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Ecumenical dialogue has undergone a complex and multifaceted development, shaped by historical, social, and
political events and developments, as well as theological debates and institutional efforts. The scope and objectives of
ecumenical dialogue are multifaceted and concern theological, spiritual, practical, and ethical aspects. This article
focusses on an Orthodox perspective on ecumenical dialogue.
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1. Introductory Considerations
The Orthodox Church sees itself as the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic  (according to the Nicene and
Constantinopolitan Creeds), whose unity is founded in the risen body of Jesus Christ. This unity is reflected in the
communion of the Holy , which is the foundation and living image of church life. The church is a divine-human
reality in which Christ is present as its head and works salvation through the synergy (cooperation) between 

 and  in the  of the church. The church is not only the mediator of the sacraments, but the
sacrament par excellence, through which the communion between God and human beings becomes concretely visible
and the world is transformed and enters into divine reality. The unity of the church is therefore not merely a form of
organization, but a lived spiritual and sacramental reality.

From an Orthodox perspective, the primary goal of ecumenical efforts is to restore full ecclesial communion with
those who have separated from the Orthodox Church throughout history and who are close or distant from it today. It
has played an important role in the search for ways and means to restore unity in Christ since the beginning of the
twentieth century, providing initial ecumenical impetus, participating in the ecumenical movement from the outset,

and contributing to its formation and development. [1]  Although the goal of full visible unity is still far off, bilateral and
multilateral ecumenical dialogues to date have led to significant rapprochement and a deeper understanding of
theological differences. In addition to theological aspects, ecumenical dialogue also pursues spiritual goals by
promoting mutual enrichment through the spiritual life and liturgical traditions of the various churches.

Practical goals include cooperation in social and humanitarian areas to strengthen Christian presence and witness in
the world. Joint projects in the areas of the environment, education, bioethics, , social , and peace
underscore the Orthodox commitment to the well-being of humanity and to unity with all of creation. Through
dialogue, churches can develop ethical guidelines based on common Christian .

In many regions of the world, especially where Christians are a minority, ecumenical understanding contributes to the
promotion of peace and stability and to the strengthening of Christian witness. In migration contexts, where
Orthodox Christians are a minority, exchange and cooperation can help to break down misunderstandings, creating a
climate of mutual respect and cooperation. The Orthodox diaspora provides new impetus for ecumenical engagement
in the countries of origin by experiencing and promoting interdenominational exchange and cooperation in more
pluralistic societies in a closer and more intensive way.

2. Historical Developments

2.1 First Concrete Steps toward Dialogue with Other Churches

The relationship of the Orthodox Church to other churches extends back to the early twentieth century, when it was
the only church calling for cooperation even before the modern ecumenical movement began. As early as 1902, the

ecumenical patriarch of Constantinople, Joachim III  , wrote to the autocephalous Orthodox churches to find ways
to unite divided Christians. In this encyclical, he clearly expressed his desire for cooperation with other churches and
emphasized that the Orthodox Church sincerely seeks unity with all who believe in Christ and prays constantly for this.
[2]

Another important document of the Orthodox Church’s ecumenical commitment is the open letter from the

ecumenical patriarch of Constantinople, Meletios IV  , dated 1920. Under the title “Unto all the Churches of Christ

Wheresoever They Be,” [3]  he called on Christian churches worldwide to work and come closer together. The letter
called for the establishment of a “League of Churches,” comparable to the League of Nations that had been created
shortly before, in order to promote unity and cooperation among Christians. This encyclical is considered an
“ecumenical milestone” that initiated the modern ecumenical movement and contributed significantly to the

establishment of the World Council of Churches (WCC) in 1948. [4]
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2.2 Participation in Multilateral and Bilateral Ecumenism

The Orthodox Church actively participates in ecumenical dialogues at the bilateral and multilateral levels for
theological and pastoral reasons. Its goal is to bear witness to the fullness of the  in Christ and to share its

spiritual riches with other Christian traditions in order to pave the way to unity. [5]

The pan-Orthodox conferences, which began in 1961 under the leadership of the ecumenical patriarchate, played a
central role in the development of theological dialogues between the Orthodox Churches and other Christian
traditions. Originally intended to prepare for a pan-Orthodox synod, they evolved into a forum for inter-Orthodox
relations. The first conference in Rhodes (1961) focused on rapprochement with other churches, in particular the
Oriental Orthodox Churches, the Roman Catholic Church, the churches of the Reformation, as well as the old Catholics
and the Anglican communion.

