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The Study of the Christian East on the Church’s Priority list. 

And what we Jesuits could do to revamp it. 

Edward G. Farrugia, SJ 

Abstract: Without its Eastern identity the Society loses its own sense of Church and 
universal mission, largely forged in the early East through the biblical, liturgical and practical 
canon. The Society has to promote them as integral to a balanced theological programme of 
Eastern ecclesiastical sciences. To renew studies at the Pontifical Oriental Institute, entrusted 
to the Society by Pius XI (1922), the Orientale has to re-think its programme in terms of the 
primordial Syrian East, and re-formulate its programme in the light of an organic liturgical, 
canonical and theological sectors as dimensions of the Spirit. 

 
Resume: The East belongs to Ignatius' formative years and the Society's universal 

mission, an on-going engagement with its focus in the Pontifical Oriental Instittue (PIO). We 
ought to renew our commitment to what also constitutes the Church's primordial identity by 
renewing the study programme at the PIO. But while the PIO has made a norm-setting 
contribution to many fields its programme is still closely modelled on Latin scholastic 
models. It failed (a) to start where the original East was (topography), namely Mesopotamia 
and the Orient which largely withstood the Hellenistic globalisation of its time, or (b) to 
define what distinguishes the Christian Orient (typology), namely the priority of Spirit. On 
the basis of (a), even the Byzantine and the Slavic East are seen as derivative; on the basis of 
(b), system gives way to synthesis, whereby spirituality is seen as the soul of dogma. To 
retrieve the initial inspiration we have to coordinate typology and topography of the East not 
so much on the theoretical level as on the practical, in an organic plan of studies, which 
presents the East as Rites (liturgies), rights (canon law), right faith (theology) as dimensions 
of the Spirit. 

 

Jesuits generally have a soft spot for the East, where Christianity grew up, the Bible was 

written and the Fathers figured out for all posterity what Christianity is about, if we only 

think of the fixing of the biblical canon as the written part of the regula fidei, the formation of 

the liturgical canon as the Church’s lex orandi, and the various Church Orders such as the 

Didache as the canon of praxis. It is different if we turn to the detailed picture of what 

constitutes specifically Eastern Christian studies. We are rather curious to know more about 

the East, enough at least to be able to distinguish Maronites from Melkites, while straining to 

catch the difference between Malankara Syrian Orthodox1 and Malankara Orthodox Syrians2.  

Yet such inquisitiveness usually does not suffice to challenge our way of living but at 

most whets our curiosity, so that we wind up seeking a knowledge which is at best 
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fascinating but exotic. It is no secret that many consider Eastern theology closer to a 

catechism than a scientific treatment of real issues and so to lag behind its western 

counterpart; worse still, many dismiss involvement with the East as strengthening the 

Church’s conservative flank, antidote to so many false isms and expectations, but also to 

much that spells progress in the contemporary Church.  

To those conversant with recent ecumenical developments, it might even sound strange 

that the prime carriers of this patrimony of tradition, the Oriental Churches in general look 

antiquated and in need of a reform in soul and body, not to say anything about the fact that 

their very existence – I mean the survival of the Catholic Eastern Churches – seems at stake. 

Moreover, this threat apparently stems not only through what pessimistic accounts such as 

Jean-Pierre’s Valognes’ work with its significant title Vie et mort des Chrétiens d’Orient3 

reveal, but also through the very Catholic Church which mothered them. One need only take 

into account Orientalium ecclesiarum (1964), which ends with the ominous note that these 

Churches were born to die: in case of full communion with the Orthodox they would have to 

disappear and, along with them, the Oriental Congregation which has ruled them since 1917. 

So is, at least, a current interpretation of the text4. 

In view of so much that seems to speak against a bright future for the Christian East 

itself, what remains of the rigour of Eastern Christian studies;  how important are they for the 

Church anyhow and what could be done to revamp them?  

