 Principals of Ecumenical Theological Education

First : Listening to Other Opinions


We want to raise a generation which is prepared to listen to the opinions of others despite of its difference. There is such a distinction between having clarity in sight, in problems concerning dogma, and between not being ready to listen to an opinion contrary to ones view or understanding, to an extent that one could not tolerate listening to the  end of the sentence.


A question occurs in this respect : “If someone was speaking and another interrupted, would this be considered a wrong method?” To give an answer to this, we say that it is permissible to interrupt on condition that an opportunity is given for the speaker  to continue with the speech once more. In other words: the aim of interruptions should not be to forbid the speech but just to propose an intervening notice.  If someone has an observation, it could be said in the middle of another’s speech, however not in the forbidden-spirit which we want to be apart from.


What is forbidden, is that there may be someone who could not tolerate listening to the end of the another’s speech.  The phrase “not being able to tolerate” means that one forbids the continuance of the speech and refuses to listen.  We call this a parting-spirit. The parting-spirit is not having the intention to listen to another’s opinion.  This is what we need to resist in our children.  We want to implant in our children the  endowment to listen to the opinions of others.

A Generation of Unique Opinion Opposes any New Thought

If we rear a generation, unable to listen to anything other than what they know and are convinced of, the day would come when they would oppose us, if it occurred that our understanding or our view to a certain situation was broadened.  For instance, you could read some sayings of Saint Athanasius or Saint Cyril the Great and your understanding widens on a certain matter.  If it occurs thereby, that you expose this new understanding to the youth that were brought up with certain understandings, they would oppose you, yourself.  They would not only oppose other churches or sects, but because they were not adapted to listening to an opinion other than what they were formerly taught, they would oppose you also. 

Second : Differentiating between the Theological Terminology and the Difference in Essence of Dogmatic Faith


In the days of Saint Athanasius the Greek word hypostasis was translated essence  by some and person by others.  Some said, that when you consider that the Trinity is three hypostasis, you believe in three essences in God which is Polytheism and you are accused of heresy and  of believing in diversity of Gods.  Others consider that whoever says that God is a one hypostasis are Sabilians who believe in one persona.  This was a result of the different usages of the word hypostasis.  One takes it to mean essence, the other considers it to mean person.  This became a problem between two schools.


Saint Athanasius’ answer to this was as follows: “If someone wanted to take the word ‘hypostasis’ to mean ‘person’, then they are three hypostaseis.  If another takes it to mean ‘essence’, then it is one hypostasis”.  Saint Athanasius said that he might use the two expressions in one day.  Saying this, Saint Athanasius gave us a great lesson in the way of searching for theological truth and not theological termonology.  Many disputes and distinctions resulted from the differences and the interpretations of the theological terms.

Interpretation of Theological Terms


In our dialogue, as a non-Chalcedonian family, with the Chalcedonian Roman Orthodox Church we reached an agreement because each party offered a theological interpretation of the terms that they used, to avoid any mental ambiguity, and that no party would accuse the other of Eutachianism or Nestorianism.  This is why, the theological interpretations of the terms are important.


During Christological dialogues that have taken place, we said that whoever proclaims two inseparable natures in Jesus Christ means the continual unity of the two natures. While those who proclaim one nature with no confusion, means that these two natures are diffused or separable.  They would affirm that in the moment of incarnation, when this unity occurred, the two natures did not continue to be divided after they were united.  The two natures entered into a state of unity in nature  (() or a unity of nature (() or a real unity.  This is why they proclaim of a one nature in which the two natures exist without mingling, but the two natures exist.  Each nature keeps its attributes without mingling with the other nature, but both natures formed a real unity with one another.  This unity is called the nature of the incarnation or the incarnate nature.


Those who speak of two inseparable natures after the unity means the continuity of having the two natures.  Whereas, those who speak of a one unmingling nature speak of the state of being of the two natures but both parties deny the division and mingling of natures after unity.  Moreover these two distinct expressions could increase the spirit of insight if they were put side by side.  They explain the situation more clearly when put together.  


