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Lutheran – Orthodox Dialogue from 2004 to 2015 

 

Risto Saarinen 

 

The following chronicle provides a basic documentation of our work, continuing my earlier 

reports on this ecumenical process. As the global dialogue often continues and modifies the 

work already done on regional level, I will also offer some mostly bibliographic accounts of 

the local dialogues. 

     The modern Lutheran – Orthodox dialogue was initiated between the German Protestant 

Churches (Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland, EKD) and Moscow Patriarchate in 1959. The 

EKD has also conducted a regular dialogue with the Ecumenical Patriarchate since 1969 and 

the Romanian Orthodox Church since 1979. The Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland 

started its dialogue with the Russian Orthodox Church in 1970. The global Lutheran – 

Orthodox dialogue was begun in 1981. 

      In an earlier book, I have covered the history of both global and various regional 

dialogues until 1994.1 In later articles, I have followed some further developments of the 

global dialogue until 2003 and regional conversations until 2005.2  The present text is a 

continuation of my earlier studies. I will offer a brief analysis of the last decade (2004-2015), 

but will also give the basic bibliographic information of all dialogues from 1995 to the 

present day. As many source texts dating from 1995 to 2005 have only been published after 

the writing of my articles, such an updated bibliography is useful. A regularly updated 

documentary history and bibliography of all these dialogues is offered on my website 

http://blogs.helsinki.fi/ristosaarinen  . 

 

The Global Joint Commission 

 

The Lutheran – Orthodox Joint Commission consists of members that have been appointed 

by the member churches of the Lutheran World Federation on the one hand and by the 

autocephalous Orthodox churches on the other. The Commission meets with an interval of 

two or three years and approves a common thelogical text. Meanwhile, a smaller preparatory 

group meets to draft background papers and proposals for the Commission. From 2004 to to 

2014, Metropolitan Gennadios of Sassima has been the Orthodox co-chair. Lutheran co-

chairs have included bishops Georg Kretschmar (2004), Donald McCoid (2005-12) and 

Christoph Klein (2013-). As I have myself been a Lutheran member of this dialogue since 

1995, the following analysis is not fully impartial.3 The Commission has met as follows: 

                                                 
1 Risto Saarinen, Faith and Holiness: Lutheran – Orthodox Dialogue 1959-1994, 

Göttingen 1997. Russian edition: Vera i svâtost ́: lûteransko-pravoslavnyj dialog 1959-2002, 

Moscow 2003. 
2 Risto Saarinen, “The Lutheran-Orthodox Joint Commission: our work 1994-2003”, 

in: Cracks in the Walls, ed. Else Marie Wiberg, Frankfurt, 2005, 121-129. Saarinen, “The 

Lutheran – Orthodox Relationships and the Future of Ecumenism”, in: Lutheranism: Legacy 

and Future, ed. Holger Roggelin, West Conshohocken 2012, 375-395. 
3 Two excellent new Orthodox studies are: Cosmin Daniel Pricop, From Espoo to 

Paphos: The Theological Dialogue of the Orthodox Churches with the Lutheran World 

Federation (1981-2008), Bucharest 2013, and Theodoros Meimaris, “Thirty Years of the 

International Theological Dialogue between Orthodox and Lutherans (1981-2011): 

http://blogs.helsinki.fi/ristosaarinen
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8th conversation: Salvation, Aug 1-8, 1995 in Limassol. 

9th conversation: Salvation: Grace, Justification and Synergy, July 31 – Aug 8, 1998 in 

Sigtuna. 

10th conversation: The Mystery of the Church: A. Word and Sacraments (Mysteria) in the 

Life of the Church, Nov 3-10, 2000 in Damascus. 

11th conversation: The Mystery of the Church: B. Mysteria/ Sacraments as Means of 

Salvation. Oct 3-10, 2002 in Oslo.      

12th conversation: The Mystery of the Church: C. Baptism and Chrismation as Sacraments 

of Initiation into the Church. Oct 6-15, 2004, in Durau.  

13th conversation: The Mystery of the Church: D. The Holy Eucharist in the Life of the 

Church. Nov 2-9 2006 in Bratislava.  

