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To convene a synod in the Anglican church is a right of the lay ruler, accord­
ing to the articles of religion1 while in the catholic church such a possibility is of­
fered to the head of the church.2 These two different manners of convening a 
council or a synod illustrate the importance of the question. While much litera­
ture is preoccupied with the existence or not of caesaropapism, the sources re­
veal that in the Byzantine Empire it is God who convenes the most important 
synods and the rest is left to humans. This article aims to analyse how the offi­
cial documents of synods describe the act of gathering the participants of sy­
nods.

One may begin by a simple distinction operated by Theodore the Studite 
(759-826) who divided synods into two main groups: ecumenical and local.

ημείς τοίνυν, t  μαπαρίωτατε, ορίοοοξοί εσμεν πατα παντα, πασαν αίρεσίν 
αποβαλλόμενοι καί πασαν σύνοδον οικουμενικήν τε καί τοπίκήν εγκεκρίμένην 
αποδεχομενοί (Theod. Stud. Epist. 30. 9-11 Fatouros in G. Fatouros, Theodori 
Studitae Epistulae, Berlin 1992).

Most blessed father, we are always Orthodox, we refuse each heresy and we 
accept every ecumenical synod and approved local decision.

* Frederich Lauritzen, chercheur a ta Fondazione per te Scienze Religiose, Botogna (jus- 
qu'en) 2014.

1. Article 21 of 1662 prayerbook: "General Councils may not be gathered together without 
the commandment and wih of Princes. And when they be gathered together, (forasmuch as they 
be an assembly of men, whereof ah be not governed with the Spirit and Word of God), they may 
err, and sometimes have erred, even in things pertaining unto God. Wherefore things ordained 
by them as necessary to salvation have neither strength nor authority, unless it may be declared 
that they be taken out of holy Scripture".

2. Generaha, quae et Oecumenica dicuntur, ea sunt, ad quae vocantur Episcopi totius orbis, 
qui possunt, et debent iisdem interesse, nisi legitime impediantur, et quibus praesidet Romanus 
Pontifex per se, vel per suos Legatos. (Benedictus XIV De Synodo Diocesana Roma 1806, 1.2)
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This distinction between ecumenical and local synods illustrates the impor­
tance of jurisdiction. Indeed the geographical extent of a synod implies differ­
ent procedures for convocation. One may begin with the ecumenical synods. 
Leaving aside what the word ecumenical implies or even means, it refers to the 
seven gatherings:3 

325 Nicaea 
381 Constantinople 
431 Ephesus 
451 Chalcedon 
553 Constantinople 
680 Constantinople 
787 Nicaea
We are very fortunate to have the decrees of all these synods4 and the acts of 

most of them.5 Since we do not have the acts for the first two and the definitions 
of faith do not describe the synod itself one cannot determine the official of the 
convocation. The following examples may serve for the other synods:

Ή  άγια σύνοδος η χάριτι θεού έν Έφέσωι συναχθεΐσα κατά το θέσπισμα 
των εύσεβεστάτων καί θεοφιλεστάτων ημών βασιλέων. (Eph. 1.1.2.64.7-8).

The Holy Synod which by the Grace of God was gathered in Ephesus by de­
cree of the most pious and God-loving emperors.

Ή  άγια καί οικουμενική σύνοδος η χάριτι θεού κατά θέσπισμα των εύσεβε­
στάτων καί φιλοχριστων ημών βασιλέων συναχθεΐσα έν τηι Χαλκηδονέων πό- 
λει της Βιθυνίας (Chal. 2.1.2.41.34-35).

F r e d e r ic k :  L a u r i tz e i !
θΒΟΛΟΓίΑ 2 /2 0 1 5 -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

3. Among others, one may singte out Theodore the Studite who refers directty to seven 
ecumenical councils (Epist 490.52 Fatouros).