At the same time, theological exchange was intensified at the regional and national levels, as more concrete progress
could often be achieved there than at the global level.

2.3 Participation in the World Council of Churches

Since its founding and especially since 1962, when the majority of Orthodox churches joined the WCC, they have
borne special witness to Christian unity. The WCC became a central forum for theological dialogue, bringing Orthodox
churches out of their isolation. It advocated for peace, justice, and human rights, especially where Orthodox churches
were under political pressure.

However, the structures of the WCC made Orthodox participation difficult. Orthodox theologians saw this as an

“ecclesiological challenge” [6]  and criticized Protestant denominationalism, which did not correspond to their
understanding of church unity. Orthodoxy rejects the “equivalence of denominations” and sees the restoration of

unity not simply as an interdenominational adjustment, [7]  but as the restoration of the broken unity of the church. [8]

The Orthodox Church recognizes “the historical name of other non-Orthodox Christian Churches and Confessions that
are not in communion with her, and believes that her relations with them should be based on the most speedy and
objective clarification possible of the whole ecclesiological question, and most especially of their more general

teachings on sacraments, grace, priesthood, and apostolic succession.” [9]

A revised CUV  draft from 1997 led to the categorization of Orthodox challenges: (1) theological criticism of superficial
dialogues, the relativization of faith, the neglect of Scripture and tradition, “inclusive” names for God, sexual morality,
and new theological trends; (2) cultural challenges: Orthodox churches perceive that their theology is often regarded
as “Eastern” and irrelevant to the West within the WCC. They reject the idea that secular values should be considered
universally binding for all churches and insist that ethics should be person-oriented rather than principle-oriented; (3)
procedural challenges: Orthodox representatives felt they were a minority in the WCC’s decision-making bodies and
often saw their concerns ignored. They called for better consultation on policy statements, a more equitable

distribution of resources, and stronger Orthodox representation in WCC staff. [10]

Although Orthodox churches were a minority in the WCC, they represented almost half of the Christians present in the
WCC. They criticized the fact that decision-making processes were based on a majority principle rather than taking
consensus-oriented models into account. Orthodox churches demanded that a “community of churches” develop its
own mechanisms that take into account the theological, ecclesiological, and spiritual traditions of the participating
churches.

In response to these concerns, a special commission on Orthodox participation in the WCC was established in 1998.
This commission was tasked with examining and analyzing issues related to Orthodox participation and proposing
necessary changes in the structure, style, and ethos of the council. In order to continue the discussion of outstanding
issues, the WCC central committee recommended in 2003 that the speciall commission should continue as the
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Permanent Committee on Consensus and Collaboration (PCCC). This committee advises the WCC’s governing bodies,
addresses issues of common interest, monitors consensus-building processes, and devotes particular attention to
discussions on ecclesiology.

It should be emphasized that the introduction of the consensus method in decision-making processes was
significantly influenced by Orthodox impulses. The Orthodox developed this model at the first pan-Orthodox
conference in Rhodes (1961), thereby breaking away from a diachronically handed-down principle of ancient synodal
practice, namely the decision-making model of the “Majority Consensus,” which had been considered predominant

and acceptable for centuries. [11]  Many non-Orthodox churches have now adopted this decision-making model.

2.4 Bilateral Dialogues

The document “The Relations of the Orthodox Church with the Rest of the Christian World” from the Synod in Crete

(2016) describes the methods of ecumenical bilateral dialogues (§ 6–15). [12]  Bilateral dialogues are decided upon in a
pan-Orthodox manner and take specific theological circumstances into account, while multilateral dialogues strive for
broader understanding. If an Orthodox church withdraws from a dialogue, inter-Orthodox consultations are held in
order to restore full Orthodox representation. Regular evaluations analyze progress and challenges. The coordination
of inter-Orthodox commissions is intended to strengthen the unity of Orthodoxy in ecumenical discussions. The goal
remains the restoration of ecclesiastical unity in true faith and love. At the conclusion of a dialogue the inter-Orthodox
commission submits its report to the ecumenical patriarch, who, in consultation with the heads of the local Orthodox
churches, announces the official end of the dialogue. The Orthodox Church does not regard ecumenical dialogue as a
purely human endeavor, but as a spiritually guided process under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, characterized by
theological rigor, inter-Orthodox coordination, and a clear commitment to the truth of Christ.