In our Coptic Orthodox terminology we say “One Nature of Two” and if the other party accepts this expression and says that he believes in two inseparable natures, we know that his expression has nothing wrong in it at all,  since he accepts my expression, and affirms at the same time, that by his expression he does not mean to cancel any of the two natures but that the two natures remain in existence after the unity.  The different expressions supports and strengthens each other rather than wrestle and fight.  This is one of many examples of how to differentiate between the difference in theological terminology and the essence of dogmatic faith.


The conclusion of this point is, that what we should implant in our youth is not to be fast in taking a decision against those who use different expressions.  They should wait to know what the other party means, because he may conclude to the same truth in your heart but he expresses it in a different way.  Try to listen and think in a calm, clear method and never pick up mistakes.

Third : Ecumenicalism is Openness and not Renunciation


Ecumenicalism is not renounciation of dogma to satisfy others or to be courteous to them, but it is an openness to listen to the opinions and have dialogues with others to reach meeting points.


During the Seventh General Assembly of the World Council of Churches which was held in Canberra, Australia we were surprised at the declarations issued, as we were attending as members in the Council (not as observers).  We recognised that some spoke of Eucharistic Hospitality (this was the expression used) meaning that anyone who attends in any church should be able to partake of the Eucharist.


This is their own view and we admire it, but the point is that they attacked the church that does not do what they do.  How are they sharing in an Ecumenical Council and they are attacking other churches?  This attack means that they impose on others to do what they are doing or else we become retarded and self discriminate etc. in their point of view.


We would like to know others’ opinions and hear the interpretations of their case in papers that express their points of view.  What the Eucharistic Hospitality believers did, is that they declared their opinion in general statements and not as a personal view.  It was an accusation by the majority to the minority.  (The Orthodox Churches form 25% of the Council and the total Protestant sects form 75%.)  The Catholic Church did not join but only attended as observers in all areas except in Faith and Order in which they participated - in a limited membership that does not represent their true enumeration in the world).

Real ecumenicalism does not demand from anyone to renounce his dogmas to satisfy others.  It is mutual understanding to the proposed affairs in order to reach solutions.  The statements of declarations that the Eucharistic Hospitality group issued as a majority made the minority feel under pressure.  This is not ecumenicalism.  This is not openness.

The Role of the Other Party

What is the role of the other party?  Here comes the importance of ecumenical rearing. It is not what is spread commonly amongst some mentalities in our days, that Ecumenicalism means renounciation of dogmas in order to satisfy others.  If it was so, we would never reach real unity.  They say that you are ecumenical if you do not stick to any thought and this is a new definition to ecumenicalism.  Many sectors might accept this definition but many others won’t.  Those who do not accept, want to reach unity by means of a dialogue, which leads to mutual understanding and unity of thought.

Fourth : Implanting the Idea of Unity Inside the Youth


Implanting the idea of unity in the hearts and minds of the youth, is a basic demand for the Christian life.  Some churches, priests and pastors implant torn thoughts in people.


How do we teach the child from his early days in the church, to endeavor efforts in order to reach unity of the Church?  Shall we reach it by making the child have communion in other churches? Of course not … What we mean, is to bring up the child prepared to befriend children of different sects; to have mutual understanding thoughts; calm dialogue and in a spirit of friendship and amity as their little minds enable them.  We do not object that the child has a naive friendship with another child of other sects.  The child should not look to others as his enemies.  We should implant this spirit even if it is a little seed.   The child should believe in the unity of the church.  (We shall explain in point seven the basis of performing the unity of the Church).

Fifth :  The Catholicity and the Conciliarity of the Church

The idea of Catholicity of the Church should be clear in the minds of the youth, as well as the idea of conciliarity of the Church.

The Catholicity of the Church

The Catholicity of the church is that the church becomes in unity and Holy Communion everywhere, all over the world through the Eucharist.  Since we share the same heart; thought and Eucharist this is the Catholicity.