4. Edited in G. Alberigo, Concihorum Oecumenicorum Generahumque Decreta, Turnhout 
2007.

5. ACO has edited the acts of the fohowing councils: Ephesus 431 in E. Schwartz, Acta 
concihorum oecumenicorum, vol. 1 Berhn 1924-1927 (Eph.); Chalcedon 451: E. Schwartz, Acta 
concihorum oecumenicorum, vol. 2 Berhn 1933-1935 (Cha!.); Constantinople 536 E. Schwartz, 
Acta concihorum oecumenicorum, vol. 3. Berhn 1940; (Const II). Costantinople III 680-681: R. 
Riedinger, Acta concihorum oecumenicorum Series secunda, volumen secundum: Concilium 
universale Constantinopohtanum tertium, Pars 1-2. Berhn 1990, 1992. (Const III). E. Lamberz, 
Acta concihorum Oecumenicorum Acta Concihum Universale Nicaenum secundum: Berhn 
2008, 2012 (Nic. II).
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W HO CONVENES A SYNOD IN  ByZANETUM?

The holy ecumenical synod which by the grace of God by the decree of the 
most pious and Christ-loving emperors was gathered in the city of Chalcedon of 
Bithynia.

Ή  άγια καί μεγάλη καί οικουμενική σύνοδος ή κατά θεού χάρίν καί θέσπι­
σμα των εύσεβεστάτων καί φίλοχρίστων ήμων βασιλέων (Const II 3.3.17-18).

The holy, great and ecumenical synod which was gathered by the grace of 
God and decree of the most pious and Christ loving emperors.

Ή  άγια καί μεγάλη καί οικουμενική σύνοδος, ή κατά θεού χάρίν καί πανευ­
σεβές θέσπισμα τού εύσεβεστάτου καί πίστοτάτου μεγάλου βασίλέως Κωνστα­
ντίνου συναχθεΐσα έν ταύτη τή θεοφυλάκτω καί βασίλίδί Κωνσταντίνουπόλεί 
νέα 'Ρώμη (Const III 18.768.1-3).

The holy great and ecumenical synod, which by the grace of God and the most 
revered decree of the most pious and faithful great emperor Costantine was 
gathered in this God protected imperial capital Constantinople, New Rome.

Συνελθούσης τής άγιας καί οίκουμενίκής συνόδου τής κατά θείαν χάρίν καί 
εύσεβές θέσπίσμα των αύτων θεοκυρώτων βασίλέων (Nic. II 1.18. 7-8).

The holy ecumenical synod convened by the grace of God and the pious de­
cree of the emperors ensured by God.

The passages illustrate that the convocation was done by a procedure known 
as a θέσπισμα in Greek which has the specific meaning of imperial decree. The 
situation is not simple in as much as Justinian felt he needed to give legal value 
to council decisions within the law which he did in the Corpus Iuris Civilis.6 This 
applied to the first four councils. By the ninth century all seven ecumenical 
councils' canons had legal value as one can see from the byzantine legal code, 
the Basilika.7 This demonstrates the need judges or the law had to apply the

6. CJ.1.1.8.19: Imperator Justinianus: Suscipimus autem sancta quattuor concilia, id est 
trecentorum decem et octo sanctorum patrum, qui in nicaea congregati sunt, et centum 
quinquaginta sanctorum patrum, qui in hac regia urbe convenerunt, et sanctorum patrum, qui in 
epheso primo congregati sunt, et sanctorum patrum, qui in chatcedone convenerunt, sicut vestra 
apostotica sedes docet atque praedicat. <a 534 d. viii k. aprd. roma dn. iustiniano pp. a. iiii et 
paulino iuniore vc. conss.>