In what follows we shall first (1) try to go to the heart of the matter by asking about the 

social – and the Societal – standing of these ecclesiastical eastern studies. This we shall do by 

positioning ourselves in that school of the East, which the Church entrusted to the Society of 

Jesus as a pastoral charge of intellectual calibre: the Pontifical Institute of Eastern studies 

(PIO), Rome. Then, (2) we have to probe into where this seemingly local commitment 

overlaps with the Church’s own perception and involvement in the East. (3) Finally, but most 
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importantly, we have to see what can be done to give not just a face-lift to these studies, but 

actually to somehow contribute to the renewal of the face of East through these studies, 

which was precisely the intention of Benedict XV in founding the Orientale and of Piux XI in 

entrusting it to the Jesuits. 

1. The ecclesial relevance of our involvement in the East 

It is indispensable for a self-respecting discipline with a claim to be scientific to insist on 

its social relevance5. As K. Rahner puts it, the ecclesial character of theology, far from 

diminishing its credibility, indicates its social relevance, and, at the same time, its scientific 

status6. It is thus important to identify the interests that have led to the emergence of the 

Pontifical Institute of Eastern Studies (PIO), also known as the Orientale.  

1.1 The PIO’s social relevance in the Church and for the Society of Jesus 

The PIO was founded to meet a special need increasingly felt with the presentiment of 

the imminent demise of the Ottoman empire, an awareness that became acute ever since 

Napoleon landed in Egypt in 1798, giving rise to the famous “question orientale”: what to do 

with the millions of Christians living in the Ottoman empire once the Sick Man of Europe 

died?7 Things came to a head about a hundred years later when, in 1893, the Eucharistic 

Congress of Jerusalem was held in which the patriarchs could air their grievances8. Their 

conference in Rome with Leo XIII resulted in Orientalium dignitas (1894). Considered to be 

the magna carta of Eastern Catholics, it insists on the necessity not only to save Eastern rites 

from extinction, which had been the concern of Benedict XIV in Allatae sunt (July 26, 1755), 

but also to assure  equality of rights in East and West. After Pius IX tried to clip the rights of 

Eastern Christians with his bull Reversurus (July 12, 1867), which forbade lay participation 

in the choice of bishops,9 Leo XIII stressed equality of canon law in East and West. In a 

nutshell   what characterizes the East most is Rite, right and right faith, i.e. liturgy, canon law 

and orthodoxy. 
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  And indeed, the first programme of the PIO, founded on 15 October 1917 by Benedict 

XV with the Motu proprio, Orientis catholici10, bears the stamp of this triple formula. It was 

entrusted to an assorted group of religious and even lay people11 and put under the direction 

first of the White Father Antoine Delpuch12 and then of the Benedictine Abbot of St Paul 

Outside the Walls, Blessed Ildefonse Schuster, OSB. Roughly five years later, on 14 

September 1922, Pius XI assigned the PIO to the Society of Jesus. The decision matured only 

with the conviction that more homogeneity was needed to run an Institute with such a wide 

gamut of interests, coterminous with half of the ecclesial chessboard, in order to ensure a 

smooth administration, co-opt recruits to continue the work and, most of all, ascertain a 

programme of quality. We have to keep in mind that what interests here is the ratio studiorum 

which the Society developed in its dealing with the East. This in turn may be articulated over 

two stages: (a) what the Society received as a charter and (b) what the Society made out of it, 

with what creativity it tried to implement it. 

If the Society had been chosen, there were good reasons for it. One need only go back to 

Ignatius himself. By now it is well accepted that the Society was not founded to combat 

Protestantism, but was born with an Eastern orientation. His original plan was to go to 

Jerusalem and spend his life there, postponing saying mass for a year and a half – a sacrifice 

which must have cost him dearly, when we think what tears he shed during mass – until it 

became clear that there was no way of getting there13. Rome became for him another 

Jerusalem; and even the fact that he celebrated his first mass at Santa Maria Maggiore, next 

door to where the Orientale now stands, is indicative of his basic life orientation towards the 

East, his first love14. His options as first general amply confirm that his endorsement of a 

universal mission in which the East had pride of place, of which his engagement for the 

Ethiopian mission and his attempt to establish colleges in Constantinople, Jerusalem and 

Cyprus, as well as Malta15 to prepare missionaries among Muslims are but two examples. We 
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may see the same hankering for the East in Pierre Favre (d. 1546), handpicked by St Ignatius 

to become Patriarch in Ethiopia16. In his prayer on the current state of the Church Favre 

mentions seven cities which he would love to pray for, five of which lie in the East17. Given 

the distance and that the rising star of Moscow18 was not generally known then, one must 

only wonder what a superb place the East held in his mind and heart. 

