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A Ministry of the Franciscan Friars of the Atonement

The Edinburgh Missionary Conference Centenary

By David Carter

20 1 O sees the centenary of the famous Edinburgh

Missionary Conference. It is usually seen as mark-
ing the beginning of the modern Ecumenical Movement. I stress
the modern since it would be wrong and unjust to the memory of
many faithful pioneers to talk as though ecumenism only began in
1910. Nevertheless, the Missionary Conference was one of those
kairos moments at which participants received a new vision, a
renewed sense of God’s call to His people to be the One Church
that Jesus founded. It was from this Conference that the initiatives
stemmed that led to the formation, in 1948, of the World Council
of Churches. No other event in the twentieth century, with the sole
exception of the Second Vatican Council, had such a profound
impact on the search for unity.

The Conference was one of a series of international missionary
conferences involving Protestant and Anglican missionary societies.
The nineteenth century had seen an enormous explosion of mis-
sionary activity on the part of all the major western churches.! It
had yielded great fruit but also exposed serious problems. As early
as 1830, the Wesleyans and the London Missionary Society,> had
made a comity agreement in relation to various of the Pacific
islands, agreeing that the former should concentrate on Fiji and
Tonga and the latter on Samoa so that there should be no unnec-
essary competition or reduplication of resources. Other comity
agreements followed in other areas. Avoiding undue competition
and thus consequent confusion to native converts for whom western
denominational divisions had no meaning was, however, not the
only problem that late nineteenth century missions faced. There
were also problems in determining the relationship with and
approach to the great religions of the East, particularly Islam,
Hinduism and Buddhism, all of which showed firmer resistance to
evangelization than had been earlier expected. There were problems
in terms of relationship with colonial authorities and, even more,
with those countries, such as China, that remained independent.
There were questions of the relationship between the missionaries
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and their converts with some of the latter beginning to challenge
the paternalistic attitudes of so many missionaries and asking
questions about the degree of independence that should be given
to the new churches. All these were issues that came up in 1910.

What distinguished the 1910 Conference from its predecessors
was that many speakers no longer felt that the conclusion of comity
agreements was a sufficient answer to the problem of avoiding
confusion and reduplication on the mission field. They came to
recognize that something more was needed, the very unity of the
Church, a unity required precisely because of the universality of
the gospel and the catholicity of the one Christ to whom all claimed
allegiance.’ Part of this dawning recognition came from the
prompting of the converts in the new churches, a few of whom
were present at Edinburgh alongside the many missionary society
delegates. A Chinese representative, Chang Ching-yi, called very
clearly for unity, partly on the grounds of the existing effectiveness
of joint evangelistic and educational work in certain provinces,
partly because such unity seemed natural to the Chinese (Chang
said “Speaking generally, denominationalism has never interested
the Chinese mind”) but, above all, because “the Church of Christ
is universal, not only irrespective of denominations, but also irre-
spective of nationalities — ‘All one in Christ Jesus’.” “The world
is one family and China is a member of that family.”™

It was also the conviction of many that the immense task of
world evangelization demanded far greater cooperation between
the churches and missions than had been hitherto achieved. It was
argued that through more thorough missionary cooperation, “the
forces in the field could be doubled without the addition of a
single man to the existing staffs.”
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Florovsky’s “The Boundaries of the Church” in
Dialogue with the Reformed Tradition: Toward a
Catholic and Charismatic Ecumenical Ecclesiology

By Steven D. Aguzzi

a brief history of the concept of catholicity within the

Reformed tradition' and offer this historical context as an
explanation for its resistance to traditional conceptions of the
Church.? Secondly 1 will show how Georges Florovsky’s work
“The Boundaries of the Church,” offers a better point of reference
for Orthodox dialogue with Churches of the Reformed Tradition
than other Orthodox ecclesiologies, such as those based solely on
St. Cyprian’s model, and the ecclesiology of N. Afanassieff. Last,
I will use John Calvin’s ideas on the church in Institutes of the
Christian Religion to show that certain contemporary Reformed
ecclesiologies do not take into consideration the early Calvinist
emphasis on catholicity.

