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Abstract 

At all times one of the key problems of Orthodox ecclesiology has been the definition of the concept 

“Church”. Certainly, it reflects a certain theological-ideological paradigm that might change depending on socio-

historical circumstances. Such legitimacy is well illustrated by the ecclesiological experience of the Moscow Pa-

triarchate of the 20th century, especially in the 1990s, when Russian Orthodox Church actively acceded to the 

introduction and spreading of the political and church mythologem as “Russian World” or “Ruskiy Mir” by the 

leadership of Russian Federation. However, the line allocated to the Church in this project is abhorrent to the 

concept of the Church of Christ, and therefore, the article is devoted to first and foremost a comparative analysis 

of various approaches for understanding the Church of Christ and the impact of these approaches on the formation 

of ecclesiological doctrine and practice of Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) in the 20th century. The purpose of 

this article is to demonstrate the various approaches to understanding the Church of Christ and the impact of these 

approaches on the formation of ecclesiological doctrine and practices of Russian Orthodox Church in the 20th 

century. The choice of time and place of the object under study is due to the need to analyze the external and 

internal influences on the understanding of the phenomenon of the Church of Christ. It was specified that within a 

short period of time (during the 20-th century), the demolition of several centenaries paternalistic system of mutual 

influences between the Church and the Russian state took place, and a new system of relations was formed in a 

wide range – from the persecution and attempts of unequal symbiosis and even to mutual emancipation. 
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Recently, almost everyone can see the results of 

the increasing aggressive policy of the Russian Federa-

tion, one of the main activities of which is the introduc-

tion of the myth “Russian World” or “Ruskiy Mir”. One 

of the leading roles in this project is played by the Rus-

sian Orthodox Church, but such a role, which has been 

assigned by the creators of this geopolitical project to 

the mentioned Church, is far repugnant to the concept 

of the Church of Christ. Thus, it is necessary to under-

stand how the Russian Orthodox Church defines the 

idea of the “Church” as a whole. For a more precise ex-

planation of this idea, the period when the most inten-

sive transformation of the definition of the “Church” 

occurred and the document “The Foundations of the 

Social Concept of the ROC”, adopted in 2000, had be-

come the essence of it. 

A certain number of relevant microworks are de-

voted to this topic. The general problematics of the 

transformation of the Church's consciousness was de-

fined by the modern Ukrainian theologian Archiman-

drite Kyrylo [1] in his book “Meta-ecclesiology: 

Chronicles on Church Awareness”. Much work had al-

ready been done directly in the analysis of the ecclesi-

ological views of Russian theologians by prof. Lev 

Shaposhnikov [2], however, in his major work, he 

skipped some key theologians, most notably research-

ers who worked outside Russia. But to some extent this 

gap was supplemented in his work about the ecclesiol-

ogy of archpriest Alexander Schmemann and John 

Meyendorf [3]. Somewhat deeper, he analyzed the 

views of archpriest Nikolay Afanasyev [4], as the 

founder of Eucharistic Ecclesiology. The scientific 

work of hieromonk Joseph [5] is devoted to the subjects 

of defining the term “Church” via the term “commu-

nity”. Also, Anastasia Babayeva [6] dealt with this 

topic of the formation of the social doctrine of the ROC. 

General analysis of ideological trends in Russian Or-

thodox Church in the 20th century (conservative, mod-

ernist, fundamentalist) are analyzed in the articles of 

Andrey Rogozianskyi [7; 8; 9]. Various ideologies, or 

as the author calls them, certain types of religious life 

on the example of the ROC are contemplated by Maria 

Skobtsova [10]. 

The purpose of this article is to demonstrate the 

various approaches to understanding the Church of 

Christ and the impact of these approaches on the for-

mation of ecclesiological doctrine and practices of Rus-

sian Orthodox Church in the 20th century. The choice 

of time and place of the object under study is due to the 

need to analyze the external and internal influences on 

the understanding of the phenomenon of the Churcze of 

Christ. It was in the 20th century in Russia that, over a 

short period of time, the disassembling of several hun-

dred years of paternalistic system of mutual influence 

of the Church and the State occurred, and, at the same 

time in that period new systems of relations were form-

ing, which fundamentally had both the persecution and 
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attempts of unequal symbiosis, and greater or less mu-

tual emancipation. 