14th conversation: The Mystery of the Church: D/2 The Holy Eucharist in the Life of the 

Church. Preparation, Ecological and Social Implications. May 30 – Jun 7, 2008 in Paphos.  

15th conversation: The Mystery of the Church: E. The Nature, Attributes and Mission of the 

Church. May 31 – June 7, 2011 in Wittenberg.4  

 

    The theme of the 16th plenary session concerns the ordained ministry. This plenary took 

place in Rhodes from April 28 to May 5, 2015. No statement was adopted; the commission 

continues its work on this topic. 

     The document of 2004 can be considered as one of the most significant ones of this 

dialogue. The document compares baptismal rites in both churches, arguing that they display 

significant parallels and similarities. The churches agree that “there are three basic 

components in the process of Christian initiation: death with Christ, resurrection with Christ, 

and the sealing with the Holy Spirit” (§2). They further agree that agree that  

our participation in Christ’s death and resurrection bestows on us the following gifts: 

death of the old Adam (cf. Rom 6:6), union with Christ (cf. Rom 6:5), redemption, 

sanctification, purification of flesh and spirit (cf. 1 Cor. 6:11), deliverance from death 

and the devil, forgiveness of sins, victory over the power of sin (cf. Rom. 6), 

illumination of the soul (cf. Heb. 6:4), regeneration, new birth (cf. Titus 3:5), new life 

in Christ, adoption as God’s children (cf. Rom 8:16), renewal of the image of God (cf. 

Col 3:10, Eph 3:10), eternal life, and incorporation into Christ’s body, the church. 

(§5) 

    Regarding the third aspect, the sealing with the Holy Spirit, the document considers that 

the gift of the Holy Spirit is more explicit in the Orthodox church (§10). At the same time, 

Lutherans also affirm this idea by saying that “it is also customary in Lutheran churches for 

the minister to lay both hands on the head of the newly baptized and to pray for the Holy 

Spirit” (§9). The churches thus consider that “the three components of Christian initiation are 

to a large extent included in each other’s rites” (§11). While the Commission does not state 

                                                 

Evaluation and Prospects” in: Nicolaus: Rivista di Teologia ecumenico-patristica 2013, 159-

186. 
4 Growth in Agreement, ed. J. Gros et alii, vol. 3, Geneva: WCC 2007, 12-32: 

Statements 1993-2004. 

    Dokumente wachsender Übereinstimmung, ed. H. Meyer et alii, vol. 3, Frankfurt 2003, 96-

109: Texte 1993-2000. Vol. 4, Paderborn 2012, 507-526: Texte 2002-2008.  

    All texts until 2011 in: blogs.helsinki.fi/ristosaarinen .  
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any concrete guidelines regarding the baptism of converts, it clearly states that, for both 

churches, “the sacrament of baptism is unrepeatable” (§1).  

     In my view, the 2004 document manages to create a considerable common ground on 

baptismal theology that clearly supports the mutual recognition of baptism. As many 

Orthodox churches have reconsidered their baptismal practices, the 2004 document supports 

ecumenical views. For the Lutherans, the document shows the importance of the rich ritual 

dimensions in the event of baptism. My own experience of this dialogue has been that biblical 

materials and liturgical texts can often bring about richer fruits than a purely doctrinal 

approach. 

     Over the last ten years, the dialogue has slowly proceeded from baptism and the eucharist 

towards ecclesiology and ordained ministry. The 2006 document on the eucharist deals with 

the problems of eucharistic sacrifice and real presence. While these are the traditional 

Lutheran issues of controversy with the Catholics and the Calvinists, they have not separated 

Lutherans from the Orthodox. The 2006 document can present a fairly wide-ranging 

agreement on sacrifice as follows: 

Lutherans and Orthodox believe that Christ offered himself as a sacrifice “once and 

for all” – ephapax (Heb. 7,27; 9,12; 10,10; cf. 10,14). While Lutherans use the 

language of sacrifice less frequently than Orthodox, both can agree that the Eucharist 

is a sacrifice in the sense that 1) it is Christ, not the celebrant priest, who offers and is 

offered as the sacrifice, 2) Christ’s sacrifice of atonement is made once and for all 

with respect to God, and 3) it is sacramentally enacted so that its benefits are 

distributed to the believers each and every time the Eucharist is celebrated. Both 

Orthodox and Lutherans also regard the Eucharist as a sacrifice of thanksgiving and 

praise (Heb. 13,15). (§2). 