The same may be said of the first century of Jesuits. Ignatius himself had written to the 

Negus Galawdewos19, and Jesuits followed suite. By 1600 Jesuits were involved everywhere 

in Eastern missions, usually characterized by heavy academic involvement and accompanied 

by the establishment of schools. In practically all fields of Eastern ecclesial knowledge 

Jesuits excelled. Thus, the Bollandists, though addicted to the scientific study of saints in East 

and West, made a huge contribution to eastern hagiography generally. Gregory XIII founded 

the Greek College in 1576, entrusting it to the Jesuits20. Metrophanes Kritopoulos (d. 1639), 

Orthodox, went so far as to assert: “Sell everything if only to secure a copy of Bellarmine”21. 

And the Orthodox saint Pjotr Moghila, metropolitan of Kiev, followed the Jesuit educational 

system in founding his famous Kievian academy22. 

Though it had been entrusted to no one group, four Jesuits had already been present from 

the first hour of the foundation. Once it became entrusted to the Jesuits, it was soon located, 

in Piazza della Pelotta, in the same building as the Biblicum. The rapprochement is 

understandable, given the fact that both the Biblicum and the Orientale belong to the same 

type of ecclesial sciences, which include theology, but are not exhausted by it23. It was left to 

the first Jesuit president of the PIO, the French Michel d’Herbigny (1880-1957), to reallocate 

the PIO, a stroke of genius in its own right, because the proximity to the Biblicum and the 

Gregoriana would have made hard to stand up for the independence of the Orientale in the 

first place and for the autonomy of Eastern studies in the second. The further choice of the 

place where Santa Maria Maggiore actually stands was another stroke of genius, because it is 
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the corner in Rome which perhaps merits to be called the corner of the Eastern Churches, 

what with nearby Santa Maria Maggiore, meant to celebrate the council of Ephesus (431), 

with its splendid mosaics which go back to the same period, and with the place where Sts 

Cyril and Methodius, friends with both Photius and Pope Nicolaus I and thus a moving bridge 

between East and West, deposited their liturgical books, and Santa Prassede, around the 

corner, close to where St Cyril died. 

It is here that the Jesuits laid their hands on the plough and managed to do what other 

better equipped places have not managed to do. With the shortage of means as their witness 

the works they produced are astounding. In almost every field of endeavour in Eastern 

ecclesiastical knowledge something useful was produced. For this we have to throw a glance 

at the terminus a quo, the original charter of studies sketched in Benedict XV’s motu proprio, 

Orientis catholici, and compare it with the terminus ad quem ninety-two years later, when 

both continuity and difference become clearly visible24. 

As for the terminus a quo Benedict’s idea, though vitiated by an undertone of polemics, 

was well ahead of his times, in that it proposed to study other Churches for their own sake; 

and to open its doors to Catholics and Orthodox alike, and this without any intended scope of 

proselytism25. Having in mind not theology but the whole field of Eastern ecclesial sciences, 

he built it on a tripod, theology, liturgy and canon law, raised on the platform of culture and 

the history of the carrier peoples of this knowledge.  

But: did Jesuits rise to the rare occasion offered them? 

2. Concentrating these various strands of studies in the PIO 

Right from the start Jesuit activity at the PIO coincided with various other activities of 

other Jesuits in favour of the East. The Velehrad Conferences26 had sought to give new 

impetus to the search for unity, according to the unionistic categories of the time. Another 

Jesuit creation, the Jesuit college of Saint Georges, in the Paris suburb of Meudon27, was a 
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boarding school for the children of Russian émigrés, with its famous Bibliothèque slave28 

next door, founded by Paul Mailleux (1905-1983). Practically coterminous with the creation 

of the PIO, it has encouraged a new proliferation of Jesuit publications and studies, especially 

in the two journals Symvol 29, and Plamia30, directed by René Marichal and François Rouleau 

respectively. But the Church’s first place for studying the East was and remains the PIO; a 

year after the foundation of Saint Georges it was to become the home of the Jesuits. 