T he purpose of this essay is threefold. First, I seek to trace

Using the early Christological controversies of Monophysitism
and Nestorianism and applying them to ecclesiology, I will illustrate
how both the traditionalist Orthodox and evangelical Reformed
views of the Church are weak, make extreme claims on the nature
of the Church, and must come closer to the center for dialogue.
There is hope if doctrinal agreement could be made in two areas
- (a) the existence of the Church, at least to some degree, outside
the formal walls of any given denominational, canonical structure
in a “charismatic” sense, and (b) the intrinsic unity of the Church
as a catholic reality. Both these statements must be affirmed for
the sides to agree, though agreement must not come at the expense
of doctrinal suicide for either tradition.

The Catholicity of the Church in the Reformed Tradition:
Resistance or Acceptance?

Before I continue, it is important to distinguish between the
current Orthodox and Reformed understanding of “the Church.”
For Florovsky, though he concedes the Fathers of the Church have
been reluctant to “define’” the Church in a proper sense, it may be said
that the Church contains within it a historical perspective, “...which
would embrace the whole of the historical experience of the Church
in its pilgrimage through the ages.” In addition, “The Church is
the unity of charismatic life. The source of this unity is hidden in the
sacrament of the Lord’s Supper and in the mystery of Pentecost...,”
which is continued by means of Apostolic Succession.* As we shall
see later, it is this charismatic quality with which Florovsky endows
the Church, balancing the canonical/hierarchical fabric of the
Church as an institution that is an appealing point for Protestants.
The Reformed understanding of the Church, and indeed its con-
tention with certain concepts of history and Apostolic Succession,
lie in its historical insistence that “...all the people’s right in elect-
ing a bishop had been taken away. Votes, assent, subscriptions,
and all their like had vanished; the whole power was transferred o
the canons alone.” This is a reference to the usurping of power by
the papacy, allowing the Reformed Church to render the validity
of Roman hierarchy questionable, if not corrupt.
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The Reformed Church thus views itself as picking up where
true apostolicity left off, at the point of conjuncture, prior to the
usurpation of Roman power and corruption. As Florovsky states
concerning succession, “the objective side is the uninterrupted
sacramental succession, the continuity of the hierarchy...the
subjective side is loyalty to Apostolic tradition; a life spent
according to this tradition, as in a living realm of truth...this
demand entails the denial of individual separatism; it insists on
catholicity.” The Reformed Tradition views itself as the byproduct
of when loyalty to apostolic succession meant disloyalty to the
canonical institution. This is precisely the way the Reformed
Church sees its own mission, as upholding the subjective loyalty to
the apostolic tradition in the “realm of truth.” The original point
was not individuality or even separatism, but a restoration of the
one, catholic Church to its divine roots, keeping the holy parts of
its history, and emphatically rejecting the doctrinally erroneous
elements, which it stated were not present during the time of the
apostles and are an abrogation of true apostolicity.” In this sense,
both the Orthodox and Reformed churches believe they are bearers
of a pure and original ecclesial reality, untainted by deviations —
this is precisely why the Orthodox claim the Western church split
from i.8 In some ways, Florovsky’s re-evaluation of the boundaries
of the Church gives credence to the Reformed concept that, though
the Church has an apostolic quality, authority, and propensity for
the right administration of the sacraments, the esse of the Church
cannot be ascribed to the canonical institution alone, particularly
when said institution is viewed as corrupt beyond repair.

At least at one point in their history, when the churches of the
Reformed Tradition spoke of schism, they thought of the schismatic
Roman Catholic Church, and dogmatically speaking, even of the
Orthodox! I think that such narrow views of the Church do little to
help in contemporary ecumenical dialogue, for they assume the
validity of their canonical structure a/one, meaning that unity, or even
agreement, may only occur through conversion to the superior
ecclesia — Roman, Orthodox, or Reformed.” What is equally worth-
less is when, as Florovsky points out in his critique of the World
Council of Church’s “quasi-creedal basis,” the parameters for
dialogue center on a false sense of a utopian whole and a united
Christian World, with differences “...restricted to the field of
‘order’ or ‘polity,” to the realm of historic manifestation.”'® Under
these conditions, vague confessions of common belief in Christ
attempt to gloss over massive dogmatic differences, and worse yet,
they confuse the issues and sidestep the question which is at the
center of the debate: are these other churches “the Church,” in part
or in whole — are they catholic?

continued on page 9
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At least at one point in their
history, when the churches of the
Reformed Tradition spoke of
schism, they thought of the
schismatic Roman Catholic
Church, and dogmatically
speaking, even of the Orthodox!

