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For the Unity of All:
A Prayer Worth Reviewing

Ryan McDaniel

Few theological reflections penned by
Orthodox authors begin with a fore-
word contributed by His All Holiness,
Bartholomew, Archbishop of Constan-
tinople-New Rome and Ecumenical
Patriarch. The present book not only
begins with such a foreword, but the
reader is at once advised by His All
Holiness: “It is with joy that we wel-
come and recommend For the Unity of
All, by the Reverend Dr. John Pantelei-
mon Manoussakis”.! Such a glowing
commendation for this little book (102
pages) allows the reader to immedi-
ately appreciate the old expression
that big things often come in small
packages.

Dr. Manoussakis sets for himself a mod-
est but noble task. After explaining that
he will not recount the complex histori-
cal situations that led up to, or now sus-
tain, the schism between East and West,
much less enter upon a detailed analysis
of polemical rhetoric past and present,
he clarifies:

Rather, our goal is to offer some theological
reflections on the issues that, for some time
now, have been cited and presented as the
grounds on which the separation of the two
churches can be explained and, for some,
even justified. By reflecting on these issues
briefly, I hope to show whether they are real
differences or only apparent ones—whether,
that is, we can talk of different theologies or
rather of differences in theological style.
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He goes on to cautiously imply that
these differences are indeed only ap-
parent, rather than real, and offers an
irenic hope that, with the help of the
Paraclete and the intercessions of the
Virgin Mary, “our common Mother,”
such apparent differences will be un-
derstood in a new and reconciling light.

The book is comprised of five chapters
divided into two parts. The first ex-
plores three well-worn (real or appar-
ent) differences between East and West:
(1) Mary’s Immaculate Conception, (2)
the procession of the Holy Spirit and fil-
ioque, and (3) Petrine primacy in the pa-
pacy. The second takes up “differences
in theological style” regarding 4) Au-
gustinian and Palamite approaches to
created and uncreated light, and (5) Au-
gustinian and Maximian approaches to
will and grace.

I would like to draw particular atten-
tion to the two chapters I found most
intriguing (Chaps. 1 and 3), while only
briefly commenting on the others. My
aim is to spark the curiosity and whet
the appetite of Orthodox or Catholic
readers who, like Manoussakis, genu-
inely ponder whether these differences
are real or perhaps only apparent. I will
not assert whether Manoussakis is cor-
rect in what follows, but neither will
I refrain from allowing even his most
provocative assertions to speak for
themselves.
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In Chapter 1, “Mary’s Exception,”
Manoussakis begins by suggesting that
the doctrine of the Immaculate Con-
ception of Mary ought to be reoriented
away from an approach fixated on his-
torical theology, and instead directed
toward the actual theological question
at hand: Is the Virgin Mary without sin or
not?* He proceeds in his reflection from
this simple and direct theological ques-
tion, in contrast to problems of historical
theology that rapidly become bogged
down by an ever-increasing multipli-
cation of concerns that are neither sim-
ple nor direct. Since historical theology
employed for confessional purposes is
inevitably tied to a constructed narra-
tive of identity (and is thus the quintes-
sential ground for East-West polemics),
he directs his attention to the doctrine
itself, rather than the story of how the
Immaculate Conception was debated,
liturgically celebrated, and ultimately
dogmatically defined by the Catholic
Church in 1854.

The importance of asking whether a
doctrine is or is not true, rather than
parsing the particulars of a doctrine’s
unique history in the East or the West, is
emphasized throughout the book. His-
torical theology can easily be deployed
to demonstrate that the East and the
West experienced different histories.
When the differences in those historical
narratives—in whatever way they are
fashioned—are elevated to the level of
constituting fundamental differences
in dogmatic confession, the results are
predictably polarizing inasmuch as
they are virtually predetermined by
the methodology adopted at the outset.
The result may be summarized in this
way: The East and the West have differ-
ent historical narratives, and therefore
hold to differing dogmatic confessions.
However, by using history to contex-
tualize® the ways in which doctrines
were expressed in the East and the

West (rather than to construct compet-
ing identity narratives), Manoussakis is
able to get at what he calls the actual
theological question at hand: whether a
given doctrine is or is not true, even if
its expression varies in the East and the
West owing to their varied histories.
Identity narratives predictably tend to-
ward emphasizing difference. Manous-
sakis, however, is interested in reflect-
ing on the nature of those differences.

