withdrawal of the aforementioned Churches show once more that the Eastern-
Orthodox space still needs to work on inter-orthodox dialogue and to fix its issues related to 
administration and authority before trying to analyse dogmatic topics and their challenges.

Starting from the investigation of the documents issued by the Bishops who participated in the 
Holy Pan-Orthodox Council held in June 2016 in Crete, the author speaks in this research 
about the way in which ecumenism is understood from the perspective of this important 
event. The article tries to answer the question ‘How did the event influence the Orthodox 
attitude towards ecumenism?’ analysing documents, Mission of the Orthodox Church in 
Today’s World and Relations of the Orthodox Church with the Rest of the Christian World, he 
shows that the dialogue entailed by ecumenism is perceived nowadays, according to the 
documents of the World Council of Churches, like a pilgrimage of justice and peace, and he 
highlights the main topics of this perception. Therefore, he shows that, according to 
the documents, a real and fruitful dialogue with other Christian faiths must be based on the 
Trinitarian witness, the Bible, the Tradition, the Creed and the teaching of the Seven Councils 
and that, among its main topics, one must definitely mention the witness, love, dialogue, the 
fight against discrimination or the care for the future of the Earth. The relevance of the 
ecclesiological background and of its understanding for the future of this dialogue is also 
mentioned. The documents are investigated in a deductive and comparative-analytic way by 
the author. If before the Council there was no official general attitude of the Orthodox space 
regarding ecumenism, nor an official document on this topic – although between 1968 and 
1998 (the year when the Georgian and Bulgarian Orthodox Churches withdrew from the 
WCC), all the Orthodox Churches were members of the WCC – after this event, there is an 
official position and a list of main topics that could be developed and principles that should be 
respected for a fruitful dialogue in the future, at least for the Churches that took part in the 
Council. By analysing the aforementioned topics, by correlating them with other texts 
dedicated to the Council of Crete, and also by emphasising the perception of the Orthodox 
Church about ecumenical dialogue and its developments starting from the aforementioned 
event, the research brings into attention a sensitive topic and highlights some of its important, 
but not enough highlighted, aspects.

Eastern Orthodox Churches and Ecumenism according to 
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Notwithstanding, despite these problems, through the 
decisions made, the debates held on topics like ecclesiology, 
bioethics (Morariu 2016:247–254) or ecumenism, and through 
the documents issued on its occasion, the meeting that took 
place in Crete between 16 and 27 June 2016 was an important 
moment for the history of the Orthodox Church that sends an 
interesting message and has positive echoes in other 
confessional spaces as well (Heller 2017:288–300; Thole 
2017:27–38). Aware of these facts, we will try to investigate 
one of the important topics debated by the bishops who 
participated in the meetings, namely the relationships 
between the aforementioned Church and ecumenism and the 
manner in which this event contributed to their evolution 
and to answer the question: How did the event influence the 
Orthodox attitude towards Ecumenism? Before the Council, 
despite the participation of all Orthodox Churches in the 
WCC between 1968 (when the Serbian Orthodox Church 
joined) and 1998 (when the Bulgarian and Georgian Churches 
withdrew) and later on the participation of most Orthodox 
Churches, there was no document to establish the topics of 
dialogue with other Churches nor the main topics that should 
be debated with priority; this document is especially for the 
participant Churches and also for the entire Orthodox space, 
one that solves this problem offering keywords for future 
debates and the principles of a real and useful meeting with 
people of other faiths.

Eastern Orthodox Churches and 
ecumenism according to the Holy 
Pan-Orthodox Council of Crete (2016)
In its 6 sections (which were anticipated by the 10 sections 
proposed in the first preliminary assembly that took place 
between 21 and 26 November 1976 in Chambesy) (Ioniţă 
2016:9–10), there is information about ecumenism in the parts 
dedicated to the relationship of Orthodox Churches with the 
rest of the Christian World (https://www.holycouncil.org/-/
rest-of-christian-world, viewed 12 Jan. 2018) and in the section 
entitled ‘The Mission of the Orthodox Church in Today’s 
World’ (https://www.holycouncil.org/-/mission-orthodox-
church-todays-world, viewed 12 Jan. 2018). Sporadic references 
can also be found in some of the other sections.