The answer to this question has been posited in a variety of ways,
with the greatest degree of contribution, in terms of ecumenical
ecclesiology, by the Orthodox."" I would suggest that it is time for
the Protestant churches in ecumenical dialogue to learn the benefits
of viewing division through the lens of “catholicity.” This involves
not insisting on the unrealistic notion that Catholic and Orthodox
churches, connected by 2000 years of Tradition, undergo some
sort of “purification” whereby the 16™ century standards of
Reformed theology are applied, and more so, loosening the
expectation that these ancient traditions of the Great Church be
placed in the same category, or considered as “denominations.”'*
It would likewise be helpful if the Orthodox Church sought
generic means, based on their own tradition, to consider the ways
in which churches of the Reformed Tradition are indeed members
of the catholic communion. It is here that Florovsky’s conception
of “The Boundaries of the Church” is applicable to the dialogue.

One Church: Charismatic and Catholic

Georges Florovsky was able to see in the ecumenical dialogue
of the 1970s what is just coming to fruition now between the
Reformed and Orthodox communions, and indeed he was able to
be “...open and sympathetic to Protestant views and needs with-
out, however, sacrificing Orthodox principles... .”'* As late as the
year 2000 “Common Statement on the Membership and Incorpo-
ration into the Body of Christ”, the commission claimed that the
Reformed hold to an understanding of apostolic succession as
successio fidei, and that

...they fear the intrusion of human tradition and the temptation
to invest an independent priesthood with its own powers, which
could then mediate between the people and Christ...for fear that
the Lordship of Christ might be eclipsed...each tradition
believes that it maintains an unbroken Apostolic succession: the
Orthodox through the episcopate; the Reformed through the
proclamation of the Apostolic Gospel."

It is precisely this divergence in apostolic succession that may
be informed by Florovsky's charismatic conception of the bound-
aries of the Church. For the Orthodox, right faith and the valid
celebration of the sacraments in line with apostolic succession
(attached to the important presence, whether literal or symbolic, of
the bishop), defines the demarcation lines of the Church.
Florovsky critiques St. Cyprian’s “...silent supposition that the
canonical and charismatic limits of the Church invariably
coincide. And it is this unproven identification that has not been
confirmed by the communal consciousness.”'> Thus, the central
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question is whether the Church may exist outside a valid apostolic
succession, as the concept of succession is maintained in the
“heretical sect” or “schismatic entity.” It is no wonder why
traditionalist Orthodox have been hesitant to recognize the
baptism of Protestant churches — there exists a different concept of
apostolic succession. which for them is a requirement for the
validity and efficacy of sacraments and Church.'® Florovsky points
out that Roman theology “...admits and acknowledges that schis-
matics have a valid hierarchy and that in a sense, even “apostolic
succession” is retained, so that under certain conditions the
sacraments can be and actually are accomplished... .”!” Florovsky
is able to adopt a similar conception of the charismatic limits of the
Church by appealing to Augustine, whom he states considered
the sacraments of schismatics valid, and indicative of “...the
continuance of their links with the Church...in the sacraments of
sectarians the Church is active.”' For Florovsky, the objective side
of sacramental validity is accomplished by grace through the
power of the Holy Spirit, thus creating unity, but he alludes to
Augustine’s idea that it is the lack of love and the unity of peace in
schismatic churches that causes the absence of efficacy.'® Never-
theless, Florovsky insists that “...the love of God overlaps and
surmounts the failure of love in man. In the sects themselves and
even among heretics the Church continues to perform her saving
and sanctifving work.”*