Saint Ignatius“Theophorus” wrote in his epistle to the people of Smyrna “See that ye all follow the bishop, even as Jesus Christ does the Father, and the presbytery as ye would the apostles; and reverence the deacons, as being the institution of God.  Let no man do anything connected with the Church without the bishop.  Let that be deemed a proper Eucharist, which is [administered] either by the bishop, or by one to whom he has entrusted it.  Wherever the bishop shall appear, there let the multitude [of the people] also be; even as, wherever Jesus Christ is, there is the Catholic Church.”

The Conciliarity of the Church

When the Apostolic Church first originated, there were some disagreements, therefore no one acted by himself in any aspect whatsoever.  When Saint Peter baptised Cornelius the Church refused to accept so “Peter began and explained everything to them precisely as it happened” (Acts 11:3). As the Apostolic Church had the spirit of listening to others opinions, they accepted to listen to him and he explained the story from the beginning; how God accepted the Gentiles to faith and gave them the Holy Spirit.  Saint Peter himself said “can anyone forbid water, that these should not be baptised who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have” (Acts 10:47).


At the beginning, Saint Peter used to think in the same way as the other apostles, but God revealed to him and He made actual steps that could not be opposed.  Saint Peter was liable to renounce and apologise if the apostles’ opinion was, that what he did was wrong, but the Holy Spirit  interfered and said to the eleven apostles that they should accept what was done through Saint Peter. Actually, they agreed to what was done through the guidance of the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit was one in all of them.  Saint Paul expressed it in what he said to his disciple Timothy “the good thing which was committed to you, keep by the Holy Spirit who dwells in us” (2 Timothy 1:14).  He did not tell him “who dwells in you” because this is the faith that the Holy Spirit lives in the community and not in the person.


In another situation Saint Paul recognised  Saint Peter’s hypocrisy with the brothers who came from Judea.  Refusing to eat with the Gentiles who were baptised and already became Christians.  Saint Paul said to him “If you, being a Jew, live in the manner of Gentiles and not as the Jews, why do you compel Gentiles to live as Jews?” (Galatians 2:14).  He also said “But when Peter had come to Antioch, I withstood him to his face, because he was to be blamed” (Galatians 2:11).  


Here, we recognise, that at one time Saint Peter was in line with the truth and the eleven apostles had not yet accepted, the same revelation from the Holy Spirit as he did - but they accepted it through the conciliarity of the meeting later.  In the other situations Saint Peter was not in line with the truth and he was told through Saint Paul the Apostle who told him this in apostolic humility had previously said “I went up again to Jerusalem … by revelation  and communicated to them that gospel which I preach among the Gentiles.  But privately to those who were of reputation (Peter, James and John)” (Gal. 2:1-2). “lest by any means I might run or had run in vain” (Gal. 2:2)  He went to set before the Church, the gospel that he is preaching, after fourteen years of the beginning of his service, to ensure that he is not working on his own.  They gave him  the right hand of fellowship and blessed him, as a result he was able to continue preaching the gospel.


We should teach our children the meaning of the unity of the Church. Unity is not to bring a group of people together inside the church building; it is not the proselytism and it is not forming collections and increasing numbers. Unity is giving the opportunity for the Holy Spirit to work in me and in others, reconciling to one heart and one thought.  Instead of exerting all my efforts in proselytising groups of people of other churches, my goal should be how to gain everyone not to my church’s authority but rather to be in reconciliation to form together the One Catholic Apostolic Church.


The conciliarity of the Church, is that one should not have an independent opinion but that he should live through the community and intellect of the fathers.


The Conciliarity is that one should not think that he is conducting the church himself, but should know that the others are mirrors that reveal the truth.  When Saint Peter went to look through the mirror of the apostles they told him “then God has also granted to the Gentiles repentance into life” (Acts 11:18).  It is also said “that the Gentiles should be fellow heirs, of the same body, and partakers of His promise in Christ through the Gospel” (Ephesians 3:6).  In some translations it is said “the Idolaters are heirs and partakers of His promise”.  The Idolater here means those who are not of the Jewish race. We do not mean that this is their religion or that they share the promise as they are of another religion.


