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I. Some preliminary remarks

a. Word of God and Church. The relationship between the “word of God” and the “Church” is an issue that became central in the academic and wider theological discussions as a result of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation dialectics “Bible and/or, even over, Tradition”. Strictly speaking, there has never been a Bible in the undivided Church, at least not as we commonly think of the Bible as an one volume book we can hold in our hand. Since the beginning of the Church, and more precisely since the beginning of the Church’s liturgical tradition, there has never been a single book we could point to as the Bible. And this is true for the Orthodox Church to this very day; instead, the various books of the Bible are found scattered throughout several liturgical books located either on the Holy Table (the western Alter) itself, or at the chanter's stand. Not to mention, of course, that the “word of God” has never been identified with the Bible in the life of the Church. The perennial question for Christians after the Reformation was, and to a certain degree still is: “where does the word of God reside?” or, to put it differently: “is it the Bible or the Church that proclaims in the most authoritative way the word of God?” And to trace this dialectics further: “how and under what conditions can one be saved? Here the answers dramatically differ: “in the Church (via the sacraments/mysteries)”, answer most traditional Churches; “when one keeps the word of God (preserved in the Bible and acquired individually)” most liberal denominations assert.  
This dilemma was intensified in modernity when most scholars started contrasting the Liturgy with the Bible, the Sacrament with the Word, with the Holy Scripture, the Biblical readings, the Sermon etc. representing the rational (and therefore accepted in modernity) elements in the life of the Church, and the Sacraments, Liturgy, Prayer etc. representing the irrational one (and therefore rejected by modern scholarship).  I will come to this important dilemma later.
b. What is an Orthodox perspective? To address the issue of the word of God and its relationship with the Church “from an Orthodox Church perspective” is extremely difficult. In the first place, whenever an Orthodox theologian is asked to speak about the “Orthodox” perspective, he or she is confronted with a difficult task. What can really be an “Orthodox perspective”, at a time when the very attribute “orthodox” is widely understood as having more or less negative connotations? 

Secondly, Orthodoxy mostly unknown to non-Orthodox, is normally approached as something “exotic”; an interesting “Eastern phenomenon” vis-à-vis the “Western modern mentality”, provoking the curiosity and enriching the knowledge of Western believers and theologians. If this is the case, Metropolitan John (Zizioulas) of Pergamon, an eminent Orthodox theologian and co-chairman of the Mixed Theological Commission of the official dialogue between Orthodox and Catholics, believes it would be better not to be presented at all. We have played this role for long enough, he added. Orthodoxy nowadays is being understood more and more as meaning the wholeness of the people of God who share the right conviction (orthe doxa) concerning the event of God's salvation in Christ and his Church, and the right expression (orthopraxia) of this faith. Everyone is, therefore, invited by Orthodoxy to transcend confessions and inflexible institutions without necessarily denying them. Orthodoxy is not to be identified only with those of us who are Orthodox in the historical sense, with all our limitations and shortcomings. After all, the term was given to the undivided Church as a whole over against the heretics who, of their own choice, split from the main body of the Church. The term “Orthodoxy” is exclusive for all those who willingly fall away from the historical stream of life of the One Church, but it is inclusive for those who profess their spiritual belonging to that stream. Orthodoxy, in other words, has ecclesial rather than confessional connotations. 

A third more important obstacle is that it is almost impossible to deal with Orthodoxy, even in the conventional sense. On what ground and from what sources can one really establish an Orthodox perspective. The Roman Catholics have Vatican II to draw from; the Orthodox do not. The Lutherans have the Augsburg Confession of their own; the Orthodox do not. Thus, the only authoritative sources the Orthodox possess are in fact common to the rest of Christianity: the Bible and Tradition. How can one establish a distinctly Orthodox perspective on a basis which is common to non-Orthodox as well?
To make the long story short, what I am going to say, despite the fact it will be naturally influenced by the long history of my tradition and is inevitably influenced by my “Orthodox” experience, it can perfectly apply to any Christian, with an ecclesial of course self-understanding. Needless to say, of course, that the issue under consideration is a vast one, and what I have prepared to present to you as a humble contribution will not cover but a very limited area and will be given from a very limited perspective.  
II. An Orthodox approach to the subject
a. Some “official” Orthodox statements. Despite what I stated above as preliminary introductory remarks, the Orthodox have in fact joined delegates from other Churches in signing agreed doctrinal statements concerning the word of God, which under certain theological conditions can lend authority to an Orthodox understanding of it. One such joint statement, from the Moscow Conference held more than a generation ago (1976) between the Orthodox and the Anglicans, summarizes very briefly the Orthodox view: 