Regarding Florovsky’s conclusion, it is important to state that
there has been much controversy over what he meant. Archbishop
Chrysostomos of Etna maintains that the later Florovsky “...did
not recognize the validity of non-Orthodox sacraments... [and]...
felt that the ecumenical movement had deviated from its original
purposes and that he was perhaps wrong to have been one of its
most famous proponents.”! This said, the Archbishop’s statement
concerning Florovsky’s understanding of non-Orthodox sacra-
ments as invalid cannot be corroborated by much additional data,
whereas Florovsky’s frustration with the way his work was
exploited by the predominately Protestant ecumenical movement
is evident even in his early scholarship. I would agree that
Florovsky held tight to the Orthodox Church’s identity as the only
true church. Where 1 disagree with Archbishop Chrysostomos is in
his conclusion that Florovsky’s justifiable problems with the
ecumenical movement act to negate the force with which he
challenged the assumptions of St. Cyprian’s strict and narrow
understanding of the Church, and utilized — indeed reclaimed for
the East — Augustine’s valuable insights on the subject. The early
Florovsky, in his interaction with the ecumenical movement,
sought a corrective to what now dominates certain strands of
hyper-traditionalist Orthodoxy, namely the overemphasis of
identification between the Church and Christ himself. Whereas
evangelical strands in the Reformed Tradition tend to emphasize
the distinction between Christ and the Church and often are guilty
of ecclesiological Nestorianism, the traditionalist strands of
Orthodoxy are at times guilty of ecclesiological Monophysitism.?
The Orthodox Church claims that the divine and human natures
of Christ are mysteriously united in the Church.* Most Protestants
would agree, but I argue that, like Monophysitism and unlike the
Chalcedonian Christology, the traditionalist Orthodox place such
a heavy emphasis on the divine nature of the Church that they

continued on page 10
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The early Florovsky, in his
interaction with the ecumenical
movement, sought a corrective to
what now dominates certain
strands of hyper-traditionalist
Orthodoxy, namely the overemphasis
of identification between the
Church and Christ himself.

forget the human nature which outlines its limitations. The Council
of Chalcedon upheld that there was indeed a union of the divine
and the human in Christ, but also maintained that it occurred
«__without the distinction of natures being taken away by such
union, but rather the peculiar property of each nature being
preserved and being united in one Person.”* Do the traditionalist
Orthodox leave enough room for such a distinction and peculiarity
of natures between itself as Church and Christ as God?

Florovsky was at pains to maintain that the Orthodox Church
is indeed one with Christ and exhibits great authority due to this
connection, and yet that the Church is not the distributor of grace
in the same exact manner as Christ. Certainly, to advocate such a
concept of the Church as the mystical body of Christ would be tan-
tarmount to idolatry because there would be no distinction between
the Church and Christ himself.

Florovsky’s critique of the economic approach to ecumenical
ecclesiology illustrates how the view exists on wobbly historical
ground and as John Erickson states, “...does not faithfully express
and explain the traditional practice of the Orthodox Church with
regard to Christians outside its visible communion.”?® Most
importantly for the purposes of this essay, Florovsky questions the
Church’s ability to dispense grace and make all-encompassing
statements such as the Cyprianic formula “outside the Church
there is no salvation,” if such statements are taken to mean that
the Church cannot work, by the Holy Spirit, in communities outside
its visible, canonical bounds.** The assumptions that Florovsky
challenges are stated quite plainly by contemporary Orthodox
theologians. Patrick Barnes, in his description of the principle of
economy states openly:

The basic principle underlying its use is that the Church has
been endowed by God with authority to manage the affairs of
her household. She is therefore in a full sense the steward
(oikonomos) and sovereign administrator of the sacraments; and
it falls within the scope of her stewardship and economy fo
make valid — as she thinks fit — sacraments administered by
non-Orthodox, although such sacraments are no sacraments if
considered in themselves and apart from the Orthodox Church.
Because a person’s Baptism is accepted as valid — or rather
made valid by economy — when he becomes Orthodox, it does
not therefore follow that his Baptism was valid before he
became Orthodox.”

It is ironic that the traditionalist Orthodox, those who advocate a
Cyprianic view of the Church, would consider the affairs of the
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non-Orthodox as within the Orthodox Church’s household.
Certainly, if such non-Orthodox communities are within the
Orthodox household, they are Churches in the proper sense of the
word. Additionally, it is the “to make valid” portion of this
description with which Florovsky contends. Certainly the Church
has the authority to manage internal affairs, administrate the sacra-
ments, and extend leniency or withhold it from those outside
canonical boundaries if such people wish to become Orthodox.
But to control the flow of grace to the point whereby sacraments
performed outside are validated upon entrance into the canonical
Church puts the Orthodox Church on par authoritatively with the
One who validates such sacraments in the Orthodox Tradition —
Christ by the power of Holy Spirit! The assumption in the state-
ment above is that non-Orthodox sacraments aré indeed invalid
because the Church cannot exist apart from the Orthodox Church
in a canonical sense. Florovsky’s palpable and telling statement
on the principle of economy sums up well what he thought:

The “economic™ explanation raises.. difficulties in regard to its

theological premises. One can scarcely ascribe to the Church

the power and the right, as it were, to convert the has-not-been

into the has-been, “to change the meaningless into the valid,” as

Professor Diovuniotis expresses it (Church Quarterly Review
No. 231, p.97), “in order of economy.™

It is in this way that Florovsky maintains that the canonical
Orthodox Church is the true Church, but does not take this to imply
that the Holy Spirit cannot work outside the boundaries or consent
of this canonical structure.