Along with the further spreading of extremely 

scholastic views on the essence of the Church, the main 

peculiarity of the 20th century appeared to be the num-

ber of theological and philosophical works that referred 

to the ontological approach basing on the Holy Father's 

paradigm. During the 20th century, several major ap-

proaches have crystallized in the process of decon-

structing of a limited approach to the Church as a com-

munity of people [5]. They can be defined as conserva-

tism, novelty and modernism. The conservative line of 

theology became a reference point for all other trends 

in Russian theology of the 20th century. And the criti-

cism of conservative items had shaped two other lines 

in Orthodox ecclesiology – novelty and modernism. 

For better understanding of their relationships, firstly, 

it is necessary to consider conservatism more deeply. 

The conservative line of the early 20th century’s 

ecclesiology was admitted first of all by that it held fast 

to the positions being formed in the scholastic theology. 

Conservatives or orthodoxes tried to explain the es-

sence of the Church that had been based on the concept 

of “community” (community of believers). They 

treated the Church as a quasi-state system and looked 

upon it as a group of people united by certain 

worldviews, discipline, ground rules and “canon”. In 

other words, they used a legal approach. In this case 

Church is not something completely exceptional, but It 

belongs to a set of social formations in the state or 

states. But this approach describes only the way we deal 

with the world around us and does not explain us nature 

of Church. The foundations of this approach were 

formed on the basis of the scholastic outlines of West-

ern Christianity, and Protestantism was above all [11]. 

After the Emperor Peter I had imposed the paradigm of 

caesaropapism in the system of relations between 

Church and State in Russia, the Russian Orthodox 

Church took this as a norm for its internal life, as a mo-

dus vivendi for the Church namely, and, hence, the un-

derstanding of its nature. That is why orthodox con-

servatives are for the definition of the Church as a par-

ticular community of people. The main theologians 

who have introduced this approach into Russian theol-

ogy are the metropolite Platon [12] (1737-1812), met-

ropolite Makariy (Macarius) [13] (1816-1882), met-

ropolite Filaret [14] (1783-1867). 

In this context, it’s proved by the professors and 

tutors of spiritual schools in their using the works of the 

abovementioned “conservatives” throughout the 20th 

century as the exclusive source of their textbooks and 

textbooks. Intrinsically such unoriginality cannot go 

beyond simple compilation. So, in this case adherents 

(zealots) can be considered as a separate kind of con-

servatives. They are characterized by a simplified inter-

pretation of the faith confession under the circum-

stances of the Church’s persecution. The essence of 

such adherence is anti-modernity or tradition. Namely, 

they did not originate the theological works concerning 

the nature of the Church, confining themselves only to 

church-political ones [15]. Some researchers also de-

fine an additional group among conservatives, which is 

called as fundamentalism [7], but, as Martin Marty [16] 

points out, fundamentalism is not a part of conserva-

tism or traditionalism. Mainly it contradicts them both, 

appealing to certain basic forms of historical Christian-

ity. 

The definition of the Church suggested by con-

servative theologians through the notion of “commu-

nity” has been traced not only in conservative circles, 

but also among novators and modernists. Although 

most theologians of the 20’th century denied the 

Church's understanding through the concept “commu-

nity”, but some researchers, especially such famous 

theologians as St. Hilarion [17] (early 20th century) and 

Alexander Borisov [18] (late 20th century) after having 

rethought it, kept using this concept. The archpriest 

Evgenii Akvilonov [19], theologians Nikolai 

Afanasyev and Alexander Shmeman [20; 21] strongly 

opposed to this understanding of the nature of the 

Church. Criticizing the scholastic formulation of the 

nature of the Church through the notion of community, 

these theologians suggested paying attention to the 

more essential aspects of the Church’s being. Particu-

larly, following the thinker and theologian of the 19th 

century Aleksey Khomyakov, they had turned back 

from the legal understanding of the Church to the onto-

logical one, and subsequently formulated the basic lines 

with the help of which they were trying to describe the 

Church, being emanant on Its nature. 