The Scriptures constitute a coherent whole. They are at once divinely inspired and humanly expressed. They bear authoritative witness to God's revelation of Himself in creation, in the Incarnation of the Word, and in the whole history of salvation, and as such express the word of God in human language. We know, receive, and interpret Scripture through the Church and in the Church. 
And more recently, within the framework of Faith and Order, the Church was understood as creatura Verbi (creation of the Word) and creatura Spiritus (creation of the Holy Spirit): 
The Church is centred and grounded in the Gospel, the word of God…Thus the Church is the creature of God's word which as a living voice creates and nourishes it throughout the ages. This divine word is borne witness to and makes itself heard through the scriptures. Incarnate in Jesus Christ, it is testified to by the Church and proclaimed in preaching, in sacraments, and in service... Faith called forth by the word of God is brought about by the action of the Holy Spirit. In the scriptures, the Word of God and the Holy Spirit are inseparable. 

b. The liturgical dimension of any Orthodox perspective. However, the most authentic Orthodox perspective to any issue, especially the relation between the word of God and the Church, is to be found in the theological documents of the official theological dialogue between Orthodox and Catholics. In these documents, in which the Eucharistic and Trinitarian approach in dealing with the nature of the Church was adopted, it is quite clear that the essence of the Church, in other words the essence of Orthodoxy in its ecclesial (i.e. not in the confessional) sense, goes beyond any theological affirmation. I would dare to say Orthodoxy is a way of life; hence the importance of its liturgical tradition. This is why the Orthodox give to the Liturgy such a prominent place in their theology. “The Church, according to a historic statement by the late G. Florovsky, is first of all a worshipping community. Worship comes first, doctrine and discipline second. The lex orandi has a privileged priority in the life of the Christian Church. The lex credendi depends on the devotional experience and vision of the Church.”
 Any doctrinal statement, therefore, concerning the authority of the Bible, or the word of God and its relation to the Church, should come only as the natural consequence of the liturgical, i.e. eucharistic, communion experience of the Church.

Post-modernity has challenged the priority of texts over experience, a syndrome still dominant in modern scholarship. It has even challenged the priority of theology over ecclesiology. I would even dare to say that it has challenged the priority of faith over the communion experience of the Kingdom of God; the priority of the word of God over against the Church. The dogma, imposed after the Enlightenment and the Reformation over all scholarly theological outlook, that the basis of our Christian faith can only be extracted from a certain historical and critically defined depositum fidei, most notably from the Bible (which was believed to contain the word of God, and to which sometimes Tradition is added), can no longer be sustained; more careful attention is now paid, and more serious reference is given, to the eucharistic communion experience that has been responsible and produced this depositum fidei.

Recent scholarship is moving away from the old affirmation that the Christian community was originally initiated as a “faith community”. More and more scholars are now inclined to believe that it started as a communion fellowship gathered at certain times around a Table in order to foreshadow the Kingdom of God. Of course this Eucharistic Table was not “lived” as a Mystery cult, but as a foretaste of the coming Kingdom of God, as a proleptic manifestation within the tragic realities of history of an authentic life of communion, unity, justice and equality, with no practical differentiation (soteriological and beyond) between Jews and gentiles, slaves and free people, men and women (cf. Gal 3:28). This was, after all, the profound meaning of the johannine term aionios zoe (eternal life), or the pauline phrase kaine ktisis (new creation), or even St. Ignatius’ controversial expression pharmakon athanasias (medicine of immortality). In short more and more scholars incline to think that it was the ritual (i.e. the liturgical and eucharistic worship) that gave rise to stories (the Gospels, other “historical” accounts, the written “word of God” etc.), that shaped the faith of the Church rather than the other way round.
 
