The Role and Authority of the Papacy in the Church of Christ:
Some Questions and Answers
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Question: Based upon Biblical evidence, Peter seems to have been given a fairly central
if not primary place among the apostles. I am sure you know the relevant passages, but it
does seem a bit difficult to surmount Matthew 16:13-19. The arguments that I've heard
from Protestants and Orthodox that the Rock is Peter's confession, but not also Peter
himself seems specious because, in the Hebrew mind, it would be unintelligible to
separate St. Peter's word and confession from who Peter is. It appears to be quite
eisegetical to say that there is no association with Peter's confession as the rock and St.
Peter as the Rock. But going beyond the Bible, there is the universal regard in the early
church for the status of Rome as the see of St. Peter, to which preferred honor should be
given before other churches, and that for many — if not all — the church fathers, the
church at Rome presided over all the other churches. As St. Gregory the Theologian
noted, Rome is the "president of all the churches.”
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Question: Is not the presiding nature of the Roman see evident in that the bishop of
Rome continued the practice of holding church councils, while the Orthodox abandoned
it after the schism? As an added note in relation to this, there are many instances where
we find historic defections from the East to the West, thus creating a sizable number of
Eastern Catholics of every nationality. The same cannot be said of the West toward the
Eastern Orthodox.
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Question: Surprisingly, I have come across notable Orthodox authors who have said that
the issue of papal primacy cannot be resolved historically (in part because of the
incongruent historical data), but must be decided on theological grounds.
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Question: The Orthodox Churches historically lack a visible structural unity. However,
Bishop John Zizioulas, through his appeal to early patristic literature, has made an
interesting point about unity in relation to the Eucharist, where each individual bishop
guarantees the unity of the church through the administration of the Lord's Supper.
Following Christ's high priestly prayer, that the church should be one as the Triune God
is one, Bishop John has noted that the church has always argued for the unity of the
Godhead based upon the hypostasis of God the Father. Hence, each person of the Trinity
proceeds from the Father and receives their hypostatic identity from Him. But the
beginning, the (arche, aitias) of that unity is God the Father. I go into this extended
discussion of Bishop John's patristic theology because I find in it one of the strongest
arguments for Roman Catholicism. It would make sense that just as in the Being of God
there is unity secured by the one Father, so also in the being of the church there is unity
secured by one father — in this case, the Pope. In the Roman Catholic Church, the Pope
does not hold all authority unto himself, but shares it with all the bishops. The authority
most surely begins with the Pope, just as it does in God the Father; and as in the
Godhead so also the Pope authorizes his own bishops and priests to share in his
authority without divesting himself of his own primacy of honor. So the church of God, as
in God Himself, is one in authority.
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Holy Spirit is the only guarantor and guardian of this continuity. No external criterion
which would be required for man’s created perception or intellection would be sufficient.
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Question: In such vital matters as the proper administration of the sacraments, tradition
and relating to other church entities, different episcopacies within the Orthodox churches
have different economies in how they administer the sacraments to different groups. One
bishop may recognize the Armenians, receive their clergy without Chrismation and give
them the Lord's Supper if they attend an Orthodox Church. Another bishop may feel that
the Catholics are no longer excommunicated and may seek fellowship with them, while
another may receive Catholic priests through vesting and not chrismation. Still another
bishop may reject all of this, while authorizing a Latin rite, to which the others take grave
exception. I do not know by what authority any of this is permissible. There is clearly not
a united front in such vital matters. The Catholic Church is definitive on all of this.
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Question: Some Orthodox think there is a big “T” Tradition, which is something
different than the little “t” tradition. Other Orthodox Christians reject this distinction
completely. Which is it? The Roman Catholic Church has made a distinction between
what is essential and what is not for centuries. It is not left open to every layperson's
interpretation.
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Question: The position of other "Christians" who are not Orthodox is unclear. Some say
that there are Christians who are not Orthodox, others say there are not. Some Orthodox
Christians say that ecumenism is a heresy, others say that it is a blessing. The Roman
Catholic Church speaks regularly about ecumenical matters. The Orthodox Church
seems to have no definitive answer, but the Catholics do.
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Question: Some Orthodox Christians feel that because no council has decided the status
of those Scriptures written in the Hebrew language, it is commendable to read the Old
Testament in Hebrew. Others think that tradition has decided this point sufficiently and
so reject the Hebrew Bible in favor of the Septuagint exclusively. Which is it? The Roman
Catholic Church has spoken to this in council.
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Question: Jesus prayed for the unity of the Church! Looking from the outside, it does not
appear that the Orthodox really care about the unity of the Church! I thought it was bad
enough with 9 overlapping jurisdictions in America! How can I know that the Father
truly sent His Son to form the Orthodox Church if the unity He prayed for does not exist?
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Question: How would I (or even you) know that the answers which you provide are
authoritatively Orthodox? Even if I like your answers, how would I know it is truly
pleasing to God and bespeaks the voice of the whole Church? I would hate to be on the

wrong end of history (or eternity)
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