
Sacramental Understanding of the Church, between East and West 
 
 
The reflections I would like to share with you about the Church and about ‘understanding the 
Church’ do not have the intention to present some sort of a ‘comparative ecclesiology course’, 
nor do they pretend to give you an overview of the latest literature about this theme in East 
and West. My reflections are inspired mostly by the discussions that have taken place at the 
meeting of the Official Theological Dialogue between the Roman Catholic Church and the 
Orthodox Churches, in Belgrade September 2006, as well as they are a fruit of my own 
lecturing on sacramental theology in Rome.  
 
Announcing a theme like ‘Sacramental understanding of the Church’ normally would not 
‘shock’ an audience acquainted with the teaching of the Second Vatican Council and with 
knowlegde of the writings of Western and Eastern theologians who prepared, in one way or 
another, several new doctrinal orientations in Catholic ecclesiology. But before we take into 
consideration what ‘Sacramental Understanding of the Church’ might mean concretely, I 
think we should ask ourselves, more in general, what it means that we can have some 
‘understanding’ of the Church distinct from, or, maybe, even opposed to other 
‘understandings’. How did Saint Paul, for example, understand the Church when, in 
Ephesiens 5: 32, he compared the Church with a bride? How did Saint John understand the 
Church when in Apocalypse 1: 6 he describes the followers of Christ as a “Kingdom of 
Priests”? How did Christ understand – or mean? – the Church when He said to Peter “On this 
rock will I build my Church”? And what could Saint Peter possibly have understood?  
The issue, of course is not so much that we have a variety of understandings with more or less 
common points between them, but that there is a contrast between theological understanding 
of the Church and its daily-life being, its daily-life appearance to its members and to the 
world. In fact, when we say the word ‘Church’, when we think about ‘Church’, what image 
comes spontaneously to our mind? Do we think of a ‘bride’ in her relationship to her 
husband? The idea of ‘Kingdom of Priests’ is it spontaneously relevant when we think of 
‘Church’? ‘Body of Christ’, ‘continuous presence of Christ in the world’, do we really feel 
these concepts as saying the same thing as ‘Church’? In this context, do we really 
acknowlegde ourselves as ‘being the Church’, as being really constitutive members of the 
Body of Christ, without which this Body would be amputated? Or do we ‘feel’ the Church as 
something ‘outside’, a structure to which we belong, a thing of which we are a part, but which 
on the other hand does not really belong to us, which remains outside of our profound being? 
If this is the case – and I think this is what happens to most of us – do we have to conclude, 
then, that theological ideas of the Church are a sort of changeable attributes of a Church, that 
finds its consistency, first of all, in its historical organization and existence in the world? But, 
then, is this historical existence in the world a more ‘real’ aspect of the Church than the 
theological ‘ideas’? Could the Church ‘live’ or simply ‘be’ without these ‘theological 
attributes’? And how would this Church appear: still as the community of the followers of 
Christ or as some sort of a club with a hierarchic structure of initiated members who exercise 
moral power over the other ‘lesser’ members? Or, on the other hand, would it be possible to 
think of the Church by making abstraction of its hierarchic structure, of its historical 
appearance, and to let it find its consistency for us personally and for people around us only in 
theological ideas, in ‘theological understandings’? 
Of course, I am not trying to attack the hierarchic structure of the Church, nor do I want to 
state that the Church has lost itself in its historical appearance. I am not even trying to oppose 
between them different understandings of the Church: I am not trying to reform the Church, 
but I would like to ‘reform’ ourselves as ‘Kingdom of Priests’ by making us aware of some 
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possible problems in our understanding of the Church. In fact, it is our understanding of the 
Church and our spontaneous focusing on non-theological ideas in the first place, that makes 
that sacramentality is felt as a nice attribute or description of the Church, but not as its most 
essential appearance. 
 
With this we have come back to our theme: the sacramental understanding of the Church. 