      The churches further agree that the eucharist is a sacrament of communion and that the 

forgiveness of sins belongs to the preparation for the eucharist (§2d, 3). Concerning the real 

presence,  

Lutherans and Orthodox take the Lord’s words “this is my body; this is my blood” 

(Mt 26,27f, par.) literally. They believe that in the Eucharist the bread and wine 

become Christ’s body and blood to be consumed by the communicants. How this 

happens is regarded by both as a profound and real mystery. In order to approach that 

mystery, Orthodox and Lutherans have drawn on their respective theological 

traditions and developed different insights on what takes place. (§4) 

This basic agreement is differentiated so that the Lutherans speak of real presence and the 

Orthodox of metabole. Both tradition reject the idea of transsubstantion, teaching that the 

nature of the sacramental materials does not vanish. (§4a-c) 

     Personally, I think that the Orthodox differentiation regarding metabole does not employ 

any points which Lutherans would need to reject. At the same time, the Joint Commission 

displays a great awareness of the different terminologies of the churches and does not want to 

proceed beyond these terminologies. As there is no concrete proposal towards the steps of 

intercommunion, this may be a prudent procedure. In its end part (§7-8), the 2006 document 

contains fairly long discussion on the eschatological dimensions of the eucharist as well as on 

the theology of creation. These parts reflect larger discussions in the ecumenical movement. 

     The document of 2008 continues to discuss the preparation to the eucharist, as well as its 

social and ecological dimensions. These themes are to an extent present already in the text of 

2006. The new document of 2008 is fairly extensive, but does not bring many new 

theological points to the issue. 
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      After two extensive preparatory sessions, the Joint Commisson was finally able to publish 

its first ecclesiological text in 2011. Since its beginnings in 1981, the Commission has aimed 

to discuss ecclesiology, but this has proved challenging and needed a long preparation. As the 

text of 2011 in many ways coincides with the ecclesiological work done in the Faith and 

Order Commission (cf. below), it also reflects the broader ecumenical discussion on the 

church. The Lutheran – Orthodox dialogue does not claim extensive agreement on 

ecclesiology; instead, it focuses on some traditional marks and attributes of the church. The 

church is described as mystery (§2), as the body of Christ (§3) and as the communion of 

saints (§4). 

      The paragraph on the communion of saints is brief and traditional, but it is nevertheless 

noteworthy that the Orthodox can use this phrase of the Apostles’ Creed and that the 

Lutherans are ready speak of the sinlessness of the church as follows: 

Orthodox and Lutherans refer to the Church also as the communion of saints. This 

communion of saints reflects the koinonia of the Holy Trinity. The Church is brought 

into communion with the Holy Trinity who is the source of life for the Church and its 

members. As the body of Christ, the Church is holy and sinless, and its members are 

being sanctified in spite of their sins. We both emphasize that in this life, daily 

repentance and forgiveness of our sins (John 20:23) are constantly needed for us in 

the Church to grow into Christ. (§4). 

     In the discussion regarding the four classical marks, the holiness of the church is both 

affirmed and differentiated as follows: 

God alone is holy (Revelation 4:8) and our holiness derives from his holiness (Lev. 

19:2). The Church is holy in that it receives its holiness from Christ, who “loved the 

Church and gave himself up for her, in order to make her holy” (Ephesians 5:25-26). 

The Church is also holy by the Holy Spirit’s forgiving sins, creating faith, renewing 

believers and inspiring them to do good works. Believers are called “saints” because 

they have been and continue to be sanctified by the Holy Spirit. Growth in holiness is 

not a merely passive process but involves the active participation of the believer. 

(§10) 

    As a whole, the 2011 remains fairly rudimentary and exposes the issues, whenever 

possible, with the help of biblical and other traditional phrases. In spite of this modesty, it can 

be considered as a success that the dialogue that started to discuss ecclesiology already in its 

first plenary in 1981, could finally agree on an ecclesiological text. The expected discussion 

on the ordained ministry may prove to be even more difficult, since at this point both 

churches experience a great difference between their positions. One fruitful avenue may 

nevertheless be the use of liturgical texts and other dogmatic resources of the church 

manuals. 

