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r. The question of the hierarchy in the Church, the 
problem of the apostolic succession, is one which traverses her whole 
history. The necessity of the apostolic succession was rejected by 
several of the 16th cent. reformers along with the doctrine of the 
primacy of the Pope of Rome and tht'se two aspects of the question 
have become sharper in the discussions between different «Churches» 
since the promulgation of papal infallibility, 1870, and the publication 
of the papal bull, «Apostolicae curae», against the validity of Anglican 
ordinations, 1896. The whole problem is one of the central points in 
ecumenical discussions and a vast number of books have bet::n written 
on the subject in the last eighty years, for the most part po1c:mical 
or apologeticaL It seems to us however that this most important 
problem is nearly always treated in a false perspective, especially when 
the question of the place of the apostle Peter in the Church is raised. 

The best modern work is certainly that of Oscar CuUmann, «Pe-
ter, Disciple, Apostle and Martyr», Deiaschaux et NiestIe, Neuchatel, 
for it treats the subject in its integrity. He gives an exegesis of the 
petrine texts of the New Testament and upholds the important place 
of Peter and the other apostles in the ministry of our Lord and in the 
apostolic age and draws the conclusion that the apostles, being uni-
que, did not have any successors. He stops there and gives the 
impression that the life, the history of the Church is cut off from the 
apostles by their disappearance from the earth, the Church's task 
being to continue to teach the faith -of the apostles-which we all be-
lieve-but without any continuity or living communion between our-
selves and them except through the link of their work and their book, 
the New Testament, which is opened to our understanding by the 
same Holy Spirit who inspired them to write it. His book is a remar-
kable one coming from a Protestant believer but it seems to us that 
the ecclesiological dimension of the problem is simply lacking in it. 

There are many books and articles written by Orthodox theolo-
gians on this question but nearly all of them are in Greek or Russian 
and are not available to most Western readers. Most Protestants reject 
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the Orthodox doctrine of the hierarchy in the Church and many Ro-
man and Anglican believers think that the Orthodox doctrine of orders 
is the same as that of the Roman Church, even though Orthodox 
reject the doctrine of the Papacy. 

Perhaps a clear statement of the Orthodox belief about the place 
of the Apostles in the Church and their successors free from all pole-
mics but pointing out the we!lknesses of the Roman, Protestant and 
Anglican positions from the Orthodox point of view would be useful 
in throwing new light upon the whole question. Our aim therefore 
is to give the Orthodox position based upon the Gospels and the first 
part of the Acts of the Apostles and to draw certain conclusions from 
this material based upon the whole Orthodox Tradition from the time 
of the Apostles down to the present day.! 

2. When reading the Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles we are 
struck by the preeminent place given in them to Saint Peter. He is, 
beyond any doubt, the spokesman of the apostolic band chosen by our 
Lord. His name comes first in the apostolic list given in the syno-
ptics and the Acts (Mt. IO:1-S, Mk 3:I3ff, Lk 6:I3££, Acts I:I2ff). 
He speaks in the name of all on many occasions and recognises our 
Lord as the Christ at Caesarea Philippi (notice also Jn 6:67-69, where 
he says that our Lord alone has «the words of life»). It is he who 
wishes to walk on the waters to meet his Master, he who strikes the 
high-priest's servant with a sword in the garden, he who follows his 
Master into the court· yard of the high - priest's house (but see the 
details of the story as recorded by the Fourth Gospel, In r8:1S), he 
who swims to meet the risen Christ on the lake side. It is he who is 
called «Satan» by his Master and for whom the Master prays espe-
cially in order that Satan may not overcome him, he who denies his 
Master, and he who is specially tested by Christ before His ascension. 

before 
the coming of the Holy Spirit, unstable. Yet he is, incontesta 
first of the twelve apostles and it is to him and to him a Ion e 
that our Lord addresses the words which have caused so much ink to 
flow, «thou art Peter... ». 