But before speaking about these sections and trying to 
analyse the event from an ecumenical point of view, we 
consider it important to mention that some of the documents 
issued by the preliminary assemblies also deal with the topic 
of ecumenism, drafting already some of the future documents 
of the Council of Crete. Therefore, for example, the documents 
of the assembly that took place in October 2015 in Chambesy, 
in a text that looks similar to some of the documents of the 
Second Vatican Council (Burigana 2015:415; http://www.
vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/
documents/vat-ii_decree_19641121_unitatis-redintegratio_
po.html, viewed 12 Jan. 2018) mentioned the fact that:

The Orthodox Church, which unceasingly prays ‘for the union of 
all’, has always promoted dialogue with those separated from 
her, both far and near, playing a leading role in seeking ways and 

means to restore the unity of believers in Christ, participating in 
the ecumenical movement since its inception, and contributing 
to its formation and further development. (The Ecumenical 
Patriarchate 2016:305)

Subsequently, after speaking about unity as a task of 
Orthodoxy and mentioning the efforts made by its members 
towards its achievement, they also pointed to the following:

… for theological and pastoral reasons, she (the Orthodox 
Church) has been favourably disposed to dialogue with various 
Christian Churches and confessions, and to participation in the 
present-day ecumenical movement in general, in the belief that 
she thus bear active witness to the plenitude of Christ’s truth and 
her spiritual treasures before those who are external to her and 
are pursuing an objective goal – to tread the path of unity. 
(Ecumenical Patriarchate 2016:306)

We would like to insist on the fact that this is only one of the 
documents that speak about ecumenism and that in most of 
the documents of the preliminary assemblies, ecumenism is 
mentioned when the authors speak either about unity and its 
relevance or about the mission and relationships of the 
Orthodox Church with other spaces.

In the aftermath of the Council, ecumenism and the relevance 
of the ecumenical participation of the Orthodox Churches 
are, as we have already mentioned, very clearly emphasised. 
The first document that speaks about this topic is the one 
dedicated to the relationship of the aforementioned churches 
with mission (https://www.holycouncil.org/-/mission-
orthodox-church-todays-world, viewed 30 Jan. 2018). Besides 
some attempts made by theologians like Nikos Nissiotis 
(1961a:3–27; 1961b:121–131; 1961c:1–12; 1961–1962:22–52; 
1962:192–202; 1985:326–335) and Ioan Bria (1996) and besides 
a few paragraphs from the social document of the Russian 
Orthodox Church (Constantineanu et al. 2016:75; Ică & Marani 
2002:186–268), this is, according to specialists, the first 
important Orthodox document on mission (Vassiliadis 
2016:352). Criticised by some theologians for its old-fashioned 
language (Voulgaraki-Pissina 2017:144), sanctioned as being 
a compilation of two older documents already drafted during 
the preliminary assemblies of the Council (Heller 2017:293–
294) or praised by others, it remains one of the important 
documents of contemporary Orthodox theology.

After an introductory part where the authors speak about 
the necessity of an active implication of the Church in 
contemporary problems,1 the emphasis is moved towards 
the necessity of justice and peace. In a way that makes its 
content similar to the WCC document, An Ecumenical Call to 

1.Finding constant inspiration in this expectation and foretaste of the Kingdom of 
God, the Church cannot remain indifferent to the problems of humanity in each 
period. On the contrary, she shares in our anguish and existential problems, taking 
upon herself – as the Lord did – our suffering and wounds, which are caused by 
evil in the world and, like the Good Samaritan, pouring oil and wine upon our 
wounds through words of patience and comfort (Rm 15:4; Heb 13:22), and 
through love in practice. The word addressed to the world is not primarily meant 
to judge and condemn the world (cf. Jn 3:17; 12:47), but rather to offer to the 
world the guidance of the Gospel of the Kingdom of God – namely, the hope and 
assurance that evil, no matter its form, does not have the last word in history and 
must not be allowed to dictate its course. (https://www.holycouncil.org/-/
mission-orthodox-church-todays-world, viewed 30 Jan. 2018)
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Just Peace (http://www.overcomingviolence.org/fileadmin/
dov/files/iepc/resources/ECJustPeace_English.pdf, 
accessed 30.01.2008), highlighting the topics of ‘love’, ‘world’ 
and ‘Church’ as key concepts (Bargár 2017:391; *** The 
Mission of the Orthodox Church in Today’s World 2016:344), 
the drafters show that:

The Orthodox Church has diachronically recognized and 
revealed the centrality of peace and justice in people’s lives. 
The very revelation of Christ is characterized as a gospel of 
peace (Eph 6:15), for Christ has brought peace to all through the 
blood of his Cross (Col 1:20), preached peace to those afar and 
near (Eph 2:17), and has become our peace (Eph 2:14). This 
peace, which surpasses all understanding (Phil 4:7), as the Lord 
Himself told His disciples before His passion, is broader and 
more essential than the peace promised by the world: peace I 
leave with you, my peace I give to you; not as the world gives 
do I give to you (Jn 14:27). This is because the peace of Christ is 
the ripe fruit of the restoration of all things in Him, the 
revelation of the human person’s dignity and majesty as an 
image of God, the manifestation of the organic unity in Christ 
between humanity and the world, the universality of the 
principles of peace, freedom, and social justice, and ultimately 
the blossoming of Christian love among people and nations of 
the world. The reign of all these Christian principles on earth 
gives rise to authentic peace. It is the peace from above, for 
which the Orthodox Church prays constantly in its daily 
petitions, asking this of the almighty God, Who hears the 
prayers of those that draw near to Him in faith. (https://www.
holycouncil.org/-/mission-orthodox-church-todays-world, 
viewed 30 Jan. 2018)

The Christological dimension of ecumenical dialogue is the 
point of departure for ecumenical dialogue, and this is 
clearly stipulated from the beginning of the document that 
later links it to the Trinitarian confession and to its 
ecclesiological implications. The bishops who drafted the 
document gave it and its pragmatic outcomes, such as peace 
and love understood in the acceptation of Christ, an 
important role.

Summarising the six relevant topics that are relevant for 
mission, namely the dignity of the human person, freedom 
and responsibility, peace and justice, aversion to war, the 
attitude towards discrimination and the witnessing of love 
(Bargár 2017:391), and the linking of love and responsibility,2 
the authors of these topics offer in a rather simple way – 
maybe to avoiding the disagreement of some Churches like 
the Russian Orthodox one that was not present (Bouteneff 
2016:10) – but still in an interesting way, an intriguing 
presentation of the Orthodox theology of the mission. 
Because of its understanding as love, responsibility and fight 
for justice and peace, this part of the conciliar decision is also 
important in the process of understanding the role of the 
Orthodox Church in the ecumenical dialogue.

However, without a doubt, the most complex document 
where information about ecumenism can be found is the 

2.Because: ‘Freedom is introduced as one of God’s greatest gifts to humankind (MOCT 
B.1). However, if people are to enjoy it on a long-term basis, freedom needs to go 
hand in hand with responsibility’ (Bargár 2017:392).

one dedicated to the relationship of the Orthodox Churches 
with the rest of the Christian world (https://www.
holycouncil.org/-/rest-of-christian-world, accessed 
30.01.2018). Its content, assumed by the participants, is 
strongly focused on the idea of dialogue for unity. 
Underlining this main aspect, the Ecumenical Patriarch 
Bartholomew of Constantinople would say during his visit 
at the General Secretariat of the WCC of Geneva, on 24 
April 2017:

We Orthodox strongly believe that the aim and the raison d’être 
of the Ecumenical Movement and of the World Council of 
Churches is to fulfil the Lord’s final prayer, that ‘all may be one’ 
(Jn 17:21), which is inscribed on the beautiful tapestry 
ornamenting the wall of this hall. (Editorial Ecumenical 
Chronicle 2017:437)

This document, more than others from the same meeting, 
emphasises not only the relevance of the promotion of 
Christian Unity3 but also the link between this topic and the 
ecumenical engagement of the Orthodox Church. Therefore, 
as the authors say:

The Orthodox Church, which prays unceasingly ‘for the union of 
all’, has always cultivated dialogue with those estranged from her, 
those both far and near. In particular, she has played a leading role 
in the contemporary search for ways and means to restore the 
unity of those who believe in Christ, and she has participated in 
the Ecumenical Movement from its outset, and has contributed to 
its formation and further development. Moreover, the Orthodox 
Church, thanks to the ecumenical and loving spirit which 
distinguishes her, praying as divinely commanded that all men 
may be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth (1 Tm 2:4), has 
always worked for the restoration of Christian unity. Hence, 
Orthodox participation in the movement to restore unity with 
other Christians in the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church 
is in no way foreign to the nature and history of the Orthodox 
Church, but rather represents a consistent expression of the 
apostolic faith and tradition in a new historical circumstances. 
(https://www.holycouncil.org/-/rest-of-christian-world, viewed 
30 Jan. 2018)

The commandment of love that comes as a request from 
Christ is, therefore, the basis of ecumenical dialogue. The 
authors of the document highlight this showing that a form 
of its accomplishment can be seen in the dialogue with people 
from other faiths. The document also emphasises the 
witnessing dimension of the Orthodox presence in the 
Orthodox Churches from the ecumenical space.

The document also emphasises very well the relevance of 
ecclesiology in the dialogue for unity (Ioja 2016:8), which is 
the heart of each confession. Also, in a way that feeds from 
the approaches of the documents issued by the WCC (like *** 
Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry [BEM] 1982) or Who Do We 
Say That We Are? (*** Who Do We Say That We Are? Christian 
Identity in a Multi-Religious World 2016), the bishops who 
have issued this document specify the elements that 

3.Which is not avoided, but highlighted by the text: The Orthodox Church, as the One, 
Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic Church, in her profound ecclesiastical self-
consciousness, believes unflinchingly that she occupies a central place in the matter 
of the promotion of Christian unity in the world today. (https://www.holycouncil.
org/-/rest-of-christian-world, accessed 30.01.2018)
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constitute the basis of the aforementioned dialogue, namely 
truth, faith, the tradition and the Seven Ecumenical Councils.4

Later on, the same document speaks about the participation 
of the Orthodox Church in the WCC. The authors highlight 
the fact that:

The Orthodox Churches that are members of the WCC regard as 
an indispensable condition of their participation in the WCC the 
foundational article of its Constitution, in accordance with which 
its members may only be those who believe in the Lord Jesus 
Christ as God and Savior in accordance with the Scriptures, and 
who confess the Triune God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, in 
accordance with the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed. It is their 
deep conviction that the ecclesiological presuppositions of the 
1950 Toronto Statement (http://www.oikoumene.org/en/
resources/documents/central-committee/1950/toronto-
statement, viewed 30 Jan. 2018), On the Church, the Churches and 
the World Council of Churches, are of paramount importance for 
Orthodox participation in the Council. It is therefore very clear 
that the WCC does not by any means constitute a ‘super-Church’.

The purpose of the World Council of Churches is not to negotiate 
unions between Churches, which can only be done by the 
Churches themselves acting on their own initiative, but to bring 
Churches into living contact with each other and to promote the 
study and discussion of the issues of Church unity. No Church is 
obliged to change her ecclesiology on her accession to the 
Council … Moreover, from the fact of its inclusion in the Council, 
it does not ensue that each Church is obliged to regard the other 
Churches as Churches in the true and full sense of the term. 
(Toronto Statement, § 2). (https://www.holycouncil.org/-/rest-
of-christian-world, viewed 30 Jan. 2018)

Therefore, according to the document, the role of the World 
Council of Churches and the relationship of the Orthodox 
Churches are clearly defined in accordance with the Orthodox 
doctrine and with the documents issued by the ecumenical 
institution. Confirming the fact that the purpose of the WCC 
is not to be the founder of a space of syncretism, as some of 
the fundamentalist voices from the Orthodox space accuse, 
the bishops of the Council show that its purpose is to create a 
space for meeting, discovering, debating and understanding 
the others. Its impartiality is highlighted by the fact that it 
doesn’t even force ‘the other Churches as Churches in the 
true and full sense of the term’. Of course, the Trinitarian 
basis of the WCC and its Christological main point, 
manifested in the recognition of Christ’s divinity and of his 
role as a Saviour, are important tasks that contribute to 
dialogue, creating bridges and starting points of debate. 
Through these explanations, the bishops who participated in 
the Council of Crete try to present in a deeper and clearer 