     In my own view, the high points of the global dialogue have been the 1998 text on 

salvation and the 2004 text on baptism. The atmosphere of the Commission has in the last ten 

years been friendly and constructive. The participants are experts in the traditional disciplines 

of theology, which has guaranteed a certain quality. On the other hand, the texts are drafted 

during the meetings, without the use of big libraries. For this reason, some other dialogues 

(e.g. the Lutheran – Roman Catholic or the Anglican – Orthodox) are much more extensive 

and academic in terms of their theological output. 

 

The Finnish – Russian Dialogue 
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The dialog between the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland and Russian Orthodox 

Church started in 1970 and came to an end in 2014. The conversations have taken place with 

an interval of three years; they have normally included a theological topic and a topic that 

regards social ethics. The dialogue has continued as follows: 

 

10th conversation: The Mission of the Church; Peace Work of the Church and Nationalism, 

Aug 27 – Sept 5, 1995 in Kiev. 

11th conversation: Freedom of a Christian; Freedom of the Church and Religious Freedom, 

Oct 12-19, 1998 in Lappeenranta. 

12th conversation: Evaluation of the Dialogue 1970-1998, Sep 27 – Oct 5, 2002 in Moscow. 

13th conversation: Christian View of Human Person in Today’s Europe; Salvation, Faith 

and Modern Society. Sep 20 to 25, 2005 in Turku. 

14th conversation: Human Rights in Christian Perspective; Religious Education, Sep 18-24, 

2008 in St. Petersburg. 

15th conversation:The Church as Community. Christian Identity and Church Membership. 

Sep 6 to 11, 2011 in Siikaniemi.5 

 

    The Finnish – Russian dialogue has become famous for its statement of 1977 according to 

which Lutherans can also relate positively to the Eastern doctrine of deification. Similar 

statements have been issued later in other dialogues. In research, deification has become a 

fairly popular theme of Protestant theology of the last decades. Several studies have 

manifested the idea of theosis in Luther, Calvin and Methodist theology.6  

     The Finnish – Russian dialogue returns to the ideas of salvific improvement in its 

statement of 2005. The statement concerns theological anthropology, in particular the human 

freedom. The statement does not mention theosis but it speaks of liberation from sin stronger 

than Lutheran texts usually do: 

A human who turns to Christ in faith is freed from the power of evil by the work of 

the Holy Spirit in the Church, and this individual’s will is made whole and compliant 

to God’s will. 

    God’s grace in Christ releases a human from slavery to the law and from bondage 

to sin. The Holy Spirit awakens the liberated human to want as well as to do what is 

good (John 8:32, Rom. 6:18, Rom. 8:2, Gal. 5:1). This freedom given by God as a gift 

                                                 
5 Kiev 1995.The Tenth Theological Discussions between the Evangelical Lutheran 

Church of Finland and the Russian Orthodox Church. Helsinki 1996. 

     Lappeenranta 1998 & Moscow 2002. The Eleventh and Twelfth Theological Discussions 

between the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland and the Russian Orthodox Church ed. 

Tomi Karttunen, Helsinki 2011.  

    Sinappi, St. Petersburg and Siikaniemi. The 13th, 14th and 15th theological discussions 

between the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland and the Russian Orthodox Church, ed. 

Tomi Karttunen, Helsinki 2013.  

    All available in full text pdf in: 

http://sakasti.evl.fi/sakasti.nsf/sp?open&cid=Content4342D1 . 
6 See Saarinen, Faith and Holiness, 38-54; Saarinen, “Theosis”, Theologische 

Realenzyklopädie 23, 389-393; Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen, One with God: Salvation as 

Deification and Justification, Collegeville 2004; Partakers of the Divine Nature, ed. Michael 

Christensen et al., Grand Rapids 2007. 

http://sakasti.evl.fi/sakasti.nsf/sp?open&cid=Content4342D1
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includes as a first fruit an experience of the wholeness into which humankind has 

been created but which is only fully realized in eternity (Rom. 8:23). Gospel accounts 

of healing foreshow final and holistic salvation. (§I, 9-10) 