Those who try to diminish in any way the role of Saint Peter in 

I. In order not to overburden our text with a multitude of references we 
which of the apostles in  

the Gospels and the first chapters of the Acts.  
.;)nlyone citation from the Fathers.  
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the Gospels arc wrong. The Gospels and the Acts speak quite clearly 
about his place as the first of the apostles. But those who exaggerate 
his role in the name of an ecclesiastical organisation which did not 
exist at the time of the apostles are equally wrong. Neither of these 
errors is evangelical. 

3. There is another apostle whose role amongst the twelve whilst 
being different from that of Saint Peter is not less important. We 
speak of the «beloved disciple» identified with Slint John and the 
author of the Fourth Gospel 1. 

It is the beloved disciple who is nearest to his Master in the upper 
room and who learns the name or the traitor, it is he who is identi-
fied with the «other disciple» who knew the high-priest, who entered 
into the court-yard of the high-prIest's house, «at the same time as 
Jesus», and who introduced Peter there. It is to him that our Lord 
confided the care of His mother, it is he who «saw and believed» at 
the empty tomb, he who recognised the Master on the lake side after 
the resurrection, he who receives the mysterious commandment to 
«tarry till I come», and he who is the «witness of these things» .. 

It is quite a false exegesis which speaks so much of the place of 
Peter in the apostolic band without ever speaking of the less clear, 
more mysterious and interior role of John the beloved disciple. It is 
quite certainly unevangelical. 

4. It is important to notice how the names of Peter and John are 
linked in the gospels. Saint Luke says that they were the two disci-
ples sent to prepare the upper room for the Passover. Peter asks J ohu 
who is to betray the Christ. They run together to the sepulchre on 
Easter morning. It is John who tells Peter, «it is the Master», when 
they are on the lake after the resurrection. They go together to the 
Temple and heal the lame man (notice the text" «Peter, fastening his 
eyes upon him with John, said, Look on us. «Acts 3:4). They confront 
the chiefs of the Jews together (Acts 3 and 4), and they are sent 
together to coufirm the work of Philipp in Samaria. 

5. We must also notice the place given to John's brother, James. 
He, with John and Peter, is chosen by our Lord to witness the resur-

I. Without entering into this problem here we reject all the theories 
which attribute this gospel to another hand than that of Saint John. We 
believe that the internal evidence and the whole tradition of the Church 
show them to be wrong. This question has no direct bearing upon the pre-
sent study. 
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rection of Jairus daughter, the transfiguration on the mountain and 
the agony in the garden. James is also venerated as the first martyr 
of the apostolic band. (Acts I2:1). 

6. Several of the apostles are mentioned in couples: Peter and his 
brother Andrew, John and his brother James, Philipp and Andrew, and 
in groups: Peter, James and John, Peter, Thomas, Nathanael, the sons 
of Zebedee and the others (see analysis). Thomas and Judas Iscariot 
have important roles as do Andrew, Philipp, Mathew and James the 
son of Alpheus. and any concordance or bible with marginal referen-
ces quickly shows the number of times the apostles are mentioned 
together. Our Lord gave great importance to their private instruction. 

7. It is therefore entirely false to wish to isolate one of the apo-
stles from the others-and almost all the books which speak of the 
place of Saint Peter in the Church do this. The importance which 
they themselves gave to the number of the twelve «witnesses of His 
resurrection» is shown by their choise of a disciple «who has com-
panied with us all the time that the Lord Jesus went in and out 
among us, beginning from the baptism of John, unto that same day 
that he was taken up from us ... », Acts I:2I-22. Nor must we isolate 
the apostolic group from the seventy disciples and the women who 
ministered unto Jesus or from Saint Paul, the Apostle chosen «out 
of time». The New Testament is a stranger to all such isolations. It 
makes' a clear distinction between the different roles played by diffe-
rent people but it never seperates them one from the other. Even 
Judas' betrayal has meaning only within the whole story. 