7. Θεσπίζομεν τοίνυν τάξίν νόμων έπέχείν τοΰς άγιους έκκλησίαστίκοΰς κανόνας τοΰς ύπό 
των άγίων επτά συνόδων έκτεθέντας η βεβαίωθέντας, Basilica 5.3.2.2-3 in H.J. Scheltema and N. 
van der Wa!, Basdicorum libri LX. Series A, vo!s. 1-8, 1955-1988.
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canons. A t the time of the patriarch Alexios (1025-1043) in the eleventh centu­
ry this problem is described accurately in relation to communities which did not 
accept the fourth ecumenical council, such as the Syro Jacobites.8 Therefore the 
law of Justinian confirms that the imperial decree (θέσπισμα) which convened 
a synod did not imply a legal procedure in itself. Moreover there is a religious 
connotation in the term θέσπισμα.9 Etymologically it is connected with θέμίς 
and θεσπίζω both of which are religious and distinct from νόμος, law. It is not 
an accident such a term was chosen since the emperor refers to his convocation 
of the synod of 451 by adding a direct reference to God:

Αύτοκράτορες Καίσαρες Ούαλεντινίανος καί Μ αρκιανος νικηταί 
τροπαιοΰχοί αεισέβαστοι τηι άγίαι συνόδωι τηι εν Νικαίαι κατα βούλησιν θεού 
καί θέσπισμα ημέτερον συναχθείσηι. (Chal. 2.1.1.30.5-7 Schwartz).

We, the emperors Caesars Valentinian and Marcian, victorius, triumphant 
and eternally august to the holy synod gathered in Nicaea by God's will and by 
our decree.

The expression could seem ambiguous, since the role of God could refer to 
the fact they all arrived in Nicaea or that they were convened there. In any case 
it appears to be a formula which occurs occasionally. The meaning of the for­
mula becomes clearer in the actual horos of the synod of 680:

Ή  άγια καί μεγάλη καί οικουμενική σύνοδος, η κατα θεού χάριν καί 
πανευσεβές θέσπισμα τού εύσεβεστάτου καί πιστοτάτου μεγάλου βασιλέως 
Κωνσταντίνου συναχθεΐσα εν ταύτη τή θεοφυλάκτω καί βασιλίδι Κωνσταντι- 
νουπόλει νέα ^ωμη εν τω σεκρέτω τού θείου παλατίου τω επιλεγομένω Τρούλ- 
λω ωρισε τα ύποτεταγμένα* (Const III 18.768.1-5)

The holy, great and ecumenical synod, which was gathered by the grace of 
God and the most pius decree of the most revered and faithful great emperor 
Constantine in this God-protected and imperial capital of Constantinople, New

F r e d e r i c k  L a u r i t z e n
θΕ Ο Λ Ο Ο Α  2 /2 0 1 5 -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

8. F. Lauritzen, Â eKCMM CTyaUT U CMpo-^Ko6uTCKa  ̂ o6o6^MHa [Alexios Studites and the Syro 
Jacobite community] in depKOBHO-MCTOpû eCKUe MCĈ eHOBaHM̂  B KOHTeKCTe COBpeMeHHOM HayKU, 
Moscow 2011, 161-164.

9. σΰ δ* εξελίσσεις πως θεοϋ θεσπίσματα; (Euripides, Supphces 141 Diggie in J. Diggie, 
Euripidis fabuiae, voi. 2. Oxford 1981), στρατεύονται δέ, επεαν σφεας ο θεός ούτος κεϊεύη δια 
θεσπισμάτων, καί τή αν κεϊεύη, εκεΐσε. (Herodotus Historiae 2.29.27-29 Legrand in Ph.-E. 
Legrand, Herodote. Histoires,Paris 1930-1954.

1 0 8



W UO CONVENES A SYNOD IN  BYZANTIUM ?

Rome in the secretum of the divine palace known as the Trullo defined the fol­
lowing:

This decree reveals that it is the actual synod rather than the arrival which is 
referred to by the verb and by the terms of convocation. The term χάρις in the 
formula is used in nearly all the synods (431, 451, 536, 680). The term βούλησις 
is used only in 431 and 451. The emperor issues a θέσπισμα to convene the syn­
od. He is the cause of gathering, but this is not the first step in the process. In­
deed it is the grace of God or his will which initiates the action. Therefore there 
are two steps for the convocation of an ecumenical synod. The first is the will or 
grace of God who initiates the action and the imperial edict which physically 
convenes the participants. This dichotomy is present in all the documents of ec­
umenical councils.