Any particular issue, therefore, like the relationship between the word of God and the Church, cannot be detached from its ecclesial eucharistic framework.  Without denying the legitimacy of the Bible’s autonomous status within the world literature or the importance of its private reading, the Orthodox have always believed that the word of God expressed in the Bible acquires its fullness only within this ecclesial eucharistic community.
c. The eucharistic criterion.  It is not an exaggeration, therefore, to state that the liturgical – more precisely the eucharistic – dimension is perhaps the only safe criterion in ascertaining the way in which the Orthodox approach the “word of God” and the Bible, the way they understand it, the way they receive, and interpret it, the way they are inspired and nourished by it. Those who have attended an Orthodox liturgy would have realized—perhaps with astonishment or even shock—that normally in the Orthodox Divine Liturgy the Bible is not read but sung, as if the Bible readings were designed not so much in order that the faithful might understand and appropriate the word of God, but in order to glorify an event or a person.
 The event is the eschatological kingdom, and the person, the center of that kingdom, Christ himself. This is one reason why the Orthodox, while traditionally in favour of translating the Bible (and not only) into a language people can understand, (cf. the dispute in the Photian period between Rome and Constantinople over the use in the Church’s mission to Moravia of the Cyrillic script, i.e. a language beyond the “sacred” three: Hebrew, Greek, Latin), are (unfortunately) generally reluctant to introduce common-language translations of the Bible readings in their Divine Liturgy. In the Liturgy of the Word of the Orthodox Church, which is always inseparable from the Eucharistic Liturgy, it is not only Jesus Christ in His first coming, who proclaims the “word of God”  through the Scripture, it is the word of the glorified Lord in His second coming which is also supposed to be proclaimed.
 

Any particular issue, therefore, like the word of God vis-à- vis the Church, or the authority of the Bible, cannot be detached from the framework of the ecclesial eucharistic community. Without denying the legitimacy of the autonomous status of the Bible within world literature, the historical process of development of the individual books, their historical collection, as well as the authority attached at a quite late stage to the Bible as a closed composition (canon), but also the famous patristic – even conciliar (ecumenical) – statements, the undivided Church always believed that the word of God acquires its profound meaning, and the Bible its full authority, only within this ecclesial eucharistic context. 

Consequently, all the functions within the life of the Church pertinent to expressing the faith, determining the truth, and authoritatively interpreting and preserving it, are related to the eucharistic identity of the Church, and for thiat reason they are all the responsibility of the eucharistic community as a whole. Even synodality, the ultimate criterion of the truth, is mutually inter-related with the Eucharist. In 1848 the Patriarchs of the Orthodox East turned down Pope Pius’ IX invitation to participate in Vatican I by saying: “after all, in our tradition neither patriarchs nor synods have ever been able to introduce new elements, because what safeguards our faith is the very body of the Church, i.e. the people themselves”. Thus, consciously or unconsciously, they affirmed that the ultimate authority of the Church lies neither in doctrinal magisteria, nor in any clerical (even conciliar) structure, but in the entire Body of Christ. The only limitation is that this “communal” magisterium, the “many” in the Church’s life, cannot function in isolation from the “one” who is imaging Christ, i.e. the one presiding in love over the local (bishop), regional (protos or primate), or universal Church (Pope or Patriarch). And this “one” is only the visible expression of the Church. 

All that has been said so far, being the result of a “eucharistic ecclesiology”, is neither an “excessive generality”, nor a kind of “liturgicalism” and/or “eucharisticism”, a quasi-hermeneutical key to solve all questions.
 It is rather a conscious shift of the centre of gravity from a verbal/written authority to a communal and eschatological one; from the word of God, understood in a rational way, to the Church in its charismatic and Christocentric (though pneunatologically conditioned) dimension.