3. Orthodox Theological Contributions to Ecumenical Discussions

3.1 Unity

Church unity is not only a theological ideal, but is also the central fountain of an authentic ecclesiology and a viable
ecumenical approach. According to an Orthodox understanding, this unity is not constructed or negotiated, but is a

lived reality that consists in a return to the original unity established by Christ. [13]  This unity is both the origin and the
goal of creation in Christ and is founded on the inseparable communion of the Holy Trinity. It is not a human work,
but a divine gift that we do not create, but rediscover – in its universal dimension and in its unchanging historical
forms that shape the life of the church and embrace the whole world.

Orthodoxy sees itself as a servant of this unity. [14]  It emphasizes that the unity of the church has not been lost, but
continues to exist in it. In their approach to ecclesiological unity, Orthodox theologians have developed various
models:

1. The “ecclesiology of sobornost” [15]  emphasizes the synodal and communal nature of the church as the body of

Christ, in which every believer participates in the grace of the Holy Spirit. [16]

2.  “Eucharistic ecclesiology” sees the church primarily realized in its eucharistic communion with the local bishop

and the entire ecclesial assembly, whereby each local community represents the fullness of the church. [17]

3. The “ecclesiology of open sobornost” describes the church as a dynamic community that preserves its catholic

fullness while actively bringing Christ’s love and truth into the world. [18]

4. “Pneumatological ecclesiology” emphasizes the role of the Holy Spirit as the link between Christ and the
church, as well as the prophetic dimension of the ecclesial community. The church is not only an organization,

but is a body animated by the Spirit, which is constantly being renewed and made present. [19]

5. “Eschatological ecclesiology” describes the church as a reality unfolding in history, whose fulfillment will only

be achieved in the kingdom of God. [20]  The liturgy is an eschatological event in which the past, present, and

javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)


future of the church come together. [21]

6. Complementing this, “mystagogical ecclesiology” emphasizes the spiritual experiential aspect of church life.
Here, unity is achieved not only through theological understanding or canonical structures, but through the

actual sacramental and liturgical experience of the church. [22]

These models show that orthodox ecclesiology understands the church not only institutionally, but as a spiritually
alive, Trinitarian-centered community in which the Eucharist, tradition, , , and mystagogy

interact. The tension between the local church and universal unity remains central. [23]

3.2 Koinonia

One of the central concepts that plays a key role in Orthodox theology and shapes ecumenical theology is koinonia

(community). [24]  Orthodoxy understands koinonia not only as structural unity, but as a reality sustained by the Holy
Spirit, which finds its deepest model in the . The Holy Trinity shows that unity does not mean uniformity, but
rather a harmonious relationship between different persons who are united in mutual love and fellowship (koinonia).
This view makes a valuable contribution to the ecumenical discussion on church unity by emphasizing that unity has

an ontological and sacramental dimension. [25]

3.3 Conciliarity

Orthodoxy emphasizes that true ecclesial unity is not achieved through mere administrative structures, but only
through the harmonious interaction of episcopal authority, synod, and the entire ecclesial community, taking into

account both local and universal dimensions. [26]  This model differs from both highly centralized and purely federal

structures and has been recognized in ecumenical dialogues as an authentic principle of church unity. [27]

3.4 Catholicity and Locality

Orthodoxy has shaped the concept of the catholicity of the church, which goes beyond mere universality and

encompasses the fullness of faith in each individual local church. [28]  In its self-understanding, Orthodoxy is a conciliar
koinonia, a universal, organic unity of local eucharistic communities, united not only by a central authority but by the
common preservation of the apostolic tradition and participation in the one body of Christ. The catholicity of the
church has both an ontological and a pneumatological dimension, since it is manifested through the presence of the
Holy Spirit in the community of believers.