      The Orthodox are generally skeptical of the anti-Pelagian Western ideas regarding the 

will’s bondage. The quoted text comes close to the Orthodox view of free will. The Lutheran 

dimension is highlighted with the idea of the divine gift that precedes all human freedom. In a 

sense, however, the statement means liberation from bondage in such a strong sense that is 

not very common in Lutheran theology. We may note, however, that the exegetical debate 

concerning the so-called “The Lutheran Paul” and the so-called “New Perspective” has 

opened some new windows in Lutheranism.7 The statement in a sense adopts the “New 

Perspective”, teaching that the liberated Christian can want the good and do good works in a 

truly pneumatic fashion. In spite of this, I personally prefer the more careful formulations of 

the EKD – Romanian dialogue (see below).  

      The central place of social ethics in Finnish – Russian dialogue stems from the time of the 

Soviet Union: in that time, it was customary to discuss peace and social ethics in order to 

prove to the Soviet bureaucracy that the dialogue was in some sense useful. During the last 

ten years, social ethics has again become fashionable, but now for different reasons.8 Western 

churches want to emphasize human rights, whereas the Moscow Patriarchate is critical of 

what it considers to be the moral failures of the European societies. While both sides are thus 

willing to further their own social ethical agendas, it is extremely difficult to find constructive 

agreement. This dynamics is visible in the texts of 2008. 

    The statement of 2011 can in some ways be considered as a counterweight to social ethical 

issues. Like its counterpart in the global Joint Commission (cf. above), the Finnish – Russian 

text of 2011 deals with ecclesiology. The dogmatic section is very short and reflects the ideas 

of the simultaneous global text. More interesting is the brief section on church membership. It 

highlights the importance of Christian education and the need for Christian identity in today’s 

Europe. As a whole, the common text remains brief and rudimentary. 

     The most interesting texts of the Finnish – Russian dialogue 2004 – 2014 are the 

numerous dialogue presentations published in English translation in the documentation 

volume. In remarkable ways they show how Russian theologians are seeking to consolidate 

the new policies of their church as adopted in the important Russian synod of 2000. For 

instance, Vsevolod Chaplin’s paper “The Russian Orthodox Church and Human Rights” 

gives valuable background information about the so-called “Declaration of Human Rights 

and Dignity” adopted by the World Russian People’s Congress in 2006.9 

     This dialogue came to a somewhat unexpected end in September 2014. According to the 

news releases published in both Russia and Finland, the Finnish Lutheran Archbishop 

reported as follows: 

                                                 
7 For a good introduction to this, see Stephen Westerholm, Perspectives Old and New 

on Paul, Grand Rapids 2004, and Bo Kristian Holm, “Beyond juxtaposing Luther and the 

New Perspective on Paul”, Lutherjahrbuch 2013, 159-183. 
8 For this development, see Heta Hurskainen, Ecumenical Social Ethics as the World 

Changed: Socio-Ethical Discussion in the Ecumenical Dialogue between the Russian 

Orthodox Church and the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland 1970-2008, Helsinki 

2013.  
9 In Sinappi, St. Petersburg and Siikaniemi, 200-212. 
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Archbishop Kari Mäkinen says that he was forced to cancel planned ecumenical 

dialogues when he met the Russian Patriarch Kiril in Moscow. The Russian Orthodox 

Church wanted to agree a statement in advance, as the meeting was scheduled to 

discuss anthropology—an area where sexuality was bound to come up. ”Our church’s 

line, which doesn’t directly condemn homosexuality, is such that from their point of 

view they don’t want to continue official ecumenical discussions,” said Mäkinen. 

Mäkinen said that the Russian side wanted to agree a negative statement on 

homosexuality, but that the Lutheran church takes a different tack. In his opinion the 

end result of the talks should not be dictated in advance. ”Discussions are 

discussions,” said Mäkinen. When it became clear that an agreement in advance 

wasn’t possible, the patriarch indicated that the discussions could not go ahead. 