One should not forget an important parallel offered by Novel 105 of Justin­
ian promulgated in 5th July 535. This text describes the emperor as an interme­
diary in God's legislation on earth:

Πάντων δε δή των εΙρημένων ημΐν η βασιλέως έξηρήσθω τύχη, η γε καί 
αύτούς ο θεος τούς νόμους ύπέθηκε νόμον αύτήν έμψυχον καταπέμ„ας 
ανθρώποις* Novel 105 p. 507.7-10 Kroll Scholl in W. Kroll and R. Scholl, Cor­
pus iuris civilis, vol. 3. Berlin 1895.

The Emperor, however, is not subject to the rules which we have just formu­
lated, for God has made the laws themselves subject to his control by giving him 
to men as an incarnate law (tr. Scott inS. P. Scott, The Civil Law, XVII, Cincin­
nati, 1932).

The emperor absolves his function of legislator since he has been sent as liv­
ing law, νόμος έμψυχος. In the Byzantine mind it is clear that it is God who con­
venes a council. The term θέσπισμα is an imperial edict issued because of his 
personal power deriving from God.

A t this point the obvious question is: how does God officially inform the em­
peror of the need of a council? The acts of the synod of 680 give an answer. The 
emperor wrote a letter to the pope of Rome on the suggestion of the patriarch 
of Constantinople.10 The emperor says that humans can only act imperfectly 
while God acts with perfection. He then points out the presence of a division

10. Const III proem1.4.1-7.
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within the church, a schism.11 Indeed the term schism is present in all the ecu­
menical synods12 and seems to be a motor for initiating a synod. Thus the clergy 
and specifically the patriarchs write a letter to the emperor indicating the pres­
ence of a division within the church which spans across the jurisdictions of the 
patriarchates. The aim is for the emperor to conduct an investigation. The im­
plication is that God does not wish to see his church divided.13 Thus the very fact 
of their being a visible schism, requires the emperor to convene a synod. The 
role of the emperor is investigation into the reason for the schism with all parts 
concerned. The result is a common decree which has been wished by God and 
thus is voted in the presence of the holy ghost:

Ή  άγια σύνοδος είπεν
Αρκούντως μέν εχεί τά μέχρί τού νΰν πραχθέντα τέ καί δίηγωνίσμένα καί 

εις τήν παρούσαν δογματίκήν ζήτησίν συντείνοντα, καθ' ετέραν δέ τή έπίφοίτή- 
σεί τού παναγίου καί ζωοποίοΰ πνεύματος δρον τόν τή ορθοδοξία συμβαίνοντα 
συνοδίκως „ηφίούμεθα. (Const III 16.704.9-12).

The Holy Synod said:
What has been done, elaborated concerning the present dogmatic investigation 

until now is enough. In the next session we will vote as an assembly with the pres­
ence of the Holy and Life-giving Spirit the definition which concerns orthodoxy.

The invocation of Holy Ghost for the act of voting indicates the instrumental 
aspect of the emperor's gathering of participants. Indeed the emperor seems to 
simply supervise the discussion among different parties and that the success of 
the investigation is marked by a common document voted by those present,

F r e d e r i c k  L a u r i t z e n
ΘΕΟΑΟΕίΑ 2 /2 0 1 5 -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

11. δί' αύτήν τήν άλήθείαν τό τοΰς καθ' ύμάς άρχίερεΐς καί τόν ορθόδοξον ήμων λαόν δίά τί- 
νας καίνοφωνίας σχίσματί περίπεσεΐν καί τοϋ έπίχάρμα γενέσθαί τοΐς τέ άσεβέσί καί αίρετίκοΐς 
(Const III proem1.2.18-20 Riedinger).