According to Lumen Gentium, the “Church is in Christ like a sacrament or as a sign and 
instrument both of a very closely knit union with God and of the unity of the whole human 
race”. Further, the Church is called the “visible sacrament of saving unity” and “universal 
sacrament of salvation”. By saying that the Church is a sacrament, Vatican II insists on the 
mission and the role of the Church as the ‘instrument’ or ‘means’ of God’s saving work in the 
world through Jesus-Christ. The statement that the Church is a sacrament can be seen as a 
vigorous attempt to pump life in the whole ‘Body of Christ’, in all its members, and to restore 
the ‘Kingdom of Priests’ as a living body. The Church is here defined in a dynamic way, with 
a clear focus on the eschatological dimension of its mission in the world. But does this mean 
anything to the non-theologians among its members? To say it in a more rough way: what 
does it mean that the Church is a ‘sacrament’ for people who don’t really know what a 
sacrament is? For so many people a sacrament is just something the Church does, something 
with which you can sanctify your day, your week, a ‘blessing of the Church’ which should 
bring fortune. The fact that the Church is a Mystery (Mysterion) because of the fact that it is a 
sacrament (Mysterion) has not yet penetrated the minds of average Catholics. And I dare to 
think that even for a great number of catholic theologians this statement remains quite 
theoretical and artificial. Because, first of all, they don’t perceive what a Mysterion is, being 
bound up in our traditional Western Scholastic categories. Therefore, the attempts to define 
the Church in terms of Eucharistic assembly and Eucharistic celebration are praiseworthy but 
as long as the Eucharist remains focused – at least in the minds of our people – on the 
transsubstantiation of bread and wine and Christ’s ‘real presence’, there will be not much 
place left for a ‘Mysterious’ understanding of the Eucharistic Church. Eucharist is what we 
are, not first of all and only what we do; Eucharist is what the Church is, not first of all and 
only what it does.  
 
Though, the sacramental understanding of the Church, has opened the door for the Catholic 
Church to a theological dialogue with the Orthodox Byzantine Churches. In fact, this 
sacramental understanding or ‘approach’ of the Church is much less artificial and theoretical 
in the Eastern Orthodox Churches, where the liturgical experience always remained the 
central manifestation of Church life. This is not a romantic approach of Eastern Christianity, 
because they have their problems, which are maybe even worse than those of the Western 
Church. But Scholasticism didn’t attack in the roots the liturgical experience of the East as it 
did in the West and, in this, Eastern Christianity has a real advantage. In this context 
something must be said about the Eastern Catholic Churches. They certainly sacrificed a lot of 
the spirit of their liturgical tradition in behalf of a substantial need to share in a theological 
fraternity with the Church of Rome. But we shall come back on this subject later.  
The Official Theological Dialogue between the Catholic and the Orthodox Churches, soon 
after its beginning in 1980, found a solid basis for discussions in the sacramental nature of the 
Church. After having spoken about the ecclesial community as a mystery that has to be 
understood in the light of the mystery of the Holy Trinity, the dialogue focused on the 
Eucharist and its celebration in every Church. It is in the Eucharist that the ecclesial 
community exists in the first place. The different levels of the ecclesial community – the local 
level, the regional level and the universal level – are closely connected to each other and 
remain together thanks to the Eucharist: the celebration of the Eucharist is always the 
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celebration of the unity of the Church as the unity of Christ’s mystical body. Therefore the 
dialogue had to concentrate on the link between faith, sacraments and unity of the Church. In 
this context, an important aspect appeared to be the ‘apostolic succession’. The apostolic 
succession offers a solid basis on which Catholics and Orthodox can recognize each others as 
‘brothers and sisters’ in the same faith and with the same roots. The following step in the 
dialogue would have been a study on what the sacramental nature of the Church means for the 
institutional form with which the Church happens to exist in the world. In this respect an 
important subject had to be the relationship between local, regional and universal forms of 
government in the Church. It is quite clear that a difficult problem would have to be discussed 
here, which is the Papacy and the way in which this is understood in the Catholic Church. Let 