The principle of economy according to many Orthodox writers
is found in Canon Law and is applicable to all statements regarding
the management of the “house,” which is the Orthodox Church.
According to Edward Moore, scenarios “... detrimental to the
mental and spiritual well-being of the person [is]... what the strict,
wooden, and unthinking application of Canon Law to present
situations often produces.”' The application of the principle of
economy, while often portrayed as a means for the Orthodox Church
to extend grace to those outside its borders, actually functions to
exercise and retain powers which are not, to begin with, within the
Church’s possession. Florovsky knew that these ecclesiological
issues, particularly that of the jurisdiction of the canonical Church
and the view of the principle of economy which gave the Orthodox
Church full authority fo validate the invalid sacraments, has deep
soteriological significance. Florovsky claims that:

.. if we confine ourselves to the canonical or institutional limits,

we may force ourselves into a very dubious position. Are we

entitled to suggest that all those who, in their earthly career,

were outside the strict canonical borders of the Church, are

thereby excluded from salvation? Indeed, very few theologians
would dare to go so far.”?

Certainly there are more than a few contemporary Orthodox
theologians who are making that claim by their very logic, vis-2-vis
their interpretation of the principle of economy.

Florovsky’s insistence on the Orthodox Church as the true
Church, tempered by his keen analysis of charismatic movement
outside the canonical Church, make his work attractive to the
Reformed ecumenist who views doctrine, and not empty forms of

continued on page 11
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irenicism, as the building block for dialogue. Unlike Afanassieft,
for Florovsky there is an openness to the idea that the Una Sancta
is able to work and function in the faith of other ecclesial commu-
nities, though those communities live in a kind of darkness and
more importantly, outside a fruitful understanding of peace and
catholicity. Afanassieff explicitly states that those who have
become detached from the true Church ... while retaining certain
‘vestiges’ of the Church...truthfully. could not be called
“churches™ in the proper sense of the word.™" If we take seriously
Florovsky’s statement. “where the sacraments are accomplished,
there is the Church.” then we must define the Church in these
charismatic terms. in addition to the canonical. Florovsky’s adop-
tion of Augustinian principles concerning sacramental validity,
according to Tamara Grdzelidze, is also consistent with a Church
Father who is more widely accepted in the Orthodox tradition:
St. Basil the Great. St. Basil **... affirms that the grace of the Holy
Spirit operates in those who have broken away from the church,”
referring specifically to the sacramental validity.* Certain Orthodox
theologians, utilizing aspects of oikonomia, make a distinction
between the external grace found outside the Orthodox Church’s
canonical boundaries. and the internal grace found within. John
Erickson points out that members of this group:

... have been attracted by its [economic theology’s] Cyprianic

exaltation of the Church as the exclusive vehicle of salvation.

For them, outside the canonical limits of the Orthodox Church

there is simply undifferentiated darkness, in which rites like

baptism and ordination have no more significance than non-
baptism and non-ordination.**

It is precisely this imbalance and abuse of the economic theory of
the Church and sacraments that Florovsky’s early work deviated
from and challenged.

Why is Florovsky’s understanding of the Church compelling
in ecumenical dialogue with the Reformed Tradition? First, I argue
that the Reformed churches, at least the great majority of them,
adhere to the concept of Extra Ecclesiam nulla salus. In Calvin’s
Institutes 4.1.1, we see the statement, “Away from the Church
one cannot hope for any forgiveness of sins or any salvation.”
Again, in the Westminster Confession 25.2, “The visible Church
... is the Kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ, the house and family
of God, out of which there is no ordinary possibility of salvation.”
Where then is the difference? It is precisely in that the Reformed

The application of the principle of
economy, while often portrayed as
a means for the Orthodox Church
to extend grace to those outside
its borders, actually functions to
exercise and retain powers which
are not, to begin with, within the
Church’s possession.
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churches view “the Church” as all who have been elected by God’s
grace, through faith, initiated through baptism by water in the
Trinitarian formula — these criteria alone define the boundaries of
the Church.

