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RELIGIOUS LEADERSHIP
OF A MAJORITY CHURCH.
THE CASE OF THE ORTHODOX CHURCH
OF GREECE

Nikos Dimitriadis, Greece

Introduction

A religious leadership can take place in two aspects of life: (a) in
spiritual; and (b) in non-spiritual matters (secular), the latter being
in relation with the State, administrative matters within the church,
and so on. Inevitably they are both on a parallel road, but as in math-
ematics where parallel lines intersect in infinity, by the same token
spiritual matters and non-spiritual matters need to be seen as con-
nected. When I was first given the theme of this presentation ‘Respon-
sible leadership’ and the sub-theme ‘Responsible Religious Leader-
ship’, the latter sounded strange, not to say paradoxical, to me. My
first thought was ‘How can religious leadership not be responsible?’
Anything spiritual certainly implies the sense of responsibility. Reli-
gious leadership is by definition responsible! There are no prerequi-
sites for a religious leadership. Simply we recognise its principles. A
religious leader’s nomination is a result of the intervention of Divine
Grace. Or at least this is how things should be...

Due to the diversity of societies and variety of beliefs, I believe that
there is no one single model of responsible religious leadership appli-
cable to all. Rather, what is ideally beneficial is an exchange of infor-
mation, an analysis of the existing benchmarks and lastly, a mutual
understanding. Therefore, I have decided to approach the subject of
the ethical criteria of religious leadership from a specific perspective;
that of my denomination, i.e. from the Greek Orthodox perspective,
making special reference to the situation I live in (Greece), a case of
a majority church, where approximately 97 % of 10.2 million inhabi-
tants are Orthodox Christians.

My paper is divided into three parts. In the first part I briefly
sketch a picture of the structure of the Orthodox Church, with due
reference to the synodical system of the Greek Orthodox Church. In
the second part I concentrate on three issues: the relation between the
Church and its liturgical life and religious leadership; the relation
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between religious leadership with the State and politics; and the rela-
tion between religious leadership and society. The third part focuses
on interreligious and ecumenical relations, which ought to be primary
concerns of any religious leader in a pluralistic society.

1. The Structure of the Orthodox Church

The Greek Orthodox Church is built on the synodical system
which is also the foundation of its administrative structure.! The
synod of the bishops is ‘the ultimate criterion of ecclesiastical affairs’2
This demands the obligatory participation of all diocesan bishops in
the administration of the Church for the joint handling of its daily
problems as well as the proportional allocation of responsibility to all
participants.

Nevertheless, the synodical system in the Orthodox Church
demands conciliarity (and/or synodality) to extend not only to the
synods of bishops but also to all levels of the ecclesiastical life, from
local parishes to diocesan councils and further on to regional and uni-
versal ones. In all these levels — according to the 34th Apostolic Canon
— the ‘one’ should always cooperate with the ‘many’ (and vice versa).
Unfortunately, this is still a desideratum in most autocephali churches
in the Orthodox world.

2. Religious Leadership in the Church’s Life

a) Church Hierarchy, the Church and its Liturgical Life

The ordination of a new bishop and his placement by the Church
at the helm of a diocese constitutes a historical ecclesiastical act, not
only because it ensures apostolicity in succession, but primarily
because it is the continuation of an important ecclesiastical service
(diakonia). For the new bishop, the concept of service and sacrifice
are identical, as are the elevation of a bishop in his throne and his con-
nection with the local church.

The elevation to any rank of the Church does not constitute an
occupation of privilege or power, but an undertaking of service
(diakonia) and sacrifice. The hierarchy that constitutes the ecclesias-
tical ranks has not the meaning of handing-over authority and rights,
but distribution of ministries and services.

The picture of an ‘upside down’ pyramid represents clearly the ele-
vation to the top in the hierarchy of the Church. Therefore, this ele-
vation in the ecclesiastical pyramid has a ‘self-emptying’ (kenotic)
character. The clergy, and especially the bishops, exist in the Church,
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not only in persona Christi (eis topon Christou), but also in imitation,
i.e. as a ‘type of Christ’ (eis typon Christou) ; they are called to ‘empty’
themselves in order to carry the burden of others and render visible
the presence of Christ among the faithful.?