us recall to our mind that for the Eastern Churches the universal level of the Church – at least 
theoretically – consists of ‘collegiality’, more or less directed, or, better, encouraged by a 
‘Primus inter pares’ (which should be the bishop of Rome). Rome, on the other hand, 
understands the role of such a Primus inter pares in a much more active way: the Pope has a 
‘universal jurisdiction’, the right to interfere in the whole Catholic Church. The Catholic 
Church, in this respect, are all the ‘Churches’, all the ecclesial communities hold together by 
the Eucharist, which are in communion with Rome. But may we ask ourselves if this 
communion with Rome is still first of all a Eucharistic communion, in the way it is 
understood in Unitatis Redintegratio (1: 4)? In fact, here we encounter two ecclesiological 
models which are not really compatible: a collegial or synodal model (sometimes called 
‘counciliar’) and a centralized or hierarchic model. Of course we can not state that in the 
Orthodox tradition everything would be collegial whereas in the Catholic tradition everything 
would be centralized. We might say that on local level the Orthodox ecclesiological model as 
well as the Catholic one are quite centralized, as far as the relationship between priests and 
their bishop is concerned. On the regional level, on the other hand, the two models are more 
collegial, with respect to the relationship between bishops of a certain region or Church 
province. But on the universal level opinions really defer: whereas in Catholic ecclesiological 
understanding the Bishop of Rome (the Pope) has a real power over all the Churches, which 
practically weakens the authority of the regional Church (a Bishops Conference has a very 
limited ‘own authority’), the Orthodox Churches, at least theoretically, reject such a ‘universal 
authority’. They exist as a community – a ‘communion’ – of Churches, and it is following this 
model that they would accept to be in communion with Rome. 
About this theme of the authority at the different levels of the Church a document had been 
prepared in 1990 by a mixed commission of Catholic and Orthodox theologians in Moscow. 
But discussions on this document only took place last year in Belgrade. This was due to the 
fact that, with the fall of communist regimes in countries of Eastern and Central Europe, and 
with the revival of Greek-Catholic Churches in these countries, the Dialogue entered in a 
crisis which has until today not totally been dealt with. As we all know, the existence of these 
Byzantine Churches in communion with Rome has always been a thorn in the eye of the 
Orthodox Churches and a wound in their own flesh. This is not the place to discuss the origins 
and the history of these Churches, nor the responsibility of their Catholic and Orthodox 
brethren during the time of suppression by the communist regimes. The immediate 
consequence of the revival of these Churches for the Official Theological Dialogue was that 
both Catholics and Orthodox had to look reality straight in the eyes: they could not go on 
anymore discussing theological and hypothetical ecclesiological models but they had to deal 
with existing historical models. They could not hide anymore behind the actions of atheistic 
regimes but they had to deal together and totally responsibly with their historical heritage.  
I dare to think that this crisis, in which Catholics and Orthodox tried to slide towards each 
other the bigger parts of responsibility, has been a very good and healthy thing. Not only 
because they were confronted with reality in a much more historically equilibrated way, but 
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also because the theological over-structure advanced in the Dialogue entered its fire test. In 
fact, it can not be denied that the founding principle of Greek-Catholic Churches – or must we 
say: communities? – fits in the ecclesiological logic of the Catholic Church, until today, but 
not necessarily in the same way as these same Greek-Catholic Churches feel it. What is really 
the ecclesiological status of the Greek-Catholic Churches? Are they a part of the collection of 
regional Churches under jurisdiction of Rome, distinguished only by their liturgical rite and 
other ‘oriental customs’, or are they Churches with de iure their own chief and is their 
communion with Rome situated at the universal level? Of course, this is also what the 
Orthodox Churches ask themselves: entering in communion with Rome, does this mean to 
‘become part of the Universal Church’, under jurisdiction of Rome, or does it mean to 
recognize each other as Churches at the universal level, that constitute, each one and all 
together, the one Holy and Apostolic Church, the one Body of Christ, the one and plural 
Eucharistic Church?  