These arguments bring us to other equally important criteria, namely the eschatological and the Christological one. Before moving to these let us return back to what we left open, namely the (post-) modern condition, and compare the modern rational conceptions with the existential situation of the undivided Church.
III. The word of God in modernity and in the undivided Church
a. Liturgy and the word of God in modernity. As we stated at the beginning, the complete break of the relationship between the “word of God” and the “Church” (which according to Nicolaos Kavasilas en tois mysterious symenetai = “is signified in the Sacraments”, i.e in the Eucharist) has its roots in the beginning of modernity.
  In the academic community the Christian religion has always been examined in the framework of a Hegelian (in the wider sense) analysis of history. According to this view, the history of humanity is nothing but a battlefield for three conflicting conceptions of life and reality in general: magic, religion, and science.  Science testifies to the progressive improvement of the human intellect, while the inferior expressions – that is, magic and religion, which are primarily expressed ritually and sacramentally – fade (according to Hegel and other modernist philosophers, historians of religion and academics) before the superiority of science. The well known anthropologist James George Frazer, in his work The Golden Bough,
 formulated the opinion (which became till very recently predominant in the humanities) that magico-religious and sacramental conceptions and ideas are nothing but erroneous theories, and that cultic rituals constitute hopeless and desperate efforts to provide answers for natural and metaphysical phenomena; he characterized religious rituals as primitive science.
 
As these views became universally accepted in the academia, the theologians were left in the defence, trying desperately to maintain apologetic attitudes, without being able to formulate a credible, persuasive, and academically accepted alternative position. This was the situation until the end of the 20th century, when Ludwig Wittgenstein, in his study entitled “Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough,”
 completely reversed the modernist views on religion and sacraments, restoring the ancient importance of ritual and the “expressive” dynamics of all religious rites.  The academic community’s perception that “mystical rites are the result of primitive or deficient convictions and beliefs” was thus refuted, and it gradually became accepted that these rites result from the need of the believing community not to explain, but to express something unique – in Christianity the experience of the Kingdom of God here and now (albeit proleptically).
 