Proceeding, then, from the simple
question about theological truth posed
in Chapter 1, he offers an equally sim-
ple and direct response:

The doctrine that proclaims the Mother of
God was sanctified at her conception comes
to declare simply what every Christian,
Orthodox or Catholic, has always believed
about the person of the Theotokos, namely,
that in her we find the most perfect human
being—better yet, in her we see the true na-
ture of a human person, a nature unafflicted
by any sin, including the original sin.®

In a refutation of certain Orthodox
theologians, Manoussakis insists that
the Immaculate Conception of Mary
has always been generally held and
confessed by Orthodox Christians,
even if this confession in the East en-
joys a different historical narrative than
the West. For example, he asserts that
the efforts of some Orthodox theolo-
gians are comparable to “Protestant
apologetics” in their assertions that
the Immaculate Conception makes of
Mary something “more than human,”
or quasi-divine, separating her from
the rest of humanity.” By contrast, he
insists that being free from sin is not
contrary to being human, but rather
an expression of what it means to be
truly and authentically human. Mary,
in being completely immaculate, is
not more than human, but simply and
merely human without qualification



or distortion. Lest Christians forget,
Manoussakis reminds us that having
sin is what is alien to humanity, not the
other way around.

Inasmuch as Mary is truly human,
she is all the nearer to humanity, not
farther away, much less qualitatively
different. Nonetheless, the Immacu-
late Conception of Mary emphatically
demonstrates the difference between
Christ and his mother: although Christ
was virginally conceived as sinless by
his very nature as God incarnate, Mary
was conceived free from the corruption
of sin only by the grace of her Son.®
Christ alone is free from sin by nature
as God, and Christ alone can save from
sin as God—indeed, Christ alone could
save Mary from sin, even from the mo-
ment of her conception. “Eschatologi-
cally speaking,” Manoussakis writes,
“an event of the past can be caused by
what happens in the present, or even
by what has not yet taken place.” Both
Catholics and Orthodox, then, confess
that Mary was immaculate, sinless,
and saved by the grace of God in Jesus
Christ; thus the “apparent” difference
between East and West has never been
a question of what, but only a question
of when. Manoussakis insists that the
Orthodox East has historically and gen-
erally answered the “when” question
in the same way as Catholics (modern
and polemically driven exceptions not
withstanding), and the curious ought
to be encouraged to read his book for
the perhaps surprising answer he says
that the Orthodox must give to the
question.

Is the Virgin Mary without sin or not?
Manoussakis answers decisively: The
Panagia, by the grace of God, is with-
out sin. Draw from that all consequent
conclusions, and do not be taken in by
polemical identity narratives that lose
sight of that basic confession of faith.
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Chapter 2, “The Procession of the
Holy Spirit,” forgoes a recounting of
doctrinal history, yet nonetheless es-
tablishes that historical context, judi-
ciously applied, can be helpful in an-
swering the basic theological question
at hand. Manoussakis tells us: “There
is no need to refer here to the histori-
cal reasons that led to the addition of
the now famously controversial filioque
to the Creed”’ Nevertheless, he con-
textualizes the difficulty of the filiogue
addition to the Creed by stating that
the controversy was not so much the
cause as it was the result of difficulties
between the East and the West: “In
other words, such a mystery as the pro-
cession of the Holy Spirit was dragged
into the mud of the polemics between
the two sides in order not to cause but
to justify an estrangement already un-
derway”.® He explores issues related
to the differences between Greek and
Latin languages, as well as differences
in theological styles, including the mul-
tiple senses in which the Latin term
for “procession” can itself be under-
stood, even as explicitly explained in
Augustine’s Trinity. In the end, he also
points to the Orthodox understanding
of perichoresis as a potential key that can
unlock a reconcilable understanding.

The richest and most important—if
also the most provocative—chapter
in the book is, “The Petrine Primacy,”
where Manoussakis dares to tackle not
only the Orthodox objections to it, but
indeed the difficulty of trying to live
without it: “the Orthodox churches...in
the absence of a unity concretely man-
ifested by a primus, face the dire con-
sequences of inter-Orthodox disagree-
ments, conflicts, and even schisms.”!!
This chapter is in large part based on a
paper he delivered for the 2010 Ortho-
dox Constructions of the West confer-
ence at Fordham University.? For him,
the matter is clearly at the heart of the
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present needs and future development
of the Orthodox Church.

In one of his most notable declarations
in the entire book, Manoussakis flatly
asserts: “The phenomenon of anti-pa-
pism, understood as the denial of a
primus for the universal Church and
the elevation of such a denial to a trait
that allegedly identifies the whole Or-
thodox Church, is, properly speaking,
heretical.”®* On what grounds does he
use the strongest negative description
available in the Christian vocabulary
to decry this “phenomenon”’—call-
ing it nothing less than heretical? He
insists that, theologically, any unity
worthy of the name—be it the unity
of the Church, the divine and human
natures of Christ, or the unity of the
Trinity from all eternity—must be
grounded in a person. The unity of the
Trinity is grounded in the divine per-
son of the Father; the unity of the di-
vine and human natures of Christ is
grounded in the divine person of the
Son; and the unity of the Church is
grounded in the person of the bishop
of Rome.”® From there, Manoussakis
contends that the absence of a “Rome-
like primacy”® is an insoluble problem
for Orthodox. In another of his more
memorable phrases, he avers “that the
Orthodox churches cannot unite with
Rome as long as they are not united
with Rome.” He clearly intends this
as an example of the intractable pa-
ralysis that inevitably results from a
lack of universal primacy within the
Orthodox Church. Understanding the
grave consequences of this ecclesiasti-
cal handicap, which at times manifests
itself in truly tragic and catastrophic
ways, helps explain why Manoussakis
deploys the severest term heretical in
condemning the “phenomenon of an-
ti-papism.” To deny that a personal pri-
mus is indeed a trait of the Orthodox
Church is devastating to the Church

herself, and therefore this denial war-
rants the label heretical.