Even here, we have to distinguish four periods of activity of the Jesuits at the PIO. The 

period of foundations, part of the first period (1918-1939), is still one of disarray, without a 

clear road map, and yet enough of the terrain had been scoured for the clairvoyant to see. 

Michelangelo Guidi31 (1886-1946), son of the foremost  Italian Orientalist, Ignazio Guidi32 

(1844-1935), will be the first to work out the original meaning of the Christian East. 

Unfortunately, quite a different concept of the East prevailed, that of the greatest numbers, 

which inevitably favoured the Greek and Russian Byzantine East.  Besides, development did 

not necessarily spell out progress. Thus, at the beginning canon law was united to the faculty 

of ecclesiastical sciences in a more genuine understanding of the integrative character of 

theological science in the East.  As A. Nichols put it, “Since the foundations of canon law are 

not themselves juridical but dogmatic, ecclesiastical law differs from every other system of 

law”33. Whereas the separation of the canon law faculty was inevitable and indeed conducive 

to growth, the organic relation of canon law to theology in general and to ecclesiology in 

particular became somewhat blurred. When the Jesuits took over (1922), they continued 

collecting material towards the elaboration of a synthesis. It is the time of soul-searching and 

searching for one’s own identity, which, however, did not degenerate into an identity crisis34. 

Alongside those who contributed by patient analysis of documents there were those with far-

reaching insight. The second period may be said to have lasted until the commencement of 

Vatican II (1939-1962). With World War II, the first synthesis came to a boiling point and the 
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first fruits of maturity could be gathered. On the eve of World War II, by the time the 

Catholic world was tuned in to celebrate the fifth anniversary of the Council of Florence 

(1439-1939) a second period may be said to have started, which was to lead to one of the 

more monumental results of the PIO, the publication, in eleven volumes, of the Acts of the 

Council of Florence (1941-1970)35. Yet these Acts, precisely because they anteceded the 

council, throw a characteristic light on the ecumenical character of the Institute even before 

ecumenism became the order of the day. Once these Acts  showed scientifically that the 

Decree for the Armenians was of a disciplinary rather than of a dogmatic nature, Pius XII 

could thus revert to the Oriental position that the matter of the sacrament of orders, which is 

the imposition of hands and not the handing over of the instruments (chalice with wine and 

paten with bread in the case of the priest, the gospel in the case of the deacon) as Florence 

(DH 1326) had decreed36. The lesson cannot be overlooked: the best way to change 

deadlocked situations is by the serene objective studies of texts37.   

With Vatican II, a new era – the third period – begins, but not at once. Those experts 

selected from the Orientale to help draft what later will become Orientalium ecclesiarum had 

still, by and large, a unionistic ecclesiology38, and, whatever strains of an ecclesiology of 

communion may be perceived in it39 came rather from conciliar movements associated with 

Cardinal Augustin Bea (1881-1968) and the newly-established Secretariat to promote union 

among Christians40. However, it cannot be overlooked that the very presence of these Eastern 

periti and prelates helped stress the universal character of the Catholic Church41. And yet, no 

sooner the council was over the winds of change in ecclesiology ushered in a third period, the 

post-Vatican era. An ecumenist, Georges Dejaifve, was chosen as Rector; and, though his 

failing health ultimately did not permit him to assume the office for long – he was rector in 

1973-4 – his very choice is indicative of the new orientation the Institute was taking42. One of 

Dejaifve’s books is entitled precisely Un tournant décisif de l’ecclésiologie à Vatican II43, 
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which galvanized the attention both of quite a number of professors as well as that of the 

Institute as a whole (1965-1989). And although the Institute did not – and should not – be 

overtly ecumenical, it certainly meant that an appreciable number of members of the institute 

took part in ecumenism, including Peter-Hans Kolvenbach, one-time Rector of the PIO, and 

John Long, its one-time vice-Rector44. With the collapse of the Iron Curtain, a fourth period 

(1989-…) unleashed many seemingly dormant forces, that led to the opening up of Eastern 

Europe, the freeing of its Churches, but also the explosion of long frozen animosities and 

national conflicts.   