The contribution of Florovsky is that there now is a foundation
for dialogue, in that the Orthodox may view the sacraments of
those communities which have broken away from “the Great
Church,” as valid on the basis of charismatic grounds — baptism is
the work of the Holy Spirit, occurring objectively because of God,
and subjectively because of faith, however weak or blindly
unaware of the seriousness of schism that faithful recipient is. The
pneumatological emphasis of Florovsky’s ideas resonates with the
Reformed mind because focus is placed on the one whom they feel
truly officiates over the sacrament: Christ himself, through the
power of the Holy Spirit. This is precisely why it would be con-
sidered an abomination, from the Reformed understanding, for a
Reformed convert to Orthodoxy to be forced to be rebaptized —
not because it questions the validity of the “sacrament” itself, but
because it questions the promises and seal of the God who officiates
over the sacrament.*

Secondly, because the Reformed churches are hesitant to give
credence to what they view as an overemphasis on the institutional
nature of the Church, Florovsky’s approach, and indeed the entire
Orthodox conception of pneumatology, opens doors for agreement.
Upon baptism in the Reformed churches, each faithful member,
whether adult or infant, is ordained into the priesthood of Christ,
and becomes a member of the People of God according to the new
covenant accomplished by the life, death, resurrection, and ascen-
sion of Jesus Christ. Florovsky’s language gives enough “open-
ness” whereby the two traditions may communicate as to the
significance of the ecclesial community in this process, which in
both traditions, is central. But the community is both more than
institution, and more than charism — it is the very unity of the
Church throughout the ages, both in history and transcending
history. It is Florovsky’s understanding of the boundaries of the
church that, in my view, has led to the two churches being able to
claim a common understanding that baptism is a sacrament of
grace, and “... that this grace confers forgiveness of sins and
rebirth of water and the Holy Spirit, which is necessary for entry
into the Kingdom of Heaven.”?” The breakthrough in this state-
ment is that both churches understand “the Kingdom of Heaven”
to mean both an eschatological reality, and the earthly, canonical
Church — it is God’s graceful election that makes membership
possible. Furthermore, this statement acknowledges that baptism
by water and the Spirit accomplishes something. Though the grace
conferred upon baptism is only the beginning of initiation into a
new life in Christ, followed by an even fuller understanding of
community in the Eucharist, and greater sanctification and service,
the acknowledgment by the two churches brings hope.

Lastly, lest we make the mistake of being hasty with what is
agreed upon, and unfair to the proper interpretation of Florovsky,
the Church is both one in reality, and truly catholic. It is deeply
imbedded in history, and the Holy Spirit has sustained that history,
and thus the division of the Church of Christ is gravely serious.
Consistent with Florovsky’s theology is the statement that ... both

continued on page 12
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traditions recognize that the Church towers above any merely
historical, human institution,”* but also that “... the apostolic
foundation and uninterrupted sacred history of the Church™® form
the institutional, canonical Church, and this Church is real. This
balance, marked by the Orthodox, and thus Florovsky’s conception
of the Trinity is the third point of convergence for the Reformed
churches, yet this time it is a challenge. The challenge is to balance
the charismatic nature of the Church, whereby the Spirit is not
leashed to human volition, with the canonical nature of the Church,
open to the vast history and lineage that stems from its ancient
inception. Florovsky’s description of the Church as both canonical/
institutional, tied to the Christological elements of apostolicity and
succession, and the pneumatological value seen in the Church,
with God working even among division, is truly Trinitarian. This
balance creates enough space for dialogue with a tradition whose
identity has been marked by the prophetic urge to purify God's
earthly sanctuary from the corruptions of the 16" century, but not
so much space as to forfeit the Orthodox insistence on catholicity.

This balance creates enough space
for dialogue with a tradition whose
identity has been marked by the
prophetic urge to purify God’s
earthly sanctuary from the
corruptions of the 16™ century, but
not so much space as to forfeit the
Orthodox insistence on catholicity.