Mäkinen says that ecumenical work will continue despite the setback. ”Doctrinal 

discussions are cancelled, but co-operation will certainly continue in other forms,” 

said Mäkinen.10 

 

The Dialogues of the EKD 

 

The German EKD is a fellowship of territorial churches that combine Lutheran and Reformed 

traditions. In practice, their approach is very similar to that of the Lutheran World Federation. 

The EKD has published most of its dialogue texts and background presentations in extensive 

dialogue volumes. Other texts and materials are found in their well-organized website. The 

EKD has also manifold contacts with Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox Christians in Germany 

and elsewhere. A new German collection presents the theological output of the dialogues.11 

As all this information is accessible in libraries and the internet, I will limit my discussion to 

some remarks regarding the three older and established dialogues, namely: 

 

EKD–Russian Orthodox Church: 

2nd conversation: Die Kirche, das Volk und der Staat in Europa, May 23-27, 1998 in Minsk. 

3rd conversation: Religiöse Bildung und Erziehung; Zwischenkirchliche Beziehungen: 

Situation und aktuelle Dokumente, June 1-7, 2002 in Mülheim an der Ruhr. 

4th conversation: 60 Jahre nach dem Zweiten Weltkrieg; Die Bedeutung der christlichen 

Werte in den Herausforderungen der heutigen Zeit, April 17-22, 2005 in Moscow. 

5th conversation: Freiheit und Verantwortung aus christlicher Sicht, February 22-28, 2008 

                                                 

10 http://www.pravmir.com/russian-orthodox-church-cancels-lutheran-dialogue-gay-rights/ 

and 

http://yle.fi/uutiset/russian_orthodox_church_cancels_lutheran_dialogue_over_gay_rights/74

67000 (issued 11-12 Sep 2014) 

     The status quo of “gay rights” is as follows in Finland in September 2014: the state 

approves registered partnership but not gay weddings. The Lutheran pastors cannot perform 

gay weddings or a blessing of the couple. They can, however, be asked to do a prayer in the 

context of a registration of such partnership. Neither the Finnish state nor the Lutheran 

church are among the most advanced ones in this regard. The Finnish – Russian ecumenical 

dialogue has never said anything about this matter. 

11 Wörterbuch zu den bilateralen Theologischen Dialogen zwischen der 

Evangelischen Kirche in Deutschland und orthodoxen Kirchen [1959-2013], hg. Reinhard 

Thöle und Martin Illert, Leipzig 2014. 

http://www.pravmir.com/russian-orthodox-church-cancels-lutheran-dialogue-gay-rights/
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in Wittenberg.  

6th conversation: Kirchen in der multikulturellen Gesellschaft, Dec 9-11, 2012 in Rostow 

am Don.12  

 

EKD–Patriarchate of Constantinople: 

11th conversation: Der Kosmos als Schöpfung Gottes. Die Kirche vor dem ökologischen 

Problem, Oct 21-27, 1997 in Rhodos. 

12th conversation: Die Kirchen im zusammenwachsenden Europa, Jun 30 – Jul 6, 2001 in 

Havel. 

13th conversation: Die Gnade Gottes und das Heil der Welt, Sep 16-22, 2004 in Phanar. 

14th conversation: Die Bedeutung der Konzilien und Bekenntnisse für den ökumenischen 

Dialog, Oct 10-15, 2007 in Oppurg.13 

 

EKD-Romanian Orthodox Church: 

7th conversation: Gemeinschaft der Heiligen – Berufung unserer Kirchen und ihre Erfüllung 

in der säkularisierten Welt, Nov 27 – Dec 5, 1995 in Selbitz. 

8th conversation: Dienen und Versöhnen. Europäische Integration als Herausforderung an 

unsere Kirchen, Oct 3-8, 1998 in Bucharest. 

9th conversation: Die Kirche und ihre politisch-gesellschaftliche Verantwortung heute, Oct 

7-12, 2000 in Herrnhut. 

10th conversation: Das Wesen und die Einheit der Kirche Christi – die Verschiedenheit der 

Kirchen in der Geschichte, Nov 14-20, 2002 in Cluj-Napoca. 

11th conversation: Die Ökumenischen Konzilien und die Katholizität der Kirche, Apr 1-7, 

2006 in Eisenach. 