In brief, Jesuits working at the PIO over these periods may be said to have excelled by 

using the opportunities to study and research as they presented themselves to them, but not all 

were equally creative. Where Guillaume Jerphanion (1877-1948),45 who in a monumental 

work managed to put the Cappadocian rock-hewn caves on the map46, and Irénée Hausherr 

(1891-1978), who laid the foundations of Eastern spirituality as a discipline47, started new 

fields of knowledge and research, others were more norm-using than norm-setting, and yet 

were at times no less creative, e.g., Emil Hermann (1891-1963)48, an outstanding canonist 

and former rector of the PIO. Indeed, one of the monumental achievements of the PIO is its 

having piloted the edition of the first corpus of Eastern canon law, mainly directed from the 

PIO and with Ivan Žužek49 (1924-2004) as secretary of the Commission for the revision of 

the Code of canons of the Eastern Churches,  promulgated in 199050. On the debit side, 

however, the PIO Jesuits failed on a number of issues. They have failed to produce a viable 

synthesis of the East which would be free from an undue influence of Latinization – in this 

sense, even the Eastern code, for all the huge progress it has meant by creating for the first 

time an autonomous corpus of law for the East, is to a large extent the Latin code given an 

Eastern respectability. Nor have they been able to create an organic programme of studies, 

which again avoid undue Latin influences without retreating into the past, by developing a 
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balanced programme open to modern trends in a way which respects tradition and the typical 

Eastern Oriental genres and symbolism so as to avoid something to which the East is 

particularly sensitive: rationalism. It is this task which the current faculty has to face. 

3. In search of a genuinely Oriental programme of Eastern studies 

The difficulties of working out a viable synthesis, Catholic and ecumenically open, all 

inclusive of the plurality of Eastern Churches without succumbing to the temptation of 

favouring any one group, however large, at the expense of others, are several. First of all, the 

need to coordinate the all too particular regional-geographical element with the all too 

transcendent spiritual factor. However arduous the task, these two elements were envisaged 

from the start, both as regards the geographical aspect (the search of the primordial Christian 

Orient) and the spiritual element (the typography of the Spirit). The first was suggested by 

Michelangelo Guidi, the second by Irénée Hausherr, the unfortunate thing being that their 

suggestion was not taken up and elaborated in a coherent programme. In order to coordinate 

both – region (quantity) and Spirit (quality), we need (a) first of all, a differential typology, 

i.e characteristics which spell out the difference between East and West in a way as to 

identify what typifies the East, so as to know what we are seeking when we look for the 

primordial Christian East. Then, (b) we have to elaborate a differential topology, that is, the 

differences of place for Eastern ecclesiastical disciplines: where is the original Orient to be 

located and what difference does it make on the ecclesiastical disciplines?   

In order to do so, we have first to ask how we can develop a genuinely unspoiled concept 

of the Christian East, one which goes back to the very origins, even before the New 

Testament was committed to writing. For that we have to develop a typology with two 

prongs. The first is geography as a means of securing identity by not allowing oneself to 

bcome absorbed in the koine of Greek culture and language (the globalization at the time 

Christianity was born), and thus a geography at once clearly delimited and human. The 
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second is a spirituality capable of resonating with the various challenges Christian life faces 

from time to time and from place to place so as to exemplify authentic Christian life not only 

according to the dictates of Christianity as such, but also according to its inculturation in a 

given people, thus a spirituality both universal and concrete51.  The end result is a vector of 

conflicting forces that find their balance not on the theoretical level as such, but rather on the 

practical, namely in an organic plan of studies, which is at once flexible and all-inclusive. At 

the same time, the reason why precisely this plan is missing is because the two elements here 

mentioned, the correct idea of the original topology of the Christian East and and the correct 

idea of a typology of the Christian East, have not served as guidelines in constructing the 

programme of studies. 