We have given only the slightest sketch of the gospel teaching 
about the apostles, yet even this shows how completely deformed and 
lopsided the whole question of the place of Peter in the Church has 
become in the controversy between Western Christians. 

8.  What legitimate conclusions can from the 
n· 

dation and the source of her true faith? 
a) We believe with Professor Cullmann that the apostles are 

un i q u ea n d i r rep 1a cab 1e. They have no «s U C c e s s 0 r s» in 
the meaning given to this word by Roman and some Anglican theo-
logians. It is absoultely clear in the New Testament that the twelve 
and the twelve alone are tbe foundation of the Church, the Christ 
Bimself being the cbief corner stone: « ... the head over all to 
the 
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alb, Eph 1:22-23. «Ye ... are built upon the foundation of the apo-
stles and prophets, Jesus Christ himself being the chief corner 
stone.,.», Eph 2:20. The apostles are the unshakable foundation of 
the Church untll the end of this present era and Peter is the first 
amongst them. They cannot be'replaced and have no successors. 
This is the clear teaching of the New Testament (sse I Cor 12:28, 
Gal 1:17 where Saint Paul recognises those who were «apostles before 
me», Eph 2:I9-22, 3:5, 4:II, 2Pet 3:2, Jude 17, Rev 18:20,21:IO-I4). 

b) It is however equally clear that the apostles chose others for 
the ministry of the Gospel and gave them special power to teach and 
to watch over the Christian communities (see the Epistles to Timothy 
and many other texts). This is so clear that it seems strange that we 
need to insist on it. We shall not here speak of the role of the bishop 
hi the Early Church and the New Testament for many, many books 
have been written about it and the question is, seemingly, exhausted, 
We do not think that it is by this method that we shall ever convince 
those who do not bellieve. Only a new «total» approach to the subject 
cal1 serve any good purpose. The purely «ecclesiastical» aspect of the 
question, in the narrow sence of that word a kind of clerical profes-
sionalism which reigns in the Roman Church is a deformation (,f true 
vision of the Church and our Protestant brethren are quite right in• rejecting it. This needs to be said once for all .. 

c) Closely linked to this latter remark and in casting another 
glance at the texts cited at the end of section a), it is important to 
notice and to take seriously the gifts of the Spirit given to the Church, 
especially for it is particularly underlined, the g if t 0 f pro p h· 
e c y (see espec. Eph 2: 20). We must frankly recognise that we 
have largely neglected this aspect of the life of the Church in its re-
lation to the hierarchy, These two things have become largely separa-
ted and indeed we now: consider prophecy as an almost reprehensible 
gift. Those of us who have a hierarchical order must take our Prote-
stant brethren seriously when they speak to us about it. The true 
meaning of the hierarchy can only be taught in its relationship to the 
gift of prophecy and the other gifts of the Spirit. The hierarchy con-
sidered as an organ of organisation, order, teaching and a sacramenta-
!ism which ex c Iud e s the other g'ifts to reign as absolute master in 
the Chruch, as is ofren the case to - day, is certainly not the true 
Orthodox Faith. The apostles were prophets as Saint Peter"s prea-
ching on the day of PentcC;)3t shows. To the ecclesiastical 
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power of the bishop and the priest from the other gifts and charismas 
is not more evangelical than it is to deny this power. 

But to come to the central question in this matter, how is the 
apostolic power and faith transmitted to us in the Church to - day? 

It goes without saying that they are given to us in the Church 
by the presence of the Holy Spirit who teaches us «all things» and 
by the reading of the word. Almost all Cristians agree about this. Yet, 
as we said at the beginning, the ecc1esiological dimension seems to be 
totally lacking if we say only this. In this vision of things there is 
a vertical line-the presence of the Holy spirit-and a kind of histo-
ric succession, a horizontal line-the presence of the Gospel, but the 
community, the «boby», is lacking. tl'his vision is essentially individua-
list and the necessity of a body, a living organism, a society, a Church, 
is very hard to justify. If there is only this one can very easily remain 
at home and be one's own church. Salvation concerns only God 
and I. 