b. Authority of the Bible in modernity and the word of God in the undivided Church.  
Wittgenstein was just one among those who challenged the reliability of modernism. But the authority of the Bible is still a crucial issue for all western theologies. And modern Orthodox theologians are not exempt from such an approach. According to the standards of modernism the Bible can be interpreted authentically: 
(a) either by a “magisterium”, apparently because some clerics are considered to have received the power and the right from Christ Himself to represent Him as successors of the Apostles. In this way, the word of God is interpreted authentically only by a clergyman, mainly a bishop, and finally the Pope – always as a person, and under any circumstances whatsoever.  
(b) or through the word of God again, which means – as most Protestants still believe – the Scripture is interpreted through the Scripture, and it is a matter of proper scientific research. This is why in Protestantism, in order to become a minister (which essentially means a preacher, so that you can expound the word of God) you must have a university education; in other words, one will need a University diploma to explain the Scriptures, with the Scriptures. One can in fact do this from his/her office, his/her place of education. Teachers, therefore, (as the “doctors” in the undivided Church) are, for Protestantism, the instruments by which the authority of the Bible is explained. 
Notice what kind of problems this “modern” approach has presented to theology with regard to the authority of the Bible. 
(a) With regard to the first (Roman Catholic, but to a certain degree also Orthodox) position, the natural question which is raised is:  why should a bishop be regarded as infallible, or why should an entire synod of bishops be considered infallible, or why should the Pope be infallible? And that is where we truly stumble; for we cannot provide satisfactory logical answers, especially nowadays. 
(b) As to the second (mainly Protestant) position, another problem is raised, which today preoccupies everyone in the West. How can the Bible be interpreted by the Bible and by scientific analysis, when we know that it was also subject to certain historical and cultural influences, which do not continue to apply forever?  This is why some Protestants today are forced to look for a canon within the canon. In other words, they seek a “smaller” canon, within the canon of the Holy Bible. They seek the criteria on the basis of which they can locate whether something in the Holy Bible is truly authentic, and with which we can discern whether something today is not authentic and necessary. Thus, some have reached the point of no longer trusting the Bible. Hermeneutics has developed to such a degree in recent years that the Bible itself is also subjected to any interpretation. 
All these have as their starting point the modern approach to the truth, which places the essence of the Church and the essence of the truth in decrees that were shaped in the past. A norm is defined and imposed in the past, and we now struggle to adhere to it faithfully. It is on the surface of this perception that all the problems regarding the authority of bishop, of synods, of the Pope, of the hermeneutics of the Bible etc. are located. This problem was never raised in the undivided Church, where the Scriptures were interpreted within the congregating Church. There what mattered was not just the narration of how things happened; it was the way things will happen, and will be. There the word of God always had an eschatological nuance, coming to us not from the past, but from the future. It is a different thing for us to sit down here and study the Holy Bible; or even in those so-called Bible circles, where one sits down and studies the Bible. What can the Holy Bible tell us, outside the congregation of the Church? It will tell us other things. It is within the framework of worship – and especially of the Divine Eucharist – that we find the reason the Orthodox till this very day melodiously chant (not just read) the biblical lessons Not so much the readings of Vespers – it is not imperative for them to be chanted. But the Gospel and the apostolic readings during the Liturgy are still chanted in the Orthodox services. St. John Chrysostom says somewhere: “we open up a syllable”, because “syllabizing” is a conceptualizing (in Greek syllabe = conception, arresting) by the nous; it signifies that which the mind conceives/grasps noetically.  And we help the mind to grasp the meaning. But the word of God can never be conceived/grasped. It is far greater than us. It is the word of God that conceives/grasps us. And Chrysostom goes on saying, that through chanting, the word of God is “opened up”; the syllable is opened up and it incorporates us, as opposed to us “conquering” it.  This reminds us the Pauline “gnontes ton Theon , mallon de gnosuentes ypo tou Theou” (knowing God, but rather being known by God).
This conquering tendency of knowledge that we apply to things is the same one that we apply every time we strive to make the Scriptural readings comprehensible, to apprehend the readings! Can one truly apprehend the word of God, or comprehend it?  Of course one may wonder:  What sort of mysterious and chaotic perception is this? Many Westerners are moved by the Orthodox when they attend their Liturgy, and they usually say “at least you Orthodox have a mystery”.  However, it is not about a kind of secret and exotic mystery, which after all lacks any importance. It is a method of knowledge that is based on the communion of persons, and not just on the work of the mind. The Bible cannot speak to us in the same manner when we read it at home, as compared to when the word of God it is read and heard in the Church. There is a slogan in my Church, that the greatest destroyer of the word of God in the Church is the preacher! Theologically speaking, therefore, any attempt to apprehend or comprehend the word of God is not a spiritual but a “modern” phenomenon. And the Gospel for the Orthodox is never just a book one can open and read. It is almost a person. One kneels before it, during the “entrance” of the Gospel the people make the sign of the Cross and kiss it, gestures that surely signify something deeper.
In the undivided Church, even the sermon was a liturgical event, and not something that took place in any kind of hall. The word of God is an event that comes to the community from the eschaton; it has a sacramental character; it is a Eucharistic event, for it is the Word-Logos that the faithful personally meet during the Eucharist, not a rational word. Thus they encountered with the “word of God” in its “fullness” not by comprehending created words, but by coming in communion with the Logos of God in the form of Christ’s Body and Blood. We will elaborate this in some more details later.
c. The word of God, the Mysteries and sacramentalism. The correct understanding of “mystery” was always the touchstone of Christian teaching and life – not only in the early Christian community, when the Church contended with an assortment of mystery cults, but also much later, when an exclusively scholastic theology developed (in both the West, and the East) a sacramentalistic view of the Christian mysteries.
 It is worth remembering that the crux of that theological conflict during the Reformation was a sacramentalistic view of the Holy Eucharist, which tragically ended in the complete departure of Protestant theology from the original mysteriology of the undivided Church. The dialectical antithesis between “sacramentalism” (which dominated pre-Vatican II Roman Catholic theology, but also some medieval Orthodox thinking) and “the rejection of mystery” (in some Protestant circles before the ecumenical era) resulted in the secularization of society and the transformation of the Church into a religion – either cognitive or cultic – which is even more tragic.