3.1 Elaborating the original Christian Eastern type 

Typology and characteriology have in common their tendency to have mystery under 

control and thus banish the riddles which  mark everything under the sway of the Spirit. One 

comes to sense the all-pervading presence of mystery and our instinctive attempt to elude its 

grasp. Efforts to say what is specific to the East not infrequently are  too  schematic and 

oversimplified. Not even such a connaisseur of the East as Yves Congar (d. 1995) manages to 

avoid completely these straits. Taking as his point of departure that deification in the East, 

ultimately based on the Platonic concept of participation contrasts with the more Aristotelian 

concept of beatitude in the West, Congar earned L. Bouyer’s rebuke of having overlooked the 

strong presence of Platonists in the West and of Artistotelians in the East52. Others contrast a 

theology of the cross in the West and a theology of glory in the East53, a typology considered 

too sweeping in its scope and leaves out a whole series of counter-examples. Among other 

things, the Catholic Church, present in East and West, exemplifies both tendencies, for it 

celebrates not only Good Friday, with its theology of the cross, but also Easter, with its 

theology of glory.  
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We draw closer to a true characterization if we keep in mind what  Hausherr said on the 

matter. The Christian East is contradistinguished by the primacy of the Spirit, whence its 

treasures of spirituality, a primacy which is operative in theology as well, namely in the union 

of dogma with spirituality54. That this is by no means a flight into devotionalism55, is shown 

by the fact that spirituality is considered to be the view of dogma from inside. Spirituality, 

that is the priority of experience over any formulation of doctrine, means lived dogma.  Its 

relevance even in Western theology is shown by the fact that both Rahner and v. Balthasar 

speak of it as a general strain of theological method in general. 

3.2 Elaborating the Christian Eastern topography 

In order to become more concrete we have to ask what regional principle could serve as 

a point of reference to the differentiated union of dogma and spirituality already mentioned. 

We must thus ask what the original East was.  M. Guidi’s words come to mind: 

 

The term “Christian Orient”, which in its broadest sense includes all the phenomena 
of the Christianities of the East, refers more specifically, in the concrete use of 
Orientalists, to the whole of Christian national cultures and literatures which in 
analogous ways assert themselves in the Near East right up to  the first centuries of 
Christianity. The Byzantine and Slavic Orient, whose conditions of development and 
problems are quite different, do not fall under this definition; yet the relation between 
Greek and Byzantine Christianities on the one hand, and Oriental Christianity on the 
other, are essential and very close (the Eastern Christian literatures consists for a good 
part in versions in Greek), so that the constant reference to them is indispensable for 
the study of the Christian East56. 

 

 The East here described points to Syriac Christianity with its centre in Mesopotamia. 

On the one hand, it contains the earliest though still undifferentiated aspects of Christianity, 

therefore aspects which in later systematizations were simply overlooked or absorbed, with a 

corresponding loss of insight. On the other hand, if it managed to withstand for so long the 

lures of Hellenism57, it was because it saw in it a threat to what we see nowadays in 

globalization. Both elements are necessary for a viable Eastern synthesis which knows how to 
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integrate minorities without destroying their identity. At the same time, an advantage of such 

a synthesis is its undifferentiated nature. Contrary to our syntheses which, coming close on 

the heels of scholasticism’s division of labour in terms of the formal object of a discipline, 

and of specializied sciences in the wake of the Enlightenment, are fragmentary, it represents 

integral knowledge, particularly apt to promote knowledge within an organic programme. 

The primordial Orient is to be found precisely in those Churches which managed to elude the 

meshes of Hellenization: the ancient Syrian empire, Armenia, Ethiopia, Georgia and India.  

3.3 The organic programme of Christian Eastern studies as an ideal and in practice 

A truly organic programme which integrates history of these Eastern Churches and their 

at times vastly different theologies in a coherent whole is quite ambitious and so we have to 

distinguish between the ideal and practice. Some measure of correlation can be achieved by 

retracing our steps within the framework of a theological programme  to the beginnings. The 

primordial Christian Orient was an undifferentiated union of plural Churches which slowly 

emerged as a differentiated whole under the pressure of events, and so was its theology 

likewise plural, vibrant and undifferentiated58. Christian unity was still not found through a 

clearly and universally recognized centre but through spiritual links, such as celebrating the 

same memory of Christ present in the liturgy, the same faith in concordance with the 

eucharist celebrated. J. H. Newman has this to say: “[I]t is true, St Ignatius is silent in his 

Epistles on the subject of the Pope’s authority; but if in fact that authority could not be in 

active operation then, such silence is not so difficult to account for as the silence of Seneca or 

Plutarch about Christianity itself, or of Lucian about the Roman people. St Ignatius directed 

his doctrine according to the need”59. The need may have been pastoral, but it was 

nonetheless the expression of the real situation of growth and development of the Church60. 