In the New Testament perspective the Church is an organism 
and not a monad. She has twelve doors and twelve foundations sto-
nes (Rev.). She is a multitude who sing and praise together and the 
twelve apostles are seated upon twelve thrones to judge the twelve 
tribes, according to the Gospel. The communion of the saints is a rea-

•lity of the life of the Church and not just a pious image. I t is a di-
mension of life in God and the Church on earth, visible, has simply 
no meaning if she is not the sam e t hi n g as the Church in hea-
ven, invisible. The apostles and all those who have gone before us are 
not absent, inexisting, but really alive. 

d. «God is not the God of the dead, but of the living». This saying 
of our Lord holds the key, we believe, to the errors of our Roman, 
Protestant and Anglican brethren in their doctrines of the place of 
the apostles in the Church and in their doctrines of their successors. 

present in her life and it is from them that we draw the apostolic 
faith. 

We may say to our Protestant brethren that the apostles taught 
the true faith to men and that we must continue to teach this faith. 
But they also ordained certain men to watch over the Church. This is 
the indisputable teaching of the apostles themselves. Only the apostles 
and those who received this power from the apostles ordained men in 

apostles does not however make apostles of those whom they ordained 
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and it is therefore strictly false to speak of their «S u c c e s so r S».They 
had no «successors» for only those who disappear have need of them. 
But this does not attenuate the fact that these directly ordained men 
ordained others in their turn and that this chain extends from apo· 
stolic times to our own day without a break from bishop to bishop. 
n is therefore strictly necessary to speak of an apostolic s u c c e s si 0 n. 

We may say to our Anglican brethren that this apostolic succes-
sion has however no meaning at all outside the apostolic faith. The 
mere fact that one has apostolic succession proves nothing for the 
Arians and many other heretics had it also. Of what use is a historical 
apostolical succession if we teach heresy? True orders cannot be se-
parated from true apostolic faith. As an isolated fact orders prove 
nothing. A mechanical succession is no guarantee of true faith . 

.If our Roman brethren say that one of the apostles has a seat and 
a d ire c t successor on earth then we must insist that they reply 
to the question, if they wish to be evangelical, «Where then are th;} 
seats and the d ire c t successors of the other eleven apostles ?». For 
even if we recognise the primacy of Saint Peter in the Roman sense-
which we do not, whilst fully recognising his primacy within the 
apostolic band-only a foolish man would deny the existence of ele-
ven other apostles. If the «successor» of Saint Peter is present in the 
office of the bishop of Rome where, in e xa c t 1 y the sam e 
s e ns e, are the succesors of the eleven ?To reply that the bishops 
in general are their successors in the same sense is obviously a very 
weak argument for they are more than eleven. Only a tragic blin-
ding of evangelical vision can for the deformation of the 
Roman Church in this matter. 

e. The historic succession comes from the apostles to us in the 
framework of the teaching of the apostolic faith from generation to 
generation of bishops, each bishop in his Church being the visible 
representative upon earth 0 £ the whole a p 0 s t 0 1icc 0 11 e g e, 
«Where the bishop is, there is the Church», according to the word of 
the Tradition. He does not replace the apostles or even one of them, he 
represents them all and witnesses to their teaching. This is the hori-
zontal line of succession, its earthly dimension, the guarantee of true 
belief. But this succession is not just historical. It is present d ire c t 1 y 
to-day by the abiding presence of the apostles in the Church. 'I'he 
twelve are living members of the Church to· day and her feundation 
stones. The office of the bishop witnesses to this apostolic presence 
which is the invisible reality rendered visible in the apostolic power 
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wielded by the bishop. It is evident that this power has meaning 
only within the setting of the apostolic faith. A bishop who teaches 
false doctrine is no true bishop even though his historic succession is 
undisputable. This presence of the apostles in the Church to-day is 
the vertical line, the heavenly dimension of succenssion. To suppress 
one or the other of these dimensions is to render the Church on earth 
another thing than the Church in heaven and, in the last analysis, 
this makes her perfectly useless on earth. 