Basing on the definition of prof. Lev Shaposhni-

kov [4], according to whom the theological novelty is 

the development of fundamental abiding principles of 

Revelation, the following ways of understanding the 

nature of the Church can be seen which belong to inno-

vation. First of all, many theologians refer to the defi-

nition of the Church as the Christ’s Flesh as we can find 

in the epistles of Ap. Paul (Eph. 1:22-23; Eph. 4:12; 

Rom. 12:5; Col. 1:18, 24). Starting from the work of 

archpriest Evgenii Akvilonov [19], this definition be-

gins to appear more or less emphasized among the most 

prominent Russian theologians of the 20’th century. 

However, on this aspect of the nature of the Church 

prot. Vladimir (later known as St. Hilarion (17 1912), 

the priest Pavel Florensky [22] concentrated in their 

works, as well as the representatives of the “Paris 

school” Vladimir Lossky [23] and Pavel Evdokimov 

[24]. Particularly important is the fact that in the “The 

Basis of the Social Concept” of the ROC [25] the for-

mulation of the concept of the Church as the Flesh of 

Christ is indicated in the first paragraph with a literal 

citation of the Ap. Paul’s Epistle to Ephesians. 

Even more often in the writings of the 20th century 

theologians such an aspect of the Church as the effec-

tive presence of the Holy Spirit inside Church is taken 

into account. This issue is studied by theologians of the 

early 20th century (archpriest Evgenii Akvilonov [19], 

hieromartyr Hilarion [17], prot. Sergei Bulgakov [26], 

as well as by theologians of the second half of the 20th 

century (prot. Nikolai Afanasyev [27], Pavel Evdo-

kimov [24], prot. John Meyendorff [28], prot. Alexan-

der Shmeman [21]. Particular attention should be paid 

to the priest Nikolai Afanasyev’s achievements, whose 

ideas became the starting point for the development of 

one of the lingua franca or fundamentals of the 20th to 

21st centuries, – the eucharistic ecclesiology [29]. This 
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approach is also stated in “The Basis of the Social Con-

cept” of ROC. In addition to the remark that Holy 

Church is considered to be the Christ’s Flesh, thus it is 

pointed out that Holy Spirit is acting inside Holy 

Church (§I.1). 

Besides the emphasizing on the real presence of 

Holy Spirit in Church, Russian theologians had also 

formulated the concept of the Church in combining this 

aspect with Jesus Christ’s presence in the Church. This 

approach was used in the works written by Evgenii Ak-

vilonov [19], archbishop Hilarion [17], prot. Sergey 

Bulgakov [26] and Vladimir Lossky [30]. Also, some 

Russian theologians of the 20th century paid special at-

tention to the active participation of both God and Man 

in the Church, namely the “divine-humanity” of the 

Church. The essence of this thought is that Church is 

two-natural or dyophysitical. It combines two natures 

and two wills – divine and human. But this “dyophysit-

ism” or “divine-humanity” of the Church is different 

from the divine human nature of Jesus Christ, because 

the human component (flesh) in Church is not perfect. 

It is perfected only willingly through the union of the 

Holy Spirit with God. Firstly, Vladimir Lossy, prot. 

Evgenii Akvilonov and priests Pavel Florensky [22], 

Pavel Evdokimov [24] can be called supporters of this 

view in the 20th century. The same viewpoint is also 

recorded in the “The Basis of the Social Concept” 

of ROC (§I.2). 

In the 20th century in the Russian theology the 

ideas of the Eucharistic centricity of ecclesiology be-

came widely spread, which had been suggested by the 

famous theologian Henri-Mari Sonier de Lubac [31]. 