12. έν ηί άπεδόθη μοί γράμματα τής άγίότητός σου παρακελευόμενα πάντων μέν έκτός των 
σχίσμάτων γίνεσθαί, συντίθεσθαί δέ τήί έν τήί έν τήί Νίκαέων πόλεί έκτεθείσηί ύπό των τρίακο- 
σίων δέκα καί όκτά άγίων πατέρων όρθοδόξωί πίστεί. (Eph. 1.1.7.140.2-5); αΰτη δέ ή δίόρθω- 
σίς έτηρεΐτο τήί φίλοχρίστωί ύμων βασίλείαί πρός τό μή σχίσμα γενέσθαί έν τήί όρθοδοξίαί, 
αλλά τήν πίστίν στηρίχθήναί ύπό τής θείότητος ύμων. (Chaic. 2.1.2.116.8-10); μηκέτί ύπεΐναί τρό­
πον δυνάμενον παρασπασμόν η σχίσμα τή άγία καί άμωμήτω ήμων περίποίήσαί πίστεί. (Const 
III proem 1.4.18-20).

13. This couid be based on the NT passage such as 1 Corinthians 10. However the passage is 
not quoted directly.
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W HO CONVENES A SYNOD IN  BYZANTIUM ?

which needs the visitation of the Holy Ghost to be complete. Thus an ecumenical 
council is convened by God, because of a visible schism. The emperor physically 
convenes the synod and leads the investigation (ζήτησις), while God sends the 
Holy Ghost to guarantee the validity of the decree. Such a clear sequence of 
events, God, emperor, synod and holy ghost, indicates that there are two causes 
for the synod. The efficient cause which is God himself and the so called organic 
cause, or instrumental cause which is the emperor. The role of the emperor is 
that of investigating by having opposing parties discuss the question. The result 
of the assembly as mentioned before does not have a legal value unless the 
emperor successively decrees that the decisions have the force of law.

One should now turn to the so called local synods as defined by Theodore 
the Studite. The local synod as the name implies is a synod whose jurisdiction is 
limited. In the case of Constantinople, one may identify this local synod with 
one presided by the patriarch. One clear distinction is it is the patriarch which 
presides the sessions rather than the emperor. In the ecumenical councils there 
are specific references to the patriarch and his synod. For example in the ecu­
menical synod of 680 when describing the patriarch and his entourage:

παρά τε Άγάθωνος τού άγιωτάτου πάπα τού άποστολικοΰ θρόνου της πρε­
σβυτέρας 'Ρώμης καί της ύπ' αύτον συνόδου (Const III 3.46.2-3).

From Agatho the most holy pope of the apostolic throne of the older Rome 
and from the synod under him.

Thus the expression is ύπ' αύτον σύνοδον indicates a jurisdiction presided by 
the patriarch and represented by his synod. In the same document of 680 one 
can see that each metropolis is described in this manner. Thus there seems to 
be a direct connection between one patriarch and one synod, as prescribed by 
canon law (canon 5 of Nicaea). The question emerges of who actually convenes 
the patriarchal synod. If one turns to the Lateran council of 649 held in Rome, 
during the first speech of the synod of 649, it is acknowledged that it was the 
pope who had convened the synod.

η ύμετέρα μακαριότης συνήγαγε προς έαυτήν τούς οσίους αύτοΰ ίερεΐς (Lat. 
1.8.15-17).

Your beatitude gathered his blessed clergy before itself.

Such a formula is simple but reveals a difference between the ecumenical 
and the patriarchal synod. Indeed it would appear that it is not God who
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convenes it, nor does the emperor, as instrument of God, physically invite the 
various participants. It is also striking that while ecumenical councils appear to 
have a strong presence of the laity, the synod of 649 does not have any laity 
indicated as present in the official documents. Thus a patriarchal synod is 
simple convened by the patriarch.