3.5 Deification (theosis)

Theosis is a central concept in Orthodox theology and spirituality and describes humanity’s  participation in God’s
energies through Christ, without dissolving human nature. This concept can serve as a bridge in ecumenical dialogue,
especially with Western theologies, which often emphasize a more dualistic separation between God and humanity.
Theosis is not only the highest goal of human life, but also the key to understanding church unity: unity is not the
result of human negotiations, but the restoration of the original communion with God, which at the same time implies

the reconciliation of all humanity in Christ. [29]

3.6 Moral Judgment

Moral judgment is inseparably linked to Sacred Scripture, church tradition, theology, and the liturgical experience. [30]

The experience of the Eucharist is considered a source of moral judgment. [31]  Moral decision-making takes place in a
conciliar process in which prayer, tradition, spiritual experience, spiritual guidance, and ascetic practice interact. Moral
decisions must not be based solely on social developments or rational considerations, but must be rooted in the
theology of creation and the sanctity of life.

pneumatology eschatology

Trinity

javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/referral_en/eucharist/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/tradition-protestant-version-1-0/
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/articles/holy-spirit-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/holy-spirit-version-1-0/
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/articles/scripture-version-1-0/
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/articles/prayer-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/tradition-protestant-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/christian-spirituality-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/creation-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articlecontainer/pneumatology/
https://syslex-online.de/articlecontainer/eschatology/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/trinity-version-1-0/


4. Current Challenges
A central problem in the ecumenical movement is the difficulty of communicating Orthodox theology and spirituality

in a way that is comprehensible to Western terminological framework. [32]  This requires a balanced approach: on the
one hand, fidelity to tradition must be maintained; on the other hand, it is necessary to articulate the Orthodox
perspective in a way that enriches ecumenical dialogue. The tension between the deep roots in the mystical and
liturgical experience of the church and its missionary witness in the world remains central. For Orthodoxy, unity is not
primarily an institiutional agreement, but a spiritual reality that arises from shared participation in church life. It is
based on eucharistic community, apostolic tradition, and the work of the Holy Spirit, through which the church is
preserved in its entirety. It is precisely this balance between tradition-conscious identity and openness to dialogue
that is crucial for the future of ecumenical relations.

At the same time, ecumenical dialogue is increasingly challenged by social developments. The Orthodox Church must
find ways to deal with current issues, such as social, political, and moral challenges, in a manner that does justice to
both the truth of the faith and charity.

5. Future Prospects for Ecumenical Dialogue
From an Orthodox perspective, the future of ecumenical dialogue depends on the willingness to engage openly and
honestly with existing differences in ecclesiological and moral-ethical challenges and on the joint search for unity. The
continuation of theological dialogues, the intensification of social and humanitarian cooperation, and the promotion
of constructive coexistence are central elements for the future development of ecumenical dialogue. The concept of
“receptive ecumenism” could offer an important perspective in this regard. This methodology emphasizes the need
not only to work toward unity by approaching existing theological positions, but also to consciously learn from the

theological and spiritual treasures of other traditions. [33]  Orthodoxy should not find this approach alien, but rather an
enrichment that is deeply rooted in its own Trinitarian theology.

Despite existing differences, the dialogue has already made valuable progress. Cooperation in social and
humanitarian projects in particular shows that Christian unity is visible not only on a dogmatic level, but also in joint
service to the world. As has already been emphasized, Orthodoxy cannot preserve its spiritual depth without also
being aware of the worldwide Christian community: “we cannot expect to develop today a living sense of the Church,
one of the main spiritual features of Orthodoxy, without a living sense of the oikoumene, i.e. without a sense for all

those catholic dimensions of Christian life which go well beyond the canonical limits of the Orthodox Church.” [34]

The Orthodox Church is thus faced with the task of keeping its apostolic tradition without isolating itself from the
world. The tension between withdrawal and openness is not a contradiction, but a necessary dynamic process that
characterizes Orthodoxy as a preserving and at the same time missionary church. Nissiotis warned against viewing
Orthodoxy as a static system. He argues that true Orthodoxy is an ongoing living reality that unfolds in the church

community and must not be allowed to become rigid in dogmatism or isolation. [35]  This insight can help to overcome
rigid confessional boundaries and open up new avenues for ecumenical dialogue.

In its exchanges with other traditions, Orthodoxy should also promote critical self-reflection on its own position. From
an eschatological perspective, the Orthodox Church considers itself to be the true church of Christ, but recognizes
that the complete unity of the church will only be achieved eschatologically. This implies that Orthodoxy must remain
open to new insights and developments that accompany it on its path to final unity.
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