In the contemporary ecumenical dialogue, Orthodoxy, for two or more generations, has used the authentic Christian mysteriology as its principle weapon.  It is quite characteristic that most responses by the Orthodox Churches to the WCC’s text regarding the understanding of Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry (known as BEM) underline the necessity of a deeper elaboration of the Christian view of “mystery.” The distinguished British ecclesiologist M.E.Brikman, speaking about the Orthodox theology’s contribution to the ecumenical discussion at the General Assembly in Vancouver (1983) and afterwards, asserted that the “sacramental” view of reality is the only solution to the impasses and dilemmas of sacramentalistic theology, as well as to the theology of creation.
  Given, therefore, the adherence of nearly all the Orthodox engaged in the ecumenical dialogue on the significance of Sacraments – over and above the significance even of the word of God
 – we believe that a profound study of the significance and theological importance of Christian mysteriology is urgently needed.  
d. Mystery and kerygma (or the word of God) in the Bible. Of course, the term “mystery,” a clearly religious terminus technicus, is derived, etymologically, from the verb “μύειν” (which means “to close the eyes and mouth,” and not from the verb “μυεῖν,” which means ‘to dedicate’).
 In antiquity it is recorded (primarily in the plural) in rituals with secret teachings, both religious and political, and accompanied by a host of exotic activities and customs. These mysteries may have originated in the ritualistic activities of primitive peoples, but they took much of their shape from the Greek world (Dionysiac, Eleusinian, Orphic, etc) and then combined creatively with various Eastern cults before assuming their final form during the Greco-Roman period.  Because Christianity developed during the height of the mystery cults, and because of the notable resemblances between them, the history of religions school of thought formulated the theory of reciprocal dependence – and in particular the dependence of Christianity on the mystery cults. 

In biblical (O.T., N.T. even Inter-testamental) literature, as well as in the early post-biblical one, the term “mystery” was always connected with cultic ritual or with the liturgical expression of the people of God (Israel in the O.T., the Church in the N.T.).  In the Septuagint, it appears for the first time in the Hellenistic literature (Tobit, Judith, Wisdom, Sirach, Daniel, Maccabees), where it is frequently used pejoratively to describe the ethnic mystery religions (cf. Wisdom of Solomon 14:23: “secret mysteries…[ connected with] child sacrifices”), or to imply idolatry.
  In Daniel, the term “mystery” assumes, for the first time, a very significant connotation, that of eschatology, and in that meaning it was further developed later.

The only use of the term in the Gospels occurs in the Synoptic tradition, in the famous interpretation of the parables – “the mystery (-ies) of the Kingdom of God (of heaven)” (Mark 4:11 par.).  Here, as also in the corpus paulinum,
 the term is connected with the kerygma, not with ritual (as in the various mystery cults), and it was very often used in connection with the terms of revelation.
  Generally, in the N.T., mystery is never connected with secret teachings, nor do we encounter any admonitions against defiling the mystery, as in the mystery cults.
There is ample evidence in the letters of the Apostle Paul that, in certain circles of the Early Church, the significance of the Lord’s Supper and, by extension, the profound meaning of the Eucharist, was interpreted in the light of the Hellenistic mystery cults’ rituals, and thus the mysterion was believed to transmit an irrevocable salvation. Paul attempts to correct this view on the basis of ecclesiological criteria – his teaching on spiritual gifts and the Church as “the Body of Christ.”

According to the sacramentalistic view of the mystery cults, the person acquires, via the mysteries, a power of life that is never lost.  In the mystery groups and the more general syncretistic environment of Early Christianity, it was widely believed that the human beings were connected with the deity through the initiation; they could acquire eternal salvation only by participating in the deity’s death and resurrection.
 The Gnostics , being influenced by the mystery cults and adopting a “sacramentalistic” view, even performed baptism for the departed in an attempt to activate this indestructible power over death.  The Apostle Paul refutes this magical/sacramentalistic view of baptism in his Epistle to the Romans (Rom 6:3-11).  It is of course true that he interprets baptism in theological terms as participation in Christ’s death on the cross, but at the same time he insists, that this must have consequences in the moral life of the faithful.  For this reason, he exhorts the baptized to “walk in newness of life” (6:4) “so that we might no longer be enslaved to sin” (6:6).