The acts of the synod of 1082 and 1166 are the only ones surviving for the mid­
dle byzantine period and are useful to establish the relation between emperor and 
patriarch. Officially, it appears that the emperor made a request to the patriarch 
that a synod be held to have an investigation. This explains also why the presiding 
authority was the patriarch and not the emperor. Thus one sees the reversal of the 
situation of an ecumenical synod where prelates ask the emperor to convene a 
synod. On the other hand the synod of 1166 shows the emperor Manuel I issuing 
an edict before the synod was convened by the patriarch. The synod simply read 
the imperial decree and signed it. Though the emperor carried the day, the pro­
cedure was formally respected since it was the patriarch who presided the synod 
which read out 'in session / επί κοινού' the document and then signed it. Both 
these middle byzantine synods illustrate that there was some external request pre­
sented to the patriarch who then convened a patriarchal synod.

The reason why there may be no direct reference to God convening the syn­
od is also because a patriarchal synod may refer specifically to the regular syn­
od known as the permanent synod (σύνοδος ενδημούσα).14 This would imply 
that the synod would meet regularly and cases would be brought before it, 
rather than a reason being expressed formally beforehand to justify the meet­
ing. This would explain such texts as the following:

Προκαθημένου Αλεξίου, τού άγιωτάτου καί οικουμενικού πατριάρχου, εν 
τοΐς δεξιοΐς μέρεσι των κατηχουμενείων, συνεδριαζόντων αύτω θεοφιλεστάτων 
μητροπολιτών, Νικολάου, Αγκύρας, Κωνσταντίνου, Πατρων, Λαυρεντίου, 
Δυρραχίου Καί Κωνσταντίνου, Χωνων, παρισταμένων εκκλησιαστικών αρχό­
ντων, παρέστη Ιωάννης Κουβουκλείσιος, ο εξ Εύρίπου ορμωμενος, καί τοιόν- 
δε προεβάλετο πρόβλημα. ([grumel 844] synod of 1038).

F r e d e r i c k  L a u r i t z e n
θΕ Ο Λ Ο Ο Α  2 /2 0 1 5 -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

14. J. Hajjar, Le synode permanent (Synodos endemousa) de h Eghse byzantine des origines 
jusqu' au XIe siecie, Rome 1962 and F. Lauritzen, Synod decrees of the eleventh century 
(1025-1081). A classification of the documents of the Synodos endemousa, Byzantinische 
Zaitohvift 105. 1(2012) 101-116.
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W HO CONVENES A SYNOD IN  BYZANTiUM ?

Alexios the most holy ecumenical patriarch was presiding in the right part of 
the galleries. The most god loving metrolitians were seated with him: Nicolas of 
Ankyra, Constantine of Patrae, Laurentius of Dyrrachium and Constantine of 
Chonae. Ecclesiastical leaders were present. John Cubuclisius was present, hav­
ing come from Euripus, and indicated this problem.

The person brought forth a problem before the synod which was already 
m eant to meet. This means that the patriarchal synod would gather 
automatically according to canon law, but would not be aware of the subjects 
discussed. The convocation was automatic and not dependent on the issues 
discussed during the session. This point specifically defines an important 
difference: the ecumenical council is an exceptional meeting decided by God. 
The patriarchal synod is not decided by God but occurs automatically, 
according to the church calendar. In the patriarchal synods one sees that the 
actual voting is considered divine in itself. Thus the discussion, decision and 
voting is similar to an ecumenical synod. However it is the patriarch who leads 
the investigation.

Thus the situation would seem clear. Byzantine synods are divided into two 
types: ecumenical and local. The first is convened by God and assembled and 
presided by the emperor, the second is convened by the patriarch. This alters 
the composition of the synod. The first has representatives of the five patriar­
chates and each of their synods. The second has only the prelates of the juris­
diction.