His output subsequently influenced the works of John 

Romanides and metropolite Kallistos Ware, but the 

greatest development of this line can be seen in the 

writings of prot. Nikolay Afanasyev [32]. A bit differ-

ent emphasis of the Eucharistic ecclesiology can be 

found in the writings of prot. Alexander Shmeman [20] 

and John Meyendorff [28] – they no longer focus on the 

Eucharistic community, but on the Eucharist as such. 

Love is perhaps the most vivid ontological concept of 

the Church’s being. For the majority of theologians, 

love acts as a principle that unites members of the 

Church into a single Flesh of Christ for communion 

with the Triune God. In the Russian theological tradi-

tion, prof. Alexander Belyaev [33] was the first who fo-

cused his attention on the notion of Love as the princi-

ple of the Church’s being in the late 19th century. He 

was probably a supporter of Slavophile ecclesiology. In 

the 20th century prot. Vladimir Troitskiy [17], prot. Ni-

kolai Afanasyev [34] and Pavel Evdokimov [24] con-

centrated their attention onto the notion of love in the 

definition of the Church. 

Modernism has become the third approach to the 

formation of the concept of the Church This “new re-

ligiosity” was of the essence in it and generally there 

was a tendency to rationalization, – “faith via mind”. 

History, human relationships were treated psychologi-

cally and pragmatically, outside the scope of spiritual 

influences. In fact, the religious part of their views was 

mostly expressed by the doctrine about sacred gifts of 

the Holy Spirit. Then, very often modernists proceed 

from the Church’s social needs and tasks and, therefore, 

they focus on the concept of community, in particular 

eucharistical. This can be seen in the writings of prot. 

Alexandr Borisov [35] and Georgii Kochetkov [36] in 

the late 20th century, and prot. Nikolay Afanasyev is 

considered to be their ideological mastermind (in-

spirer). One more feature of them is their definition of 

the Church as a community (renovationists of the 

1920’s as a priest Alexander Borisov [18], as they fully 

rely on the definition of 19th century conservative the-

ologians. One of the main features of the modernistic 

trend in defining the Church is their appeal to the image 

of the Kingdom of God. Prot. Pavel Svetlov [37] was 

the first in the 20th century who elaborated the question 

of defining the Church as the Kingdom of God in his 

work. The peculiarity of his approach was his deep in-

tegration of social motives. He had tried to move away 

from the Augustan radical opposed ideas of civitas Dei 

(Church) and civitas terrena (earthian human for-

mations). 

As might be notices, among the theologians’ ap-

proaches to defining the concept of the Church, there is 

a fairly clear tendency to divide into three main catego-

ries as conservatism, novelty, and modernism. The cri-

teria for their intrinsic meaning were the means of def-

inition of concepts as (e.g., the concept of the Body of 

Christ, love, active presence of the Holy Spirit in 

Church, etc.) and the connotation associated with their 

perception (positive or negative). So, one term (e.g. 

“community”) is used in all trends, although it is as-

sessed as positive by some theologians, while others re-

gard them as negative. Conservatism, in its active or 

passive scopes, turned out in the Russian theological 

thought in both the 19th and the 20th centuries. In this 

research for the studied conservative trend in ecclesiol-

ogy, the only medium for defining the Church was the 

concept of community. Due to the specific formation of 

Russian theology in the 18-19 centuries (closely bonds 

to state ideology), 20th century conservatives do not fo-

cus on the inner spiritual nature of the Church exist-

ence. They rethink it more through the prism of inter-

action with the outside world, in particular society and 

official authorities. Thus, the tradition is the prevalent 

factor in their theological writings and they are suspi-

cious and biased about various philosophical for-

mations or constructions. Quasi-religious terms and 

simulacra as “Holy Rus”, “Third Rome”, “Russian 

Mir” were developed among the conservatives and only 

this trend deals not only with theology, but also with 

issues of social and political life. 
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