Calvin’s Understanding of the Church: His Emphasis on Unity
and Catholicity

Earlier I mentioned how Florovsky’s work helped expose some
potentially Monophysitisic tendencies among the traditionalist
Orthodox who negate the distinction between Christ as incarnated
Son of God and the canonical Church, or concentrate on the divine
aspects of the Church at the expense of the human. In the interest of
fairness, it is important to mention how John Calvin sought to safe-
guard the Reformed Church against the ecclesiological Nestorianism
that has plagued certain strands of evangelical Protestantism since
the modern era.* Calvin emphasized the unity of the Church and
based this unity on its attachment to Christ. He sought to *...
express this indivisible connection which all members of Christ
have with one another.” Calvin quotes St. Cyprian (as is common)
and points out:

... how he [Cyprian] continually calls us back to the Head himself.

Accordingly, Cyprian declares that heresies and schisms arise

because men return not to the Source of truth, seek not the Head,
keep not the teaching of the Heavenly Master.*

Calvin viewed his beliefs and actions as neither schismatic nor
heretical. Quite the opposite, he viewed his actions as necessary for
maintaining the unity and holiness of the one true Church.* In this
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sense, Calvin did not view the Church — Christ connection and
Paul’s description of the Church as the Body of Christ as mere
metaphor, like the majority of evangelical Reformed do today.
Such an acknowledgment speaks volumes in terms of what Calvin-
ists should believe concerning the Chalcedonian balance that was
mentioned earlier. If Florovsky helps the Orthodox see the impor-
tance of the distinctly human and limited (though not fallible)
aspect of the Church, certainly Calvin helps the Reformed see the
importance of the Church’s divinity, holiness and authority. The
temptation for the Orthodox is to see all of God’s movement within
the visible, canonical boundaries of the Church, insisting that the
Holy Spirit cannot work outside these bounds without the media-
tion of the institution. The temptation for the Reformed is to limit
the power of the institutional, canonical Church by describing the
Holy Spirit’s movement as a mystery of which we may know
little, since such a mystery implies Christ working directly, through
the Spirit®, within the invisible Church. The traditionalist Orthodox
tendency is to disregard the existence of the Church outside of
itself, while the evangelical Reformed tendency is to regard the
existence of the Church practically everywhere. Calvin’s work,
like Florovsky’s, finds a balance.

Additionally, Calvin stresses the importance of the visible,
canonical Church by referring to it with the title of “mother”. He
states, “how useful, indeed how necessary, it is that we should
know her. For there is no other way to enter into life unless this
mother conceive us in her womb, give us birth, nourish us at her
breast... .5 Thus, beyond viewing the Church as one, united, and
catholic throughout time and space, he also viewed it as being
endowed with the authority of Christ, so that:

... no one is permitted to spurn its authority, flout its warnings,

resist its counsels, or make light of its chastisements — much

less to desert it and break its unity... separation from the church
is the denial of God and Christ.*

Applying such principles to the evangelical strand of the Reformed
Tradition, we see a conception of the Church that looks strikingly
similar to the Orthodox view. Calvin’s words temper the inclination
among modern Protestants to disregard the real boundaries that
exist between the world and the canonical Church. Also, Calvin’s
ideas, and indeed his proclivity for utilizing the early Church
Fathers and various historical Church documents in his writings
stress the importance and necessity of maintain the catholicity of
the Church as its stands across time and space. Such ideas debunk
the misconception among some Protestants, particularly those
involved in ecumenical dialogue, who believe that churches as
individual entities, devoid of any connectionality, could be con-
sidered Churches in the true and proper sense.

In summary, in the first part of this paper I traced the historical
and contextual differences between the Reformed and Orthodox
conception of “the Church,” raising questions of hierarchy and
particularity. In the second part I found three areas of interest in
Florovsky’s “The Boundaries of the Church,” and illustrated how
these charismatic and catholic elements have and continue to open
venues for dialogue between the Orthodox and Reformed tradi-
tions. Specifically, I examined the concepts of charismatic and

continued on puage 13
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canonical boundaries, utilized the Council of Chalcedon and
applied it to imbalances in certain strands of the Orthodox and
Reformed Church in regards to their definition of the Church in
relation to the incarnated Christ. In addition, I used Florovsky’s
scholarship to illustrate how he predicted and spoke against such
imbalances. Last, [ examined John Calvin’s Institutes and showed
how his stress on unity and catholicity defies the individualism
and ecclesiastical Nestorianism prevalent in the evangelical
communities of the Reformed Tradition today. If both the
Orthodox and the Reformed are able to agree on the importance of
acknowledging boundanes on the one hand, and God’s ability to
work outside the canonical Church on the other, great strides could
be made in ecumenical dialogue. (g}
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