This standard situation finds an interesting and indirect confirmation in the 
tomos of the synod of 1341 which ultimately condemned Barlaam for his attach 
on Palamas and hesychasm. A complicated point is that Barlaam refused to un­
dergo the investigation during the synod without the emperor. According to the 
scheme mentioned earlier, this would cause a problem since it would no longer 
be a patriarchal synod. The tomos actually describes this situation also to justi­
fy the presence of the emperor which was not meant to be usual in such investi­
gations internal to an ecclesiastical jurisdiction:

ού μήν αλλά καί εις τήν έκκλησίαν τού Θεού παρελθων καί τά περί τούτου 
ανενέγκας τή ήμων μετρίότητί, κατηγορων μάλίστα τού τίμίωτάτου έν 
ίερομονάχοίς κΰρ Γρηγορίου τού Παλαμα έζήτησε μετακληθήναί καί αύτοΰς εις 
τήν καθ' ήμας ίεράν καί θείαν σύνοδον. Μετακληθέντων τοίνυν ετέραν ο 
Βαρλαάμ έτράπετο, αποφεύγων καί μή καταπείθεις δλως γίνόμενος εις τήν
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σύνοδον απαντησαι καί τοΐς κατηγορηθείσι παρ' αύτοΰ μοναχοΐς εΙς λόγους 
έλθεΐν καί αντικαταστηναι αύτοΐς, έφ' οίς κατ' αύτων συνεγράψατο, πρόφασιν 
μεν της αποφυγης ποιούμενος τηνικαΰτα τήν βασιλικήν αποδημίαν, τη δ' 
αληθεία έαυτοΰ καταγνούς καί τον έντεΰθεν έλεγχον δεδιώς (Registrum 
132.31-41).

And yet he came to the church of God and brought up this matter to our per­
son. He mostly accused the most esteemed monk Gregorios Palamas and tried 
to have me and those at our holy and divine synod summon him. Once sum­
moned Barlaam turned away and left since he was not persuaded that he would 
answer to the synod and that he would discuss with the monks he had accused 
and that he could resist them, on the charges he accused them. He explained his 
departure by the absence of the emperor, recognizing the truth of Palamas and 
fearing his refutation.

One sees that Barlaam initiated the accusation when the synod had already 
met. Thus he entered a synodos endemousa session and accused Palamas of 
heresy. This act may have been unexpected or even unwarranted. Moreover 
Barlaam left before the investigation was complete, he wrote and accused them 
from outside and explained that he wanted the emperor to be present. The 
point raised in this passage indicates the will of Barlaam to disrupt the normal 
course of gathering a synod. If a point was raised during a synod, this was a pa­
triarchal synod. If a synod was convened for a reason of schism it was an ecu­
menical synod but then required representatives of other churches too.

Even the council of Florence (1438-1439) reveals, at least from the Greek 
point of view, the problem of the convener. Letters were exchanged between the 
pope, patriarch and emperor saying that the union of the churches was a good 
deed. After this exchange of letters the Greeks indicate their point of view of a 
correct convening of a council:

Άντιγράφουσι τοίνυν ο βασιλεύς τε καί ο πατριάρχης καί εύχαριστούσι τω 
πάπα ύπερ ης έδειξεν έχειν περί τήν ενωσιν προθυμίας* εύτα παραδηλούσιν, 
όπως ούκ ένι δυνατόν άλλως ταύτην γενέσθαι, εΙ μή σύνοδος γένηται 
οικουμενική, καί έξετάση καλώς τά της διαφοράς έλευθέρως, άβιάστως καί 
άφιλονείκως, καί εύ τι αν αποδειχθη διά μαρτυριών καί παραστάσεων τών 
άγιων της 'Εκκλησίας διδασκάλων καί ομοφωνήσωσι προς τούτο πάντες οί έν 
τη συνόδω καθαρώς καί μετά πάσης έλευθερίας στερχθη παρά πάντων 
ανενδοιάστω* καί ούτως ή ενωσις έπακολουθήσει. Τήν δε σύνοδον, έγραφον,
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ως ού δεΐ αλλαχού γενέσθαι εί μή εν τή Κωνσταντινουπόλει δια πολλας καί 
αξιολόγους αίτιας, αΐ είς πλάτος εν εκείνοις τοΐς γράμμασι περιέχονται εν τω 
ίερω κωδικι σωζομένοις καί οτι ο βασιλεύς δεΐ συναξαι τήν σύνοδον κατα τό 
αρχαΐον έθος αύτού καί προνόμιον, έτερος δέ ούδείς. (Syropoulos 2.8.110.1-9 
Laurent in V. Laurent, Les «Mdmoires» du Grand Eccldsiarque de l'Eglise de 
Constantinople Sylvestre Syropoulos sur le concile de Florence (1438-1439), 
Paris 1971).