12th conversation: Die Apostolizität der Kirche und ihr Zeugnis im heutigen Europa, Mar 

11-15, 2010 in Brancoveanu.  

13th conversation: Heiligkeit und Heiligung. Mar 13-17, 2013, in Kloster Drübeck. 

Evaluation meeting: Gemeinsamer Bericht, Apr 29 – May 2, 2014, in Bucharest.14 

                                                 
12 Hinhören und Hinsehen. Beziehungen zwischen der Russischen Orthodoxen Kirche 

und der Evangelischen Kirche in Deutschland, Hg. vom Kirchenamt der EKD in Hannover 

und dem Kirchlichen Außenamt des Moskauer Patriarchats, Leipzig 2003.  

    Sechzig Jahre nach Kriegsende - Christliche Werte heute. 4. Begegnung im bilateralen 

theologischen Gespräch zwischen der Russischen Orthodoxen Kirche und der Evangelischen 

Kirche in Deutschland, hg. Dagmar Heller, Beiheft zur Ökumenischen Rundschau 80, 

Frankfurt 2007. 

     Other texts as pdf in: http://www.ekd.de/international/dialog/orthodoxie/dokumente.html 
13 Der Kosmos als Schöpfung Gottes. Die Kirchen vor dem ökologischen Problem. / 

Die Kirchen im zusammenwachsenden Europa. 10., 11. und 12. Begegnung im bilateralen 

Theologischen Dialog zwischen dem Ökumenischen Patriarchat von Konstantinopel und der 

Evangelischen Kirche in Deutschland. Studienheft 27, Hg. Rolf Koppe, Hermannsburg 2003.  

    Die Gnade Gottes und das Heil der Welt. Das 13. Gespräch des bilateralen Theologischen 

Dialogs zwischen dem Ökumenischen Patriarchat von Konstantinopel und der Evangelischen 

Kirche in Deutschland, hg. Dagmar Heller und Rolf Koppe, Beiheft zur Ökumenischen 

Rundschau 79, Frankfurt 2006. 

    Other texts as pdf in: http://www.ekd.de/international/dialog/orthodoxie/dokumente.html  
14 Gemeinschaft der Heiligen - Berufung unserer Kirchen und ihre Erfüllung in der 

http://www.ekd.de/international/dialog/orthodoxie/dokumente.html
http://www.ekd.de/international/dialog/orthodoxie/dokumente.html
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The EKD – Russian dialogue has in many ways been running parallel to the Finnish – 

Russian dialogue. During the last ten years, we can also note the concentration on social 

ethics and other social issues. Until 2008, extensive theological and ethical background paper 

were an integral part of the dialogue. Between 2008 and 2012, something like a standstill can 

be observed, but the dialogue was then continued on the same level in December 2012. At the 

time of my writing this, the situation has not changed.15 An encouraging sign is that from 

2005 to 2012 the German – Russian dialogue continues to employ thorough preparatory 

lectures that offer rich theological and ethical background. The communiqués are, however, 

short and do not allow to make many theological conclusions. 

     The EKD – Constantinople dialogue is not politically and ethically concerned in the same 

way as the Russian dialogues. At the same time, this dialog has focused on presenting papers 

and drafting communiques that remain very general. The results of common theological work 

are thus not clearly present in terms of ecumenical agreements. For instance, the communique 

of 2007 states very shortly that the Protestant side highlights the primacy of biblical witness, 

whereas the Orthodox focus on the unity of Scripture and Tradition. Both sides recommend 

educational work and the study of patristic and credal texts. 

     Among all Lutheran – Orthodox encounters of the last twenty years, the EKD – Romanian 

dialogue has been the most ambitious and far-reaching. It meets frequently and is practically 

always able to draft signifant common texts that propose new ecumenical convergences. The 

most recent dialogue of 2013, dealing with “Holiness and Sanctification”, is a good example 

of this. Regarding the holiness of the faithful and the church, the communiqué draws a 

conclusion that in many ways reflects the global text of 2011 (quoted above) but is more 

careful and reveals new dimensions: 

In Christ, all people of all times and places are committed to holiness and 

sanctification (Rom 5:12, 18). Christ donates sanctification in a specific and perfect 

                                                 

säkularisierten Welt. Dienen und Versöhnen. Europäische Integration als Herausforderung 

an unsere Kirchen. 7. und 8. Gespräch im bilateralen Theologischen Dialog zwischen der 

Rumänischen Orthodoxen Kirche und der Evangelischen Kirche in Deutschland, Studienheft 

24, Hg. Rolf Koppe, Hermannsburg 1999. 