Christ is at the top of the pyramid. Those who choose to follow
him must aim to reach this top. Christ is the High priest* and even
though in the liturgical life of the Orthodox Church priesthood he is
sometimes erroneously identified only with the ordained clergy, all
the baptised faithful are understood as priests (the so-called royal
priesthood).® Of course the higher orders (bishops, presbyters, deacons,
to be distinguished from a great number of lower orders)® existed
from the very beginning, but their duty was to preside, not to exercise
a priestly function.” The priestly function is exercised by Jesus Christ,
and the priest (or bishop), when celebrating the Eucharist, is not a
mediator between God and humanity, but acts in persona Christi. So
the primate in the Church is a primate of service and sacrifice.

‘If any human being wants to be first, he shall be last of all and ser-
vant of all’ (Mark 9:35) This action of unselfish love stands in oppo-
sition to any secular understanding of order, power and authority:
“You know that the rulers of the nations exercise power over them,
and their great ones exercise authority over them. It shall not be so
among you, but whoever desires to become great among you shall be
your servant. Whoever desires to be first among you shall be your
bondservant, as the Son of Man came not to be served, but to serve,
and to give his life as a ransom for many.’” (Matt 20:25-28)

The hierarchical structure of the Orthodox administration is
rooted in the trinitarian theology,® which George Florovsky, John
Meyendorff and Alexander Schmemann have so beautifully illus-
trated. And so, the hierarchy in the Church of Greece is justified by
the order of the trinitarian structure, shown by the role of the Father,
the Son and the Holy Spirit in the economy of salvation. This is par-
ticularly apparent in the eucharistic celebration and secondly in the
collegial Synod of the Bishops.

In the eucharistic ecclesiology,® firstly developed by N. Afanassieff,
emphasis is placed on the role of every local church - the expression
of the whole (catholic) Church. That ecclesiology contrasts with uni-
versal ecclesiology, which favours the supremacy of the bishop and has
until very recently been the dominant ecclesiological theory in the tra-
ditional churches. This has been the source of great debate. Afanassi-
eff declared that ‘where there is a Eucharistic gathering, there lives
Christ; there lives also the Church of God in Christ.©

In contrast to eucharistic ecclesiology, ™ universal ecclesiology exclu-
sively attributes the catholicity of all local communities in the world
to the one universal Church (and by extension to the first ecclesiastical
see, Rome) and not from the individual local eucharistic community.
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This way of addressing ecclesiology supports the sovereignty of
‘bishop centralism’. The theory of universal ecclesiology is based on the
well-known position of Saint Cyprian of Carthage, according to whom
“The bishop is in the Church and the Church is in the bishop and who
is not with the bishop does not belong to the Church’.'?

In eucharistic ecclesiology the priority is given to the Eucharist,
which is the only expression of unity in the Church, and in addition
the eschatological (in opposition to the historical) dimension of the
Church is emphasised. What is very important in this respect is that
all clergy are understood as images of the authentic eschatological
Kingdom of God, and not as higher offices within the Church (in a
secular hierarchical perspective) .3

This eucharistic understanding of the Church leads also to a two-fold
understanding of the liturgy: as a gathering of the people of God, and
their mission as a meta-liturgy, i.e. as an authentic witness to the world.

b) Religious Leadership, State and Politics

Even though religion and politics are two entirely different mat-
ters, this does not mean that religious people should disassociate
themselves from political matters. Politics are a major aspect of every-
day life, and for that reason religious authorities, the Church in our
case, should not remain voiceless. Of course the Church should not
act as an institution which tries to offer solutions and find formulas
for political debates, but it can help in a different way. It could help
politics to be more thoughtful and less confident.*

In Greece the recognition of the Church as a social institution con-
siderably influences the integration and keeping of people in her body.
The Church is considered not only as an ark where the faithful
receive the Grace of God and collaborate for their salvation and
restoration, but also as an element of society. However, we cannot
transform faith into political action.