Ephesians 3:3-12 is characteristic of the Pauline (and the New Testament in general) understanding of “mysterion.” There Paul’s mission to the Gentiles is clearly described as “the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things through Jesus Christ; that through the Church the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places” (3:9-10).  Mystery, therefore, is the hidden plan of God for the salvation of the whole world. The Church, then, by extension, is considered a “mystery”, where this mystery of salvation is accomplished.  And because the Church is neither the sum of beliefs of some religious system, nor some mystery cult, but rather the collective manifestation of the Kingdom of God, the Holy Eucharist was also characterized as a “Mystery”, more precisely the Church’s Mystery par excellence. Until the 4th century AD, the term “mystery” and its derivatives were not connected in any way with that which later came to be called Sacraments.
 The Gospel of John in particular had established the ecclesiological dimension of the Christian mysteries, and particularly of the Eucharist as a communion event, and not a mystery cult-inspired action of individual piety.  This communion event is an expression of the Church as the people of God and as the Body of Christ mystically united with its head, Christ, and not some sacramentalistic ritual or magical rite. 
The major change occurred at the beginning of the 4th century AD, after the acceptance of Christianity as a recognized – and later as the official or even “State”– religion of the Roman Empire. The Church at that time, seeking to attract as many groups as possible in its mission to the world, not only began to adopt sacramental terminology, but also described its ecclesiastical rituals as superior to those of the mystery cults.  Her rituals became “mysteries”, and the “presbyters” (and “bishops”) became priests (and archpriests).  In an effort to maintain a sense of holiness amidst the mass conversions to Christianity, the Church began to describe her logike latreia (rational eucharistic worship) not in authentic terms, but in mystic/sacramentalistic ones (awful, awe-inspiring, etc).
 
IV. The eschatological, ecclesiological and Christological 
dimension of the word of God
a. The eschatological criterion. First of all, we have to emphasize that the Christian eschatology is neither a denial of history, nor an attachment to history and the past; it is rather an invasion of the eschaton in our historical realities. The eschaton “invades” history via the Holy Spirit - chiefly during the Divine Eucharist – and it is within this framework that a true meaning is given to the terms ‘priesthood’, ‘the word of God’, ‘the Holy Bible’, and the life of the Church in general. Underlining the eschatological eschatological dimension of the Church we do not by any means discard the scientific interpretation of the Bible. It is not proper to say that all that biblical scholarship say are incorrect. The Church does not ignore scientific interpretation altogether; but scientific knowledge is not the means by which one acknowledges the Scripture as the word of God speaking to us. The Church has a different context, a different framework, in which she places the Bible, so that it can finally “speak” to us. All of these things therefore have to do with ecclesiology.  The key issue for the Church is the congregating of God’s people in a specific place and time, portraying the community of End Times. 
However, after the influx of modernity into our theological thinking there is no eschatology incorporated into history.  History is completely separated from Eschatology. The End Times is either a separate chapter that will take place “afterwards” (cf. e.g. all the scholastic Handbooks of dogmatics, some “Orthodox” included) or, it is a charismatic experience of a select few, to be isolated from the framework of the historical community. In this way we are splitting in a traffic way Ecclesiology: the Church of Saints and the Church of the historical community. This is one, and that is another.  In this way, however, it is doubtful whether we can still call the historical community “Church”. The eschatological approach needs to be incorporated into the historical one, and this happens only during the Divine Eucharist, nowhere else. 

From the early stages, and in agreement with the teaching, work and life of the Historical Jesus, the Church adopted a horizontal historical eschatology, an eschatology which identified the Church not by what she is in the present, but by what she will become in the eschaton. Consequently her mission was understood as a dynamic journey of the people of God as a whole towards the eschaton, with the Eucharist as the point of departure. This understanding, however, became interwoven very early with a vertical one. 

This fundamental biblical and early Christian eucharistic/liturgical and eschatological understanding of the Church, by the third century AD began (under the intense ideological pressure of Christian Gnosticism and especially neo-Platonism) to gradually coexist with concepts promulgated by the Catechetical School of Alexandria. The type of spirituality and Christian ecclesiology which were developed around these circles did not have the eschaton (the Ω omega), as their point of reference, but the creation (the A alpha), the beginnings of human beings, humanity's primal state of blessedness in paradise before the Fall. The main representatives of this school, Clement of Alexandria and Origen, gave Christian ecclesiology a new direction which, in Metropolitan John Zizioulas’ terms, was “not merely a change (trope), but a complete reversal (anatrope)”.
 Thus the Church ceased to be an icon of the eschaton and became instead an icon of the origin of beings, of creation,
  with the Alexandrians the concept is torn completely from its biblical roots in eschatology. The eschaton is no longer the focal point and apex of the Divine Economy. The direction of interest has been reversed, and now the focus is on creation. Thus we have a cosmological approach to the Church, and not an eschatological one, as in the Holy Scriptures. The Church is now understood, completely apart from the historical community, as a perfect and eternal Idea. 