Manoussakis anticipates and preemp-
tively refutes common Orthodox objec-
tions to his assertion that the primacy
of a single person is absolutely essential
for the full and healthy life and unity of
the universal church. He recalls that he
was taught at Athens that “the highest
authority in the Orthodox Church...
is an interpersonal (and thus imper-
sonal) body: the ecumenical council.”"”
For Manoussakis, on the other hand,
“no council is conceivable without a
primus.”™® He also points out that an ec-
umenical council is an extraordinary
event, not an enduring and ever-present
personal embodiment of unity in and for
the universal church. He similarly dis-
penses with the claim “that the Church
needs no primus because Christ himself
is the head of the Church.”? That this is
untenably “naive” becomes apparent, he
says, when a similar formula is applied
to the diocesan bishop, or for that mat-
ter any “ecclesiastical structure” what-
soever. The moment “Christ himself”
is invoked over and against any organ
of authority in the Church on earth, the
process of “degenerating into some indi-
vidualistic, private piety” immediately
appears as a clear and present danger.
Without question, that sort of “individ-
ualistic, private piety” exists among
Christians of other traditions, but this,
Manoussakis implicitly insists, is not
the Faith of the Apostles, the Faith of
the Fathers, the Faith of the Orthodox,
the Faith which has established the uni-
verse.” Finally, he dismisses the claim
that a “common rule of faith and rit-
ual”?! is sufficient to fill the lacuna. This,
he points out, is manifestly obvious by
even a casual recognition of the diver-
sity held together in unity throughout
the history of the Church right up to
the present day. Lest Eastern Christians
forget their own history, he recalls the



multiplicity of rites that were histori-
cally normative throughout the East, the
multiplicity of Western rites that were
constitutive of the Church before the
schism, and the variety of uses (includ-
ing Western rites) that perdure within
the Orthodox Church today.

Ultimately, the principle at stake for
Manoussakis is summed up in this sen-
tence: “In Christian theology the prin-
ciple of unity is always a person.”** He
does not, however, argue that the pa-
pacy should be accepted by Orthodox
precisely as it is presently understood
and exercised among Catholics (or even
among Eastern Rite churches sui juris in
communion with Rome). The devil, as
always, is in the details. In an expres-
sion that is perhaps a bit reticent when
compared with his other statements,
he says: “We have left the thorny ques-
tion about the specific privileges and
prerogatives into which this ministry
translates untouched. This would be
indeed another day’s work.”? In other
words, the Orthodox can, and indeed
must, recognize the place of a univer-
sal primus in their midst. “That person,
in principle, is the bishop of Rome.”*
However, it remains to be sorted out
exactly how such a primacy would con-
cretely function in a Church holding
together those who today are separated
as Orthodox and Catholics.

Therefore, what Manoussakis pre-
scribes, until such time as unity with the
bishop of Rome can be restored, is the
emergence and recognition of a func-
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tioning Orthodox primus in the person
of the Ecumenical Patriarch. The cynical
reader will here be reminded of the fore-
word, but judicious readers can judge
for themselves whether Manoussakis’s
stated reasons for this are worthy of con-
sideration on their own merits.

As for Chapters 4 and 5: to borrow our
author’s expression, an epitome of the
entire book would be indeed another
day’s work. But those who are inter-
ested in the topics that Manoussakis
tackles there may well find that he plays
the apothecary in reconciling what are
apparent, rather than real, differences
between the two traditions and their
unique “theological styles,” addressing
himself always to the concrete theologi-
cal question at hand rather than to end-
lessly hostile narratives of identity.

I would conclude this review by return-
ing to the beginning of For the Unity of
All. The third petition of the Fervent
Supplication, that ancient sung prayer
that begins every major liturgical ser-
vice of the Orthodox Church, cries to the
Lord for mercy in these words: “For the
peace of the whole world, for the stabil-
ity of the holy churches of God, and for
the unity of all, let us pray to the Lord.”
Manoussakis bids every Christian, Or-
thodox or Catholic, to ponder whether
this is a prayer worth reviewing, a prayer
that the faithful truly desire to see an-
swered, a prayer that does not merely
echo throughout empty halls of rhetoric
but resonates within hearts full of Chris-
tian love. ®
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