The quotation from Matthew : ‘Give therefore to Caesar the things
that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s’, !> certainly
separates religion from politics. But those are regulations with a deon-
tological character and that means that they cannot form the social
reality since actions by religious leaders sometimes have political con-
sequences. Even dialogue between religion and the State can have
positive or negative results, depending on the nature of their inten-
tions. % Similarly, as with the aforementioned eucharistic ecclesiology,
when a religiously committed person realises the ecclesiological
dimension of the Church connected with eschaton, namely in its
eucharistic approach, then safe political solutions to social problems
can be provided.
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In conclusion I will draw on the accurate observation by Prof. Vas-
siliadis that specifies the relation between church and State as fol-
lows: ‘The Church as a religious institution does not counter act
against the secular State, because it is not actually a secular authority,
but the eschatological and charismatic people of God that is peacefully
integrated in its social environment, aiming at sanctifying and trans-
forming it’.17

Religious Leadership and its Public Role in Society at Large

In civil society, religion in its social dimension indicates how
people should relate to each other. However, one of religion’s main
characteristics is that it is a private affair. Some of its principles are
private and some are generalised cultural principles. But both should
play an important role in achieving common and personal good. The
link between those two aspects is inextricably linked to how religion
connects private and public life. And this connection is only possible if
its role can be understood and if it relates to the field of a religious leader.

As I have previously mentioned, a religious leader should not dic-
tate resolutions on certain political issues. What he can do is to guide
and to arm the faithful with the principles of love and concern for the
other and to realise the transformative power of the Church that
empowers their lives in history. '8

To summarise, the Church should dare to address the multitude of
critical and controversial issues of everyday life in a fast-changing
world. This is a great challenge. And the witness of the Church to
society is testified in two aspects: moral and social. The Church
should find solutions to connect those two aspects. Many scholars!®
suggest that one possible way could be a synthesis of Eastern and
Western spiritualities. Let us explain this a little further.

The Orthodox Church raises awareness about the ecclesial iden-
tity of Christianity focused on an eschatological dimension. On the
other hand, Western theology reminds the world of the responsibility
of the church, stressing the historical element in ecclesiology, theol-
ogy and ethics. I fully agree that a synthesis between the two dimen-
sions, historical and eschatological, cannot only enrich Eastern and
Western traditions, but is also essential and can prevent serious dan-
gers facing Christianity nowadays like religious isolationism and the
desacralisation of the Gospel.

3. Religious Leadership and the ‘Neighbour’

The great issue to which a religious leader is confronted is that of
negotiation of diversities.?° In a multireligious and multicultural soci-
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ety people of different historical and national backgrounds live with
concrete cultural identities that everybody has to respect. This diver-
sity is increasing. This raises the question: ‘How can one face this
diversity ?’

As I previously mentioned, Greek religious reality does not have
to face different faiths and different religious backgrounds. But nowa-
days under the light of universalism, the fact that we are also citizens
of one world cannot be ignored. So, it is not a question of majority
and minority in an Orthodox dominated society. It is a question of
facing the other as God’s creation. This ‘chosen people’ idea that Prof.
Yahya Wijaya refers to in his article?! quoting Wesley Ariarajah, can
be a start of fundamentalist and nationalistic behaviours. The church
(ecclesia) is not identified with the Kingdom of God, but is directed to
it. And the church institutions do not constitute the utmost point of
the faithful, but they are symbols of the Kingdom of God in the world
that is offered to all as a result of their free will.

That great opening of the church to the world is based on freedom.
And the reference to the eschaton, which is the essence of the liturgi-
cal life2? of the church, is a characteristic of religious freedom. We see
it clearly in the last verse of the Bible: ‘He who testifies these things
says, ‘Yes, I come quickly’. Amen! Yes, come, Lord Jesus’ (Rev 22:20)

However, religious freedom should not be confused with religious
tolerance, which some times can serve as a mask for unjust behaviour
and promote social inequality. There is also a need for a more active
leadership that will raise awareness that diakonia is not an optional
action, but a duty. It is the praxis of the Church that authenticates its
message, not vice versa.?3 An example of such a life in community is
presented clearly in the trinitarian theology. The same hypostasis of the
divinity is a paradigm of life in community and the intervention of
God in history aims to lead humanity and all creation to be one with
the very existence of God.