The subsequent process of differentiation led to the emergence of various orthodoxies – 

Assyrian or “Nestorian”, Coptic or “Monophysite”, Greek or Byzantine – accompanied by 
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the rise and fall of a Semitic, Greek and Latin cultures. As recent dialogue has shown, the 

deadly doctrinal differences which caused unhealable schism for a millennium and a half are 

now clearly seen from all sides to be convergent. This importance of the Semitic beginnings 

fits well, from a theological standpoint, what Karl Rahner says about the three periods of 

Church history: the short but fundamental period of Judaeo-Christianity; the relatively long 

period of Christianity in a Greek idiom; the longest period of Christianity in a Latin idiom. 

Rahner adds that a fourth period was ushered in through Vatican II: the period of the Church 

of the myriad cultures61. An organic programme of Christian Eastern studies tries to 

coordinate the topographical and the typological in their interlocking way as question and 

answer in their subsequent theological elaboration.  

We may start with where we are – with the modern retrieval of patristic studies in their 

significance for systematic studies, for which, incidentally, we may use the example of Karl 

Rahner, surely not a strawman in order to conduct this proof. Karl Rahner claimed that most 

of what he had written was unscientific, except for a few studies on the Church Fathers on 

penance and a few studies on spirituality, again largely drawn from the Fathers, to which we 

would have to add his Aszese und Mystik in der Väterzeit.62 That with Rahner all this 

knowledge bore fruit in theology is well known. Thus, in his famous article on the 

incarnation Rahner starts out by saying that, contrary to a tradition which existed before 

Augustine the western tradition considered that each of the divine persons could become a 

human being63. By an appeal to the pre-Nicene tradition he corrected this as follows: only the 

Son can become man. If we were to follow the subsequent history of theology we would see 

that many so called revolutions amounting simply to going back to the sources, and 

especially to the pre-Nicene tradition64. 

If we then move on from the patristic area to theological synthesis, especially one that 

has is characterized by an irreducible pluralism of cultures, as was at the beginning of the 
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Church and as is now in the present of the Eastern Churches, we see how indispensable it is 

that this patristic synthesis remains inspired by the Fathers. Perhaps the currently best known 

example is the axiom that the Church makes the Eucharist and the Eucharist makes the 

Church, which has become practically a synonym of present-day Orthodox ecclesiology (N. 

Afanas’ev, Y. Zizioulas), and has exercised great influence on all ecclesiology, western or 

eastern65.  

In the academic implementation of this programme there emerge at least two problems. 

(a) For reasons of division of labour in the area of  specialization spirituality and dogma are 

studied separately at the PIO so that factually they are not treated, as befits a genuinely 

Eastern programme, in their unity. If one resorts to  caricature, the programme thus remains 

in several important aspects one which copies to a large extent the dynamics and logic of 

Western courses, though filled with Eastern examples. Theologians familiar with Eastern 

patristics usually adopt an integrative approach to theology, which runs the whole gamut of 

the union of dogma and spirituality, which may be simply expressed as the priority of 

experience with regards to any conceptualization66. (b) As for the other ecclesiastical 

disciplines such as canon law and history they have to orientate themselves towards the more 

authentic meaning of the Orient, not in order to indulge in anachronistic thinking but in order 

to return to the sources in the Spirit of Vatican II67.  

 Conclusion: One may be surprised that we resorted so often to Western theologians in 

a paper on the East, but that only means that one may be factually a far better theologian if 

one returns to the sources than if one simply repeats blindly the contents of tradition. After 

all, the Apostolic Creed of Rome has retained such typically Eastern elements as “descendit 

ad inferos” and “communionem sanctorum” not found in the Nicene-Cosntantinopolitan 

creed. Moreover very many Jesuits, and not only those at the PIO, have contributed to 

promote knowledge of the Christian East. What the Orientale offers over and above this is 
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that it exercizes a wide influence far disproportionate for its size, one moreover that can be 

kept with relatively few Jesuits. If the academic programme will be renewed, as we are in 

train of doing, all this may be even enhanced. 
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