4.The contemporary bilateral theological dialogues of the Orthodox Church and her 
participation in the Ecumenical Movement rest on this self-consciousness of 
Orthodoxy and her ecumenical spirit, with the aim of seeking the unity of all 
Christians on the basis of the truth of the faith and tradition of the ancient Church 
of the Seven Ecumenical Councils (https://www.holycouncil.org/-/rest-of-christian-
world, viewed 30 Jan. 2018). They develop this point and later mention in the 
document that: Remaining faithful to her ecclesiology, to the identity of her internal 
structure, and to the teaching of the ancient Church of the Seven Ecumenical Councils, 
the Orthodox Church’s participation in the WCC does not signify that she accepts the 
notion of the ‘equality of Confessions’, and in no way is she able to accept the unity of 
the Church as an inter-confessional compromise. In this spirit, the unity that is sought 
within the WCC cannot simply be the product of theological agreements, but must 
also be founded on the unity of faith, preserved in the sacraments and lived out in the 
Orthodox Church (https://www.holycouncil.org/-/rest-of-christian-world, viewed 30 
Jan. 2018).

way ecumenism and its relationship with the Orthodox 
Church and to answer, at the same time, the unjustified 
accusation coming from the fundamentalist side.

After speaking also about the possibility of developing some 
points of dialogue and about common points of acting in the 
Christian space (some of them, like bioethics topics (Morariu 
2016:247–254) or ecology or technology, would also be 
developed in other documents from the same Council), the 
author refers to the suspicion developed by some of the new 
forms of ecumenical dialogue. Therefore, it is mentioned that:

The Orthodox Church is aware that the movement to restore 
Christian unity is taking on new forms in order to respond to 
new circumstances and to address the new challenges of today’s 
world. The continued witness of the Orthodox Church to the 
divided Christian world on the basis of the apostolic tradition 
and faith is imperative. (https://www.holycouncil.org/-/rest-
of-christian-world, viewed 30 Jan. 2018)

In a nutshell, these would be the main points of the documents 
of the Holy Pan-Orthodox Council of Crete that speak about 
ecumenism and about the relationships of the Orthodox 
Church with other confessional spaces. As we can see, 
although there are some points that could definitely be 
developed further on, the topic is not avoided by the 
participants and, according to the documents, there are many 
possibilities for dialogue in the pilgrimage of justice and 
peace.

Conclusion
Through practical aspects, like the participation of delegates 
from other churches in the event (e.g. the Catholic Church was 
represented by Cardinal Kurt Koch, the director of the 
Pontifical Office for Dialogue with Other Christians, and by 
Bishop Brian Farell from the same office [Farell 2017:87], and 
also by other representatives from other confessional spaces), 
and by using theological arguments, the Holy Pan-Orthodox 
Council of Crete offers, mostly in two of its documents, the 
one dedicated to mission and the one dedicated to the 
relationships with the rest of the Christian World, interesting 
information about the way in which the ecumenical dialogue 
with other Christians can be developed, about the way it 
can  be pursued, as a pilgrimage of justice and peace, in 
accordance with the documents of the WCC following the 
Busan assembly of 2013. The documents also offer keywords 
for the understanding of these relationships and of their 
development, such as love, witness, fight against 
discrimination, ecological crisis or diaconia; it also states 
documents like the ones of the Seven Ecumenical Councils, 
the Nicaea-Constantinopolitan creed or elements like the 
Scripture or the tradition at the basis of a truly fruitful dialogue.

Because of the importance of the event for the Orthodox space 
and of the lack of papers that describe the Orthodox 
understanding of ecumenism, the contribution of the Orthodox 
Church to ecumenism, the principles of the orthodox Church 
and the main topics that, according to her doctrine, can be 
debated, the Council and its outcomes, namely the documents 
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it issued and in particular the ones we investigated in 
this  paper, offer both a valuable and interesting theological 
evidence and a programme for the future development of 
ecumenical dialogue from an Orthodox perspective.

In conclusion, it can be said that, without betraying the 
Orthodox faith and by expressing the concern that some 
modern understandings of ecumenical dialogue could be a 
‘stumbling stone’ in the future of dialogue for unity and 
reconciliation, the authors of the documents issued by the 
aforementioned council speak about unity as a task of the 
Orthodox Church, emphasising the relevance of ecclesiology, 
witnessing its achievement and highlighting the dimension 
of pilgrimage towards its unity.
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