In a sacramental understanding of the Church, in which Church and Eucharist ‘give birth’ one 
to the other and in which liturgical life is the practical ground in which the theological tree has 
its roots, it might be painful but not dramatic if part of a Church enters in communion with 
another Church. But in the case of the Greek Catholic Churches – and of Oriental Catholic 
Churches in general – entering in communion with Rome meant to ‘become Catholic’, to 
become part of Roman Catholic Church, and to sacrifice the ecclesiological self-
understanding to that which developed in Rome during so many centuries of the divided 
Church. (The word ‘Roman’ in the title of documents of the Official Theological Dialogue: 
“… between the Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church” was strongly attacked by 
some Greek-Catholic members of the Dialogue but it was not dropped…). In this respect, I 
think we can feel quite clearly that the sacramental understanding of the Church, as it is 
presented by Lumen Gentium, enters itself in a crisis. How serious can we be in Catholic 
ecclesiology when we say that the Church is a sacrament? Can this really be a basis of 
dialogue with the Orthodox Churches, if we fear that sacrificing something of our hierarchic 
ecclesiological self-understanding will break through our ecclesiological universality? One of 
the Greek-Catholic members of the Dialogue wondered why the Catholics would try to 
resolve ecclesiological problems with the Orthodox, whereas they didn’t try to resolve them – 
or even to recognize them – inside the Catholic Church, i.e. regarding the Oriental Catholic 
Churches. I think, he was very right. Moreover, I think the real mission of the Greek-Catholic 
Churches today is to recover their own and total theological, spiritual and liturgical tradition 
and to fight for their status as a Church, inside what should be called the Catholic communion 
and not just the ‘Roman Catholic Church’. In this sense, the Oriental Catholic Churches could 
play a key role in the Theological Dialogue between the Orthodox and Roman Catholic 
Churches. At this moment they are a ‘key problem’, and I really hope it will remain so, until 
they have become a key solution! 
 
With this, let us come back to our theme of the ‘sacramental understanding of the Church’. I 
just said why the Greek Catholic Churches should recover their own and total theological, 
spiritual and liturgical tradition, something they share more with the Orthodox Byzantine 
tradition than with Roman Catholic tradition. When you ask a Roman Catholic what he thinks 
about when he hears the word ‘Church’, he might tell you about his going to church on 
Sundays, about the moral doctrine of the Church, about Rome, Vatican, pope and bishops. 
Even when he speaks about ‘going to church’, his attention will not so easily be on the 
liturgical celebration or on the celebration of sacraments. He will not at all think about the 
bishop celebrating the Eucharist. When you ask an Orthodox Christian what he thinks about 
when he hears the word ‘Church’, he will with much probability talk about liturgy, about 
venerating icons and about sacraments. When he will speak about the bishop, this will most 
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probably be in the liturgical context, the bishop being first of all someone who presides the 
liturgy. This would also be the first focus when he thinks of the patriarch and the cathedral in 
the Capital: liturgy and celebration are the first distinguishing aspects of ‘Church’. Last year, 
at the exams of my course about ‘Liturgical Reform’, I asked each student how they would 
‘reform’ the liturgy if they would become a bishop. One orthodox student replied: “I would 
appoint bishops in every small village”. And he explained: “People don’t know what the 
Church is, because they don’t know what a bishop is. And they don’t know what a bishop is, 
because they never see one. But the Church is there where the bishop with his flock celebrates 
liturgy. So, a primordial liturgical reform would be to restore the Church in its eucharistic  
communities, each one with its head. The liturgy, in this sense, is the central ecclesial 
experience of each community, from which daily life of each Church member gains strength 
and meaning”. One very positive thing of this proposal is, of course, that there are not enough 
vocations for priesthood, but that they never lack for episcopate!  