b. The Christological criterion. The eschatological ecclesiology is linked to Christology and the whole story about the one Persona and the two natures.  Starting with the dogma of the IV Ecumenical Council in Chalcedon, according to which Christ together with the divine nature he also possesses a perfect human one, and taking into account the inability to subjugate His persona to the nature,
 the Christological criterion becomes essential in determining the profound theological meaning of the word of God. And this cannot be done without the eschatological and ecclesiological dimension we analyzed above.
The basic consequence of our Christology is that Christ Himself ceases to be an individual. It is not possible – nor will it ever be possible – to isolate Christ from His body, which is the communion of the Saints.  Christ, therefore, is an inclusive concept; He is a head, together with a body.  He cannot be imagined without the body; and that body is not a personal body – it is the body of the Church, the body of Saints.  This is why Christology is inseparable from Ecclesiology.  Therefore, the Church is not an interim situation, between the Resurrection and the End of Time. The notion “Church” is nothing other but the very Kingdom of God. 
If this is so, the Church is not just a community, which we can perceive in juxtaposition to Christ. Christ doesn’t stand opposite the Church, or “face-to-face”; He is the very “I” of the Church. This is precisely the reason why the Church is Holy: because, as it is emphatically stated in the Divine Liturgy “One is Holy, One is the Lord, Jesus Christ…”   Despite the sinfulness of her members the Church is Holy, because her personal identity is none other than the personal identity of Christ. And the word of God is not meant to build the social, moral, missional etc. awareness of the faithful. The social, ethical, and missional values are of course important, but they come only as a consequence of the ecclesial identity of the faithful. In addition, during the Eucharist, it is not the Church that is actually praying but Christ, who cannot of course be separated form the Church. He prays as a Church, and similarly the Church prays as Christ. This is a special characteristic of the eucharistic anaphora, which is addressed to the Father.
We have briefly outlined all the above, in order to declare clearly and firmly, that because the Church does not have her own “I”, her own identity, but her identity is Christ, the word of God – at least in the Divine Liturgy – has divine and not human characteristics; it refers not to ordinary, rational, historical components, but to eschatological, ecclesiological ones.
V. Some concluding thoughts
Having said all these and being so critical to the modern understanding of the word of God and its relation to the Church (which I have clearly defined as an exclusively eschatological reality), I do not by any means suggest a return to a pre-critical approach to all theological issues, including those pertaining to the Bible. I do not hide my positive appreciation to post-modernism and my discontent with modernism, if not for anything else at least because it has over-rationalized everything from social and public life to scholarship, from emotion to imagination, seeking to over-control and to limit the irrational, the aesthetic and perhaps even the sacred. Modernism in its search to rationalize and historicize everything, modernism has transformed not only what we know and how we know it, but also how we understand ourselves. And this applies to theology and to the Church.
 

Having said all this, it is important to reaffirm what sociologists of knowledge very often point out, i.e. that modernism, counter (alternative) modernism, post-modernism, and even de-modernism, are always simultaneous processes. Otherwise post-modernism can easily end up and evaporate in a neo-traditionalism, and in the end neglect or even negate the great achievements of the Enlightenment and the ensuing scholarly critical “paradigm”. The rationalistic sterility of modern life, has turned to the quest for something new, something radical, which nevertheless is not always new, but very often old recycled: neo-romanticism, neo-mysticism, naturalism, etc.   In fact, all these neo-isms share a great deal in common with the early 18th century reactions to the modernist revolution, which the Church and her theology should unequivocally reject.

The Catholic Church with Vatican II, and especially with her Constitution Dei verbum, has been pioneer among our traditional Churches in reconsidering our attitude to modernism, and rightly so. Although during that council  (a historic event for the entire Christian world) many eastern Orthodox views were adopted, with regard to the Bible, and all pertaining issues like the “word of God”, the impression is, at least to my understanding, that the Catholic Church paid at that specific moment more attention to her western sisters and brothers, again rightly so. The time has come, I believe, that the Catholics reassess the Orthodox perspectives, at least the invaluable contributions made by the Eastern Catholics of that time (Bishop Edelby and others). After all, despite any objection a biblical scholar like me can have about His Holiness personal book on The Jesus of Nazareth (2007 in many languages and by many publishers), this book is a signal for such a change.
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