reunited Eastern Rites of the Catholic
Church, except the Maronite Rite, all have
counterparts remaining in the Orthodox
Churches.
Vatican Council II recognized in its
"Decree on the Catholic Eastern Churches,"
"The holy Catholic Church, which is the
Mystical Body of Christ, is made up of the
faithful who are organically united in the
Holy Spirit by the same faith, the same
sacraments and the same government. They
combine into different groups, which are
held together by their hierarchy, and so form
particular churches or rites. Between those
churches there is such a wonderful bond of
union that this variety in the Universal
Church, so far from diminishing its unity,
rather serves to emphasize it. For the
Catholic Church wishes the traditions of
each particular Church or Rite to remain
whole and entire, and it likewise wishes to
adapt its own way of life to the needs of
different times and places" (No. 2).
Although these Eastern Rites differ from the
Western or Latin Rite in "rite" and liturgy,
ecclesiastical discipline and Canon Law and
spiritual traditions, they are fully part of the
Roman Catholic Church under the
leadership and pastoral care of the pope, the
successor of St. Peter.
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Eastern Rites: the Patriarch
Fr. William Saunders, PhD
A key to understanding Eastern Rites is
the position of the Patriarch.
As the Church hierarchy became more
stable, the position of Patriarch was
recognized. A Patriarch had the highest
ecclesiastical dignity after the Pope and had
jurisdiction over a particular territory. The
term Patriarch comes from the Greek word
for the leaders of the twelve tribes of Israel.
Strictly speaking, "by the term 'Eastern
Patriarch' is meant the bishop who has
jurisdiction
over
all
the
bishops,
metropolitans (archbishops) not excepted,
clergy and people of his own territory or
rite, according to the rules of canon law and
without prejudice to the primacy of the
Roman Pontiff" ("Decree on the Eastern
Churches," No. 7). Therefore, the patriarch
is the father and head of his patriarchate.
The oldest version of Canon Law in the
Church identified three patriarchs: The
bishops of Rome, Alexandria, and Antioch.
Each patriarch governed a territory of the
Church: The patriarch of Rome governed the
whole Church in the West; the patriarch of
Alexandria, the area of Egypt and Palestine;
and the Patriarch of Antioch, Syria, Asia
Minor, Greece and the remainder of the
Church in the East. These three patriarchates
were recognized as having a supreme place
among the bishops by the Council of Nicea
in 325.
With the rise of pilgrims to the Holy
Land, the bishop of Jerusalem received

greater honor. The Council of Chalcedon in
451 took the area of Palestine and Arabia
from Antioch and formed the Patriarchate of
Jerusalem.
Since
Constantine
had
made
Constantinople the capital of the Roman
Empire in the East and called it "New
Rome," the Council of Chalcedon (451)
eventually elevated it as a patriarchate with
jurisdiction over the territories of Asia
Minor and Thrace. The New Order of the
Patriarchs then became in descending order
Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch,
and Jerusalem. Keep in mind that the
patriarchs are considered equal in rank even
though they may have a precedence of
honor. Moreover, just to underscore an
important point, even though the bishop of
Rome is a patriarch, as pope he has supreme
authority and governance over the whole
Church.
Given this history, the differences in
culture, language and liturgical practices,
and the established hierarchy under
patriarchs, the clear presence of defined
"rites" arose. Rites basically refer to groups
of the faithful who share the same manner of
performing services for the worship of God
and the sanctification of the faithful. The
spiritual head of the rite was the patriarch,
who in turn would be under the jurisdiction
of the pope.
During the fifth century, the barbarian
invasions crippled the western Roman
Empire. Rome itself declined in stature.
Even though the pope was still the bishop of
Rome, the great early Church councils were
all convoked in cities of the east — Nicea,
Constantinople, Ephesus and Chalcedon. A

rivalry over power, authority, and prestige
developed between the pope, bishop of
Rome, and the patriarch of Constantinople.
In the mind of the patriarch, since Rome had
declined in stature and since Constantinople
was now the viable capital of the Roman
Empire (or what was left of it), he thought
he should be recognized as the head of the
Church — in a sense, "New Rome" should
be the home of the pope. From the pope's
perspective, he was the successor of St.
Peter, bishop of Rome, who held the keys of
the Kingdom. Theological issues also
became subject to debate, especially the
adding of the filioque clause to the Creed,
i.e. that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the
Father and the Son. To make a long story
short, the mounting tensions finally
exploded in 1054 when both the patriarch
and the pope issued bulls of excommunication against each other.
The Eastern Church was now in formal
schism with the Western Church. Although
they acknowledged the pope as the
successor of St. Peter, they rejected his
binding authority over the whole Church and
considered him simply as "the first among
equals." Spurning any affiliation with Rome,
these Churches identified themselves as the
Orthodox. The patriarch of Constantinople
was recognized as the spiritual head of the
Orthodox Churches, but he did not have any
juridic authority over them, except those of
his own patriarchate. (Please note that the
Maronite Rite Catholic Church whose
patriarch resides in Lebanon never severed
its ties with Rome.) As time continued, the
Roman Catholic Church was identified with
the Latin Mass and allegiance to the Holy

Father, and the Orthodox Churches with the
Eastern Rites and particular ethnic
communities, for example the Greek
Orthodox Church and the Serbian Orthodox
Church.
Attempts were made to reunite these
Orthodox Churches with the Roman
Catholic Church. At the Council of Florence
(1438-45) which both Emperor John VIII
and Patriarch Joseph II of Constantinople
attended, the theological questions were
debated. The Eastern Orthodox Churches
agreed to accept the teaching that the Holy
Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son,
even though they were not required to add
this phrase to the Creed. While the
agreement was signed and the Churches
officially reunited, a large segment of the
regular clergy disdained this action.
Moreover, when the Moslems conquered
Constantinople in 1453, Sultan Mohammed
II appointed Gennadios II as patriarch of
Constantinople, who in turn repudiated the
decrees of the Council of Florence. Once
again, the two Churches were officially in
schism. The domination of Islam over the
territory of the East made future
reunification virtually impossible.
In 1596, the first successful reunion
occurred between the Ruthenian Orthodox
and Roman Catholic Church in Poland with
the Union of Brest. Other reunifications then
followed. The most recent reunion involved
the Church of Malankar, which traces its
origins to St. Thomas the Apostle; in 1930,
Bishop Ivanios, two other bishops, a priest, a
deacon, and a laymen reunited with the
Catholic Church and the Malankar Rite of
the Catholic Church was born. These