But another thing we can see in this answer, is a fundamental difference in how practically 
the episcopate is conceived in the East and in the West: in the West we tend to have 
administrators, pastors and pastorally engaged bishops, but no ‘liturgs’, no mystagogues, no 
‘high-priests’ in the liturgical sense of the word; in the East we tend to have maybe not always 
good administrators, but good liturgs, real mystagogues, high-priests in the liturgical sense of 
the word, but not less engaged in the social dimension of this high-priesthood. Of course we 
must not exaggerate these differences, but they can help us to point out why the sacramental 
understanding of the Church in the Catholic Church does not easily grow roots. Different 
understandings of ‘sacrament’ lead to different understandings of ‘Church’. In traditional 
Catholic academic theology, liturgy belongs to moral theology, because in the liturgy human 
being is ‘exercising’ his highest possible act, worshipping and celebrating God: he ‘does’ 
liturgy. Following the eastern theological conception, every moral act of a Christian finds its 
origin (or should find its origin) in the theophanic experience of liturgy – ‘liturgy’ in the 
largest possible sense. In this way all human life becomes ‘liturgy’, ‘sacrament’ (mysterion), 
participation in divine life and ‘pouring out’ of divine life in the world: making our life one 
big liturgy for the world, making the world one big liturgy for God, being the mysterion of 
God in the world, through Jesus-Christ and in the power of the Holy Spirit. 
The problem we encounter here is the superficial way in which today we often understand 
‘liturgy’ and ‘sacrament’, having lost the link with the concept of ‘mysterion’. I don’t say at 
all that this is only a Western problem, but the East, through its liturgy, has a much less 
conceptualized sacramental comprehension and thus the place of liturgy in Christian life is 
also less conceptual. As a consequence, the Church is in a much more natural way believed to 
be itself a sacrament, a ‘mysterion’. Where East and West share in the same difficulty, which 
was already a problem Saint Paul had to deal with, is in convincing the people that they are 
‘liturgy’ themselves, at the first place, in Jesus-Christ. The whole liturgy is a 
sacrament/mysterion because the Church is a sacrament/mysterion, because we are a 
sacrament/mysterion, because Christ is the sacrament/mysterion of God. 
How often don’t we reduce the liturgy to the role of a pedagogue, of a teacher, of a promotor 
of religious or even national identity, of a social unifier? If the liturgy is the guard of orthodox 
faith in all its aspects, it is as a mother who gives birth – giving birth understood as a whole-
life process – and not as a teacher who transmits knowledge. Our superficial understanding of 
liturgy originates without doubt in the fact that Christians consider too easily liturgy as if it 
ware a Christian invention, of which the historical advent of Christ would have been the 
absolute starting point. Of course, the statement that in the person of Jesus-Christ Christian 
liturgy is fundamentally new, doesn’t contradict in se that there are historical links with the 
liturgy of the Temple and with Jewish liturgy. But precisely in the person of Jesus-Christ, the 
prospect of Christian liturgy remains that of “the promise to Abraham and his seed forever” 
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(Luke 1: 55). In this sense, Christian liturgy is profoundly rooted in the conscience that Israel, 
the elected People, has of its vocation: to be at the service of Creation, as a sacerdotal People, 
present amidst mankind as “Son of God” (Cfr. Is. 4: 22-23; Os 11: 1). Faithful to its exact 
etymology and to its cultural roots, Christian liturgy is not so much a service done to God, but 
to the people, to the world, to Creation. For Christians, this consists precisely in being 
ministers of God, His ‘Right Arm’ for the salvation of the world, and, again, ‘Body of Christ’, 
of which Christ Himself is the head (Cfr. Col 1:17). Thus the liturgy doesn’t aim to pull 
Christians out of the world, but to manifest God in the world: the mission of Christ is nothing 
else than the mission of Christ Himself. In this exactly consists the horizontal dimension of 
Christian liturgy: to be Christ’s mission in the world. 
This dynamic is unfolded by the Church, in its liturgical action, in a four-membered 
dimension: the dimensions of memorial, of blessing, of invocation and of doxology. The 
dimension of ‘memorial’ establishes a link between past, present and future. In Liturgy the 
unity of the History of Salvation is not something conceptual, but a presence in which we are 
implicated. The anamnesis of “the mysteries accomplished for us” in the Anaphora of Saint 
John Chrysostome, in which is included Christ’s second advent in glory, is nothing else then 
situating ourselves in the entire and unique mystery of Christ. The dimension of ‘blessing’ 
consists in doing the same thing as God does. To bless means to launch anew the dynamics of 
creation and to be launched anew in it. One doesn’t bless for himself, but blessing is to take 
up God’s force of creation because God calls at the service of creation, at the sacerdotal 
function. Blessing is intimately related to memorial, because it participates in the dynamic of 
creation and of the History of Salvation in which we are totally implicated. The dimension of 
‘invocation’ constitutes the eschatological tension of which the blessing is the implementation 
and the memorial the reason why. The summit of the invocation is the epiclesis of the 
Eucharistic liturgy, the prayer that asks for the descent of the Holy Spirit, the spirit of 
filiation. The Holy Spirit has not only a momentaneous role in the liturgy, during prayers with 
a sacramental character, to produce some effect of sanctification on persons or objects. No, 
liturgy is entirely epicletical, liturgy is entirely expectation of the descent of the Holy Spirit, 
because the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of the Son who calls in us: “Abba, Father”. Thus the 
invocation is the impulsion that transforms the liturgy in a real movement towards the 
accomplishment of our divine filiation in Christ and towards the advent of the Kingdom. The 
dimension of ‘doxology’, finally, is the angular stone of the liturgical action of the Church: it 
consists in making the glory ascend to its source, to join, as a foretaste, the redeemed creation 
in its praise of God, so that it becomes like God has created it and like He acquired it back “at 
the praise of His glory” (cf. Ef 1: 12; 1, 14). 
 
This is, in a nutshell, the sacramental dimension of Christian Liturgy. And, in the other 
nutshell of the same nut, this is the sacramental dimension of the Church. Can there be 
another ‘valid’ understanding of the Church than the sacramental understanding, an 
understanding which would be non-sacramental? 
Liturgy brings us to a comprehension of ‘Church’ in which theological categories are 
subordinate to the living tradition of the ‘faith of our Fathers’ like the Lex credendi is 
subordinate to the Lex orandi. This is something that could easily be felt in Belgrade. The 
strong impulse that emanated from the assistance to each other’s liturgy, was in a clear 
contrast with the division that reigned during the theological discussion (the official ones; not 
during the meals!). Why are we not more aware of the fact that Liturgy is not subordinate to 
theology? On the contrary: liturgy is precisely the place where real theology is lived in the 
Church. Real theology is received in Liturgy and emanates from Liturgy. 
Judging from these observations, may we not ask ourselves what the exact statute is of 
ecclesiology, the theology of the Church in the way it is discussed in the Theological 
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Dialogue? First, I think, liturgical Tradition – the Christian Tradition like it has been 
transmitted in our liturgies from generation to generation – should have a more central place 
in our search for unity. Secondly, we could receive inspiration from the way in which liturgies 
develop during the centuries, especially in connection with the steadily growing ‘theological 
explanation’ of the liturgy. Along with the altering of liturgical customs, or the introduction of 
new habits in the liturgy, we always assist at the elaboration of a new commentary, more or 
less theological, or at the adaptation of an existing one. Many habits, which in the beginning 
only had a practical reason, are conceived today as essential elements of the liturgy, because 
of such theological explanations that have become part of tradition. We could ask ourselves if 
this is not also the case, in a certain sense, with the development of Ecclesiology. For 
example, the doctrine about the universal primacy of the bishop of Rome, like it has been 
formulated in the First Vatican Council, corresponds with historical and political 
developments which today have totally changed. But as a result of the doctrine, these 
developments received an essential and definitive character. This would not have been the 
case if Theology would have remained ‘aloof’, and if the Church would have been capable to 
adapt practically to practical problems. 
To conclude, I would like to express the hope, that we may open ourselves to the work of 
God’s Holy Spirit and be ‘reformed’ and converted in order to become always more and real 
the one and undivided Body of Christ in the world. And that we may learn to have the courage 
to abandon (or adapt…) in our Theology what proofs to have come out too much from our 
human mind and not enough from the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  
 
Thomas Pott 
Chevetogne, 12 May 2007 