These two lines or dimensions are quite distinct but also quite 
inseparable, the horizontal line having unbroken continuity be c a use 
it is touched at each moment by the vertical. The small college of 
bishops who ordain another bishOp perform an act which derives cer-
tainly from the Christ Himself, but t hI' 0 ugh the· apostles. He gave 
them power to loose and to bind and to teach and this power is still 
theirs in the Church to-day. We are the apostolic Church or we are 
no Church at all. The bishops are not apostles but their representa-
tives. This needs to be said and repeated just as we need to repeat 
that each local Church or, to use our present terminology, each dio-
cese, is the whole Church and has within it the whole apostolic pre-
sence and faith as all the local Churches together are the whole 
Church and are the visible of the invisible Church whose only foun-
dation stones are the apostles. This is the ecclesiological dimension 
which seems to be totally lacking in the Protestant vision of the 
Church's life and which has been utterly deformed by the Roman 
doctrine of papacy. We say this in no polemical spirit but because 
it is most grave matter. Our Pro,testant brethren are quite right 
when they reject the Roman conception of orders and perhaps our 
Anglican brethren would do well to consider, in the context of their 
discussions with their Protestant brethren, whether their conception of 
orders is not too Roman. 

to-day by the following analogy: A being of only two dimensions 
would be incapable of jumping or of raising an arm. A world of three 
dimensions would be inconceivable for such a being, and we humans 
would be quite in vis i b I e to it, yet we could touch it's world at all 
points without any difficulty because whilst surpassing such a world 
our own contains it within itself. In the same way the angels and the 
saints are invisible to us and belong to another dimension of being, 
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Christ chose only twelve apostles amongst His disciples. These 
apostles are still living beings in the Church of the Living Cod. Nicho-
las Cabasilas wrote of Peter: «What then, will one say, the pope is 
not in any way the successor of Peter? He is but only as a bishop ... 
For Peter is an apostle and the chief of the apostles, but the pope is 
neither an apostle (for the aposrles did not ordain other apostles but 
pastors and teachers) nor the chief of the apostles. Peter is the Tea-
cher of the universe, the pope is the bishop of Rome» L and we believe 
that this doctrine faith£ully continues the apostolic tradition within 
the Orthodox Church. It is the Orthodox and not the Roman Church 
which teaches the true place of Peter in the Church. Never does she 
isolf).te him from the other apostles or talk of him outside the whole 

college.We believe in the real, living presence of the apostles 
in the Church to-day and this is the only source of our doctrine of 
orders. Viewed in this perspective the office of the bishop is essential 
to the life of the Church on earth, but this office has no meaning 
outside the apostolic faith aud must not be isolated from the other 
gifts of the Spirit to the Church. 'I'he historic succession has meaning 
only when it guarantees the continued apostolic faith of the Church. 
It is a living reality not only because of its continuity in time but also 
because it is transmitted directly from the apostles themselves through 
the bishops to - day as in the days when they walked the earth. It is 
the living presence of the apostles themselves as the living witnesses 
of the resurrection of Christ in the Church to-day that alone confers 
meaning on the office of a bishop. 

In this ecclesiological dimension of life Peter is Peter. John is 
John. James is James and tbe twelve are the twelve and are the only 
foundation stones laid by the Christ. They have no «successors» for 
they are not absent or dead, but there is a true apostolic succession 
in time which is the visible witness to their invisible presence in the 
Church to-day. This is the source of the apostolic faith to which the 
Orthodox Church witnesses. 

1. (P. G. CXLIX, 704 CD). 
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