Also, the concept of the liturgy after the liturgy?* that was first
introduced by Ion Bria offers the opening of Christian life for public
and political realm in a unique way. As Bria notes, ‘The church has
to struggle for the fulfilment of that justice and freedom which was
promised by God to all men. It has constantly to give account of how
the kingdom of heaven is or is not within it. It has to ask itself if by
the conservativism of its worship it may appear to support the viola-
tion of human rights inside and outside the Christian community.’2

The struggle to comprehend the relation between Christianity and
other religious traditions has engaged the church since the early cen-
turies of Christianity. Christian mission has already passed through
many phases. I shall refrain from referring to the historical develop-
ment of the church’s understanding of mission2¢ because this is not
the focus of my presentation. I simply maintain that Christian theol-
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ogy nowadays has a more holistic view of the oekoumene and should
continue like this, abandoning old paradigms of proselytism which
were detrimental not only to people of other religions but also to
Christians of other denominations.

In Orthodox Christianity, mission does not aim primarily at prop-
agating or dictating truths, doctrines, moral commands and so on,
but rather at making life in community inherent in the trinitarian
divinity visible and active. The ‘sending’ (pempein) of mission
(John14:26)?7 is the mission of the Holy Spirit that constitutes sub-
stantially the revelation of life of God as koinonia. And this life in
community is characterised by the values of God’s Kingdom that can
be seen to all people of good will, 28 even the non religious!

Conclusion

In modernity, despite the challenge of post-modernism, a person’s
life in religion is a private affair. That means it is optional and based
on one’s own free will. Leadership, all over the world, should promote
the idea that the witness (martyria) of the church is mainly directly
related to the internal individual local churches. It is a matter of iden-
tity of each concrete ecclesiastical community: ‘For even as we have
many members in one body, and all the members do not have the
same function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and indi-
vidually members one of another’ (Rom 12:4-5).

When we address issues of personal identity and cohesion of soci-
ety, religion, as part of a cultural system,?° plays an important role. No
one can talk about probable models of a multicultural society without
taking religion into consideration.

The academic analysis of the religious phenomenon has shown
that the study of religious data is not only useful but also essential to
social matters.3® The history of religions and academic interreligious
dialogue aids the effort to achieve mutual understanding and the
exchange of religious knowledge. Both mutual understanding and the
exchange of religious knowledge are vital devices necessary to
approach the world religious experience.

The formulation of the structure of an ecclesiastical community>!
is related with the face of the leader and how this had gradually devel-
oped in the political systems and the cultural regulations that emerged
in the long-lasting course of various Christian communities.

Nowadays, the pressing issue that arises in a continuously trans-
forming society is how religious leadership can respond to the new
demands and face the new challenges.?? In the words of Saint Paul:
‘Don’t be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renew-
ing of your mind, so that you may prove what is the good, well-pleas-
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ing, and perfect will of God? (Rom 12:2), transforming then seems to
be the key rather than conforming.

It is a widely accepted historical fact that in the past religion pro-
vided a motive for bloody conflicts and animosity between people. At
the same time, it is also acknowledged that religion has the internal
dynamics to heal the traumas and tensions caused by errors of the
past. Religion cannot remain indifferent to the anxieties and needs of
people today.

Of course, many people believe that the church is betrayed by its
leaders every time they abuse their leadership role and position, and
every time they show an arrogant conviction that they are the only
bearers of God’s grace. They have to keep in mind that it is God who
reconciles, and human beings actually participate in God’s Mission.
We are living in the new era of globalisation which has brought people
together and at the same time pointed to the diversities of the several
pluralistic environments. It is our duty to create safe places and rec-
onciling (and reconciled) communities. Our vision must be to form
such communities, in other words to make again the church what it
really is.

NOTES

T About the hierarchy of the Greek Orthodox Church, see the official website of the Church of
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2 Nicodemus of the Holy Mountain, To Pidalion (in Greek), Athens: Astir, 1976, p. 120. English
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