The emperor and the patriarch write back and thank the pope for the intent 
he showed for unity; then they point out how it is not possible for it to happen, 
if the council is not ecumenical and if it does not investigate the matter of divi­
sion well, freely, without pressure and calmly. And if something were accepted 
through the witness and indications of the holy teachers of the church and if 
everyone clearly agreed to this and it were freely and unconditionally endorsed 
by all, then unity would follow. They wrote that the council must not occur any­
where else, other than Constantinople, for many and worthy reasons which were 
included in their letters to a [great] length which are preserved in the holy reg­
ister. They said the emperor must convene the council according the ancient 
and legal custom, and that no one else could.

One point made is, that if the synod is ecumenical only an emperor can call 
it. In other words the Greeks seem to indicate that they would be pleased to par­
ticipate in a council but since the council would thus represent at least two pa­
triarchal jurisdictions, it would automatically become ecumenical. For this rea­
son it would have to convened by the emperor. Thus one sees a clear similarity 
with the synod of 680, the preparation of the synod is discussed among con­
cerned parties, with letters. In the byzantine tradition a synod which involved 
more jurisdictions had to be convened by the emperor.

This clear cut distinction between an ecumenical and patriarchal synod 
should not distract one from the difficulties encountered. Historical circum­
stances obviously stretch theoretical models. However in Byzantium one sees 
some interesting cases of theoretical discussions as well. In the 960s there was a 
reaction to the pre-eminence of the ecumenical patriarch in patriarchal synods. 
One of the metropolitans pointed out that he was the highest clergy of his juris­
diction and therefore he could not simply be one of the participants in a synod. 
The objection was answered by Nicetas, metropolitan of Amaseia who claimed 
that since the patriarch presided and was the first to speak he had the right to 
direct the voting:
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Εί μέν ουν ουτω γίνονταί αί „ήφ οί καί θεΐκως τε καί κανονίκως ο πα- 
τρίάρχης προκαθήμενος πρωτολογεΐ έν ταΐς „ήφοίς, ως πρώτος βουληφόρος 
καί κεφαλή, συναίνέσομαί καί ώς πρωτο„ήφω συμ„ηφίοΰμαί. (Nicetas 
Amasenus Oratio de Suffragis 162.1-3 Darrouzes in J. Darrouzes, Documents 
inedits d'ecciesioiogie byzantine Paris 1966, 160-174).

If the votes occur in this way, both divinely and canonically then the patri­
arch speaks first during the votes, since he is first councillor and leader. I will 
approve together with him, since he is the first voter and I will vote with him.

This passage reveals that the vote was considered sacred also in patriarchal 
meetings. The argument rests on the fact the patriarch by procedure votes first. 
Moreover Nicetas emphasises the question by adding the term θεΐκως. To say 
that he presided divinely and canonically is quite unusual, it may even be 
unique. However the point remains that the aim of a synod, as is clear also from 
this speech, is to achieve a solution which is voted. He who convenes the synod 
is also the one who leads the gathering to vote. It appears to be in this sense that 
the patriarch may even obtain the term divine. W hat God is actually willing is 
the vote and that according to human questions of jurisdiction, this vote will ac­
tually receive the visitation of the Holy Ghost as is clearly described in the ecu­
menical synod of 680.

It is for these reasons that one may safely say that the question 'who calls a 
synod?' is fundamental in Byzantium. A  synod remains an act of procedure and 
bureaucracy. The divine aspect of it is limited to the voting, both in the ecumeni­
cal synod and the patriarchal council. This seems to imply that a synod vote rep­
resents a mysterious manifestation of God's presence which leads the gathering 
and the final decision and leaves the rest to humans.
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