Many gospels and epistles were written, but what was accepted by the catholic Church was considered a Divine Inspired Bible and Holy Scripture : the breath of God.  Only what the catholic Church accepted was considered Bible.  The gospel is not holy unless it is accepted by the catholic Church as all the bible researches and theologians know.


Is all what Saint Peter said considered an inspiration of the Holy Spirit?  No, the proof is what Saint Paul said “I withstood him to his face, because he was to be blamed” (Gal. 2:11). What he wrote and was accepted by the catholic Church, only this was considered a divine inspiration. Saint Peter could have written private notes or written what Saint Paul said about him, and this was not scripture.  Only what the Church acknowledged was the Holy Bible.  So, it is not a matter of private actions, as the Holy Spirit guides the communion of those in faith, and guides the Church to proclaim truth in it.


In the writings of Saint Peter, we find a clear witness to Saint Paul’s writings as Saint Peter said: “as also our beloved brother Paul, according to the wisdom given to him, has written to you, as also in all his epistles, speaking in them of these things, in which are some things hard to understand, which those who are untaught and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do also the rest of the Scriptures” (2 Peter 3:15-16).  Saint Peter witnessed that all the letters of Saint Paul are similar to other books of the scripture and that if anyone distorted it, he is destructive.  So Saint Paul’s letters are considered holy scripture by the catholic Church.


In Saint Peter’s witness we realize that he said “his epistles”, then he said “the wisdom given to him”, then he said “which those who are untaught and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do also the rest of the Scriptures”.  He did not differentiate between distorting the Exodus, Matthew, or any of Saint Paul’s letters because all the book is an inspiration of God.  These books were accepted through the Holy Spirit in the church.  


This is the catholic Church when it lives in conciliarity.  This Catholicity of the church can be fulfilled by the conciliarity of the church.


These are the understandings that should reach our children in one way or another.

Sixth : The Example in Teaching Children


When a priest has a meeting with the Church Council, do we find a spirit of conciliarity amongst them.  Or is the priest  a dictator in the Church.  This is the example that the children will learn from.


In Sunday School does the teacher give an opportunity for children to share in the lesson?  Is the lesson a dialogue or a monologue and mere dictating?  If God himself had entered through dialogues with his servants, what should human beings do to each others.  Unfortunately, in this point some men consider themselves superior to God.


We should review things with ourselves : do we intend to teach children the spirit of dialogue and sharing with others or are we teaching them superiority and dictating not giving an opportunity for others to share.

Seventh  :  Unity in Faith is the Basis of Performing the Unity of the Church


Unity should be performed on the basis of the unity in faith as Saint Paul said “one Lord, one faith, one baptism” (Eph. 4:5)  If God is One then the Faith should be one.  This is the effective way that leads to the one baptism.   Whoever has an enthusiastic spirit for the unity of the church should put his hand with ours to reach unity of faith and should not cling to sidewise things as: why don’t we share communion?  Because it is more serious not to have one thought and one heart rather than not sharing communion.  We should build unity on the correct basis.


One opinion says that mixed marriages are an effective way for performing unity in the Church; for the one house is going to unite two different churches.  In this way unity between two churches is reached in the one house even if the church authorities did not unite.  This is only a theory and we do not attack opinions but our view is different in this respect.


Do we perform the unity of the church on basis of human love or of spiritual love?  Is the Kingdom of God reached by human love between a man and a woman and not reached through a real spiritual unity which the Holy Spirit itself leads inside the church?

Eight : Searching for the Truth


A true Christian is not fanatic to a certain idea, rather he always searches for truth in a spirit of prayer humility. In him comes true what Jesus Christ said; “Everyone who is of the truth hears my voice” (John 18:37).

� A.N. Fathers, EERDMANS Publishing Comp., 1978, Vol. I, p. 89,90.
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