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The distinction between sacraments
and sacramentals according to Fr Boris Bobrinskoy

DR MICHAIL GALENIANOS*

¶∂ƒπ§∏æ∏

^√ àÚÈıÌe˜ ÙáÓ Ì˘ÛÙËÚ›ˆÓ ÙÉ˜ \∂ÎÎÏËÛ›·˜ ÂrÓ·È ≤Ó· ˙‹ÙËÌ· Ìb ·éÍ·ÓfiÌÂÓÔ
ıÂÔÏÔÁÈÎe âÓ‰È·Ê¤ÚÔÓ ÛÙd˜ Ì¤ÚÂ˜ Ì·˜, Î·ıfiÙÈ Î¿ÔÈÔÈ àÌÊÈÛ‚ËÙÔÜÓ ÙcÓ ·Á›ˆ-
ÛË ÙÔÜ àÚÈıÌÔÜ ëÙa ÁÈa Ùa Ì˘ÛÙ‹ÚÈ·. Δe Î·›ÚÈÔ âÚÒÙËÌ· Ôf àÓ·Î‡ÙÂÈ ÂrÓ·È:
ÔÈ¿ ì ‰È·ÊÔÚa ÌÂÙ·Íf Ì˘ÛÙËÚ›ˆÓ Î·d «Ì˘ÛÙËÚÈÔÂÈ‰áÓ»;

∫·Ùa ÙeÓ . Boris Bobrinskoy, ÙÚ›· ÂrÓ·È Ùa ÎÚÈÙ‹ÚÈ· ÙÉ˜ ‰È¿ÎÚÈÛË˜ ÌÂÙ·Íf
Ì˘ÛÙËÚ›ˆÓ Î·d Ì˘ÛÙËÚÈÔÂÈ‰áÓ:

1) Δa Ì˘ÛÙËÚÈÔÂÈ‰É ÂrÓ·È ÚÔ·ÈÚÂÙÈÎ¿, âÓá Ùa Ì˘ÛÙ‹ÚÈ· ÂrÓ·È àÓ·ÁÎ·Ö· ÁÈa
Ùc ÛˆÙËÚ›·.

2) Δa ÂÚÈÛÛfiÙÂÚ· àe Ùa Ì˘ÛÙËÚÈÔÂÈ‰É ö¯Ô˘Ó å‰ÈˆÙÈÎe ¯·Ú·ÎÙÉÚ· Ûb àÓÙ›-
ıÂÛË Ìb Ùa Ì˘ÛÙ‹ÚÈ· Ôf ÂrÓ·È «Î·ıÔÏÈÎ¿», àÊÔÚÔÜÓ ‰ËÏ·‰c ¬ÏÔ Ùe ÛáÌ· ÙÉ˜
\∂ÎÎÏËÛ›·˜.

3) Δa Ì˘ÛÙËÚÈÔÂÈ‰É ö¯Ô˘Ó ıÂÛÈÛÙÂÖ àe ÙcÓ \∂ÎÎÏËÛ›·, âÓá Ùa Ì˘ÛÙ‹ÚÈ·
ÂrÓ·È ıÂÔÛ‡ÛÙ·Ù·.

Δa ÎÚÈÙ‹ÚÈ· ·éÙa ‰bÓ ÂrÓ·È ‚¤‚·È· îÎ·ÓÔÔÈËÙÈÎa ÔûÙÂ àe ÌfiÓ· ÙÔ˘˜, àÏÏa
ÔûÙÂ Î·d Û˘ÓÔÏÈÎ¿. ^øÛÙfiÛÔ ì Û˘Ì‚ÔÏc ÙÔÜ . Boris Bobrinskoy ÛÙe ¬ÏÔ ı¤Ì·
ÂrÓ·È ÛËÌ·ÓÙÈÎ‹, àÊÂÓe˜ âÂÈ‰c âÈ¯ÂÈÚÂÖ Óa àÔÙÚ¤„ÂÈ ÙcÓ àÓ¿Ù˘ÍË ëÓe˜
à¯·Ï›ÓˆÙÔ˘ ÂÓÙËÎÔÛÙÈ·ÓÈÛÌÔÜ ÛÙeÓ ¯áÚÔ ÙÉ˜ çÚıfi‰ÔÍË˜ Ì˘ÛÙËÚÈÔÏÔÁ›·˜ Î·d
àÊÂÙ¤ÚÔ˘ âÂÈ‰c ñÔ‰ÂÈÎÓ‡ÂÈ ÙeÓ çÚıe ÙÚfiÔ, Ìb ÙeÓ ïÔÖÔ ıa ÌÔÚÔÜÛÂ Óa
àÓ·‚È‚·ÛÙÂÖ ≤Ó· Ì˘ÛÙËÚÈÔÂÈ‰b˜ Ûb Ì˘ÛÙ‹ÚÈÔ, ‰ËÏ·‰c Ìb Ùe àÔ‰ÂÈ¯ıÂÖ ¬ÙÈ Ùa
àÓˆÙ¤Úˆ ÎÚÈÙ‹ÚÈ· ‰È¿ÎÚÈÛË˜ ‰bÓ åÛ¯‡Ô˘Ó ÁÈ’ ·éÙfi.

^∂ÔÌ¤Óˆ˜, ·Úa Ùe ¬ÙÈ ì Û˘ÓÂÈÛÊÔÚ¿ ÙÔ˘ âÎ ÚÒÙË˜ ù„Âˆ˜ Ê·›ÓÂÙ·È àÓÂ-
·ÚÎ‹˜, ÂrÓ·È ÙÂÏÈÎa àÍÈfiÏÔÁË, ‰Â‰ÔÌ¤ÓÔ˘ ¬ÙÈ ‰bÓ âÈ˙ËÙÂÖ ‰Ú·Ì·ÙÈÎb˜ àÏÏ·Áb˜
ÛÙeÓ àÚÈıÌe ÙáÓ Ì˘ÛÙËÚ›ˆÓ, àÏÏa àÓÙÈÌÂÙˆ›˙ÂÈ Ùe ¬ÏÔ ˙‹ÙËÌ· âÓÙfi˜ ÙÔ˘ Ï·È-
Û›Ô˘ ÙÉ˜ çÚıfi‰ÔÍË˜ ·Ú¿‰ÔÛË˜.
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The number of the sacraments is an issue of increasing theological interest
nowadays1. Although their number has been established as seven in Orthodox
Church centuries ago, there have been voices, which doubt that the enumera-
tion of seven sacraments must be considered as permanent. For instance S.
Boulgakov states that the gift of the Holy Spirit is not limited to sacraments and
that number seven is not of permanent character, for sacramentals are not dif-
ferent from the seven sacraments with reference to their active strength2. N.
Afanasiev as well mentions that although the common sense of Church accep-
ted number seven for sacraments, dogmatic thought does not rely on this. The
Spirit ‘bloweth where it listeth’3, but if there are only seven manifestations of the
Spirit, this means that the Spirit does not ‘bloweth where it listeth’, but only the-
re where it has been determined4.

The question consequently is, what is the difference between sacraments and
sacramentals? According to Fr Boris Bobrinskoy there are three criteria for the
distinction between them5:

1) Sacramentals are optional; they are not followed by an explicit and speci-
fic will of God to be performed. Sacraments, on the contrary, are neces-
sary for the salvation and they form the spiritual life of the believer.

2) Most of the sacramentals have private character; they concern the perso-
nal, domestic and professional life of the Christian. Sacraments are ‘ca-
tholic’, they have been established for the edification of Church. Howe-
ver, some of the sacramentals, such as the inauguration of a temple, have
this ecclesiastic character and are performed for the edification of the
community.

3) Sacramentals are established by Church. Sacraments, on the other hand,
are God-instituted. [Still, a further distinction by Fr Boris between evan-
gelical sacraments (Baptism, Holy Eucharist etc.) and ecclesiastic sacra-
ments (Marriage, Holy Unction) seems to reduce the importance of this
criterion].

1. See Eé. £ÂÔ‰ÒÚÔ˘, «Δe ˙‹ÙËÌ· ÙÔÜ àÚÈıÌÔÜ ÙáÓ Ì˘ÛÙËÚ›ˆÓ âÍ âfi„Âˆ˜ çÚıÔ‰fiÍÔ˘»,
£ÂÔÏÔÁ›· 57 (1986) 370-377.

2. L’ Orthodoxie, Paris 1935, pp. 156-157.
3. John 3,8.
4. «Sacraments et Sacramentaux», La Pensée Orthodoxe VIII (1951) 17.
5. «∞̂ÁÈ·ÛÙÈÎ·› ¶Ú¿ÍÂÈ˜», £ÚËÛÎÂ˘ÙÈÎc Î·d äıÈÎ‹ \∂ÁÎ˘ÎÏÔ·È‰Â›· 1 (1962) 239-240.0100
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It is obvious that these criteria are not fully satisfactory, not only each on its
own, but even all together as a whole in some cases. They have no absolute sig-
nificance and they do not stand in all cases, as Fr Boris himself admits6. There-
fore it is rather curious why he does not mention the most common and basic
argument, the one from the difference between the ‘ex opere operato’ confer-
ment of the divine grace in sacraments and the ‘ex opere operantis’ conferment
of the divine grace in sacramentals. This would certainly reinforce and comple-
te his argumentation in the best way. For instance we may say that exorcism is
God-instituted as a command of Christ to the Apostles (‘cast out devils’)7 and
fulfills all the above criteria to be called sacrament in the narrow sense of the
term, but it is also clear that the effectiveness of an exorcism depends on the
condition of the human factor8; this is out of the question for the seven sacra-
ments.

Perhaps Fr Boris had doubts about the argument in question, influenced by
other Russian theologians, who support, as we mentioned above, that there is
no difference between sacraments and sacramentals concerning the energy of
the divine grace9. Yet it is interesting that, although he refers to the opinion of
these theologians with respect10, he finally prefers to side with another theologi-
an of the Russian Diaspora, Paul Evdokimov, who notes that the Spirit ‘bloweth
where it listeth’, but in the sacraments, under the terms that Church demands
and due to the promise of the Saviour, the gifts of the Holy Spirit are surely
granted and with the testimony of Church11.

Fr Boris adds that the establishment and the limitation of sacraments impo-
se a permanent and objective order, which excludes every unbridled Pentecosta-
lism12. He realizes the danger of an uncontrolled increase of the number of sa-

6. Ibid, col. 239.
7. Matt. 8,10. See also Luke 10,18-19.
8. See Matt. 17,14-21 / Mark 9,14-29 / Luke 9,37-43.
9. Or perhaps he did not want to insist on an argument that had already been totally rejected

by them.
10. ^∞ÁÈ·ÛÙÈÎ·d ¶Ú¿ÍÂÈ˜, 238-239. 
11. Ibid, col. 239. The whole extract and especially the expressions «due to the promise of the

Saviour» and «surely granted» actually imply the doctrine of the «ex opere operato» conferment
of the divine grace in the seven sacraments, even if Fr Boris does not count this (though he
could) as a fourth criterion for the distinction between sacraments and sacramentals.

12. ^∞ÁÈ·ÛÙÈÎ·d ¶Ú¿ÍÂÈ˜, 239.
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craments so he attempts to indicate the different characteristics of sacraments
and sacramentals. And this is indeed his essential contribution to the whole is-
sue. He does not propose a different number for the sacraments, he does not
even seek for a final answer to the problem, but he shows us the way to solve it
by indicating three criteria for the distinction between sacraments and sacra-
mentals. His point seems to be that if we want to change-increase the number
of sacraments, we must examine first carefully how many of the sacramentals
stand these three criteria in order to be included in the sacraments. In this way
we would avoid the danger of Pentecostalism.

Working on this pattern (adding besides the fourth criterion we mentioned)
we supported in a previous study of ours that a sacramental which stands all the
criteria so as to be included in the sacraments is the monastic tonsure, which can
be added without change of the number of sacraments because monastic tonsu-
re, having an intrinsic similarity and also contrast to marriage, can be accounted
as an alternative to this sacrament13.

As a conclusion we may say that Fr B. Bobrinskoy’s contribution to the issue
of the distinction between sacraments and sacramentals, though it seems at first
sight to be rather inadequate, it is after all remarkable and a reason for this is
that Fr Boris has the ability to compromise views opposite to each other by com-
bining positive elements of each one14. Dealing with the establishment of seven
sacraments on the one hand and the demand for a revision of this number on
the other hand he tries to satisfy both sides in a way not just to please everyone

13. ª. °·ÏÂÓÈ·ÓÔÜ, «^√ àÚÈıÌe˜ ÙáÓ Ì˘ÛÙËÚ›ˆÓ ÙÉ˜ \∂ÎÎÏËÛ›·˜», \√ÚıÔ‰ÔÍ›· Î·› ·È‰Â›· 3
(2004) 139-162 and esp. pp. 152-160.

14. This is obvious also in his second article in the same cyclopedia with reference to the
Ascension of Christ from a dogmatic point of view. Generally, handbooks of Orthodox Dogmatic
Theology associate the Ascension of Christ only with His kingly office. S. Boulgakov, on the
contrary, associates Lord’s Ascension exclusively with His priestly office. Fr Boris wisely
comprises these different views by supporting that the Ascension of Christ is associated with both
His kingly and priestly office because the two offices are connected and it is not wise to separate
them («\∞Ó¿ÏË„È˜ [¢ÔÁÌ·ÙÈÎ‹]», £ÚËÛÎÂ˘ÙÈÎc Î·d \∏ıÈÎc \∂ÁÎ˘ÎÏÔ·È‰Â›· 2 [1963] 496-498).
Given the circumstances in that period, that is the theological standards on this subject, his view
was quite original. Following from his position, next step is to associate the Ascension of Christ
even with His prophetic office, since all the offices are connected and therefore we often refer
to the «triple office» of Christ instead of the «three offices» of Christ. (For more see our study:
^∏ \∞Ó¿ÏË„Ë ÙÔÜ ÃÚÈÛÙÔÜ Î·Ùa ÙcÓ çÚıfi‰ÔÍË ıÂÔÏÔÁ›·, \∞ı‹Ó· 2006, pp. 37-51).
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but to achieve an agreement too; he understands the need of revision referring
to the number of sacraments and at the same time he justifies the established li-
mit on the number of sacraments. But above all he rejects a dramatic change
that would be out of bounds of Orthodox Dogmatic Theology. So, his first prio-
rity is to remain faithful to Orthodox Tradition and this is from an Orthodox po-
int of view the most important element of his contribution. 