     Die Kirche - ihre Verantwortung und ihre Einheit. Das neunte und das zehnte Gespräch 

im bilateralen theologischen Dialog zwischen der Rumänischen Orthodoxen Kirche und der 

Evangelischen Kirche in Deutschland. Hg. Dagmar Heller und Rolf Koppe, Beiheft zur 

Ökumenischen Rundschau 75, Frankfurt 2005  

    Die Ökumenischen Konzilien und die Katholizität der Kirche. Das elfte Gespräch im 

bilateralen theologischen Dialog zwischen der Rumänischen Orthodoxen Kirche und der 

Evangelischen Kirche in Deutschland. Hg Dagmar Heller und Johann Schneider, Beiheft zur 

Ökumenischen Rundschau 83, Frankfurt 2009  

     Die Apostolizität der Kirche. Heiligkeit und Heiligung. 12. und 13. Begegnung im 

bilateralen Theologischen Dialog zwischen der Rumänischen Orthodoxen Kirche und der 

EKD, hg. von Martin Schindehütte und Martin Illert, Beiheft zur Ökumenischen Rundschau 

97, Leipzig 2014. 

    Evaluation (Gemeinsamer Bericht) as pdf in: 

http://www.ekd.de/international/dialog/orthodoxie/dokumente.html 
15 Because of the Finnish – Russian situation, I checked this through email exchange 

from the EKD in September 18, 2014. 

http://www.ekd.de/international/dialog/orthodoxie/dokumente.html
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manner through the work of the Holy Spirit in his mystical body, the church. Through 

the sacrament of becoming member of the body of Christ, the Holy Spirit creates a 

fundamental and perpetual communion between Christ and his church. In this 

communion, the holiness of Christ is perpetually donated to and received in the 

church. In the sacramental life and in the personal life of prayer, Holy Spirit 

incorporates and deepens this holiness, so that it is constitutive for the being of the 

church. In this sense we confess that the church is perpetually holy. (§5, my 

translation) 

      The same communiqué also deals with the difficult issue of human cooperation in 

salvation and sanctification. Compared with the Finnish – Russian text of 2005 (quoted 

above), the EKD – Romanian text in my view can avoid misunderstandings and bring the 

theological resources of both churches into an important convergence as follows: 

In this process of sanctification the believer responds to the call of God to holiness, as 

expressed in Lev. 19:2, and to the exhortation of Christ, to be perfect or holy (Matt. 

5:48). The whole life of the believer thus becomes a spiritual sacrifice,  a rational 

worship (logike latreia) and it enters a communion with God also within this world. 

… In this process of sanctification, which is donated to the believer and in which he 

also participates as subject, the believer experiences a growth of his already real 

communion with Christ. Thus the rational worship in the world is equipped with a 

new quality in the sense of Phil 3:12 (epektasis). (§8, my translation) 

     In my view, Lutherans can well speak of response and being a subject without 

compromising their anti-Pelagian stance in the issue of co-operation. The quoted passage can 

also integrate the inner-worldly activity with sanctification through the creative use of 

Pauline texts. The result is based on extensive background papers prepared by academic 

theologians. The German – Romanian evaluation of 2014 summarizes the results of 2013 as 

follows: 

When the Christians imitate the self-giving of Christ in their own life, they become 

able to participate in that holiness in which the creation has called them. Both 

churches also emphasize that the self-giving of Christ motivates and establishes the 

diaconic service of the church and individual Christians. For this reason, we both 

consider that the holiness of the church does not only consist in the spiritual growth of 

the believers, but also in their turning towards those whose existence is broken.  (§III 

2c, my translation). 

      This summary manages to connect the individual strive for perfection with the diaconic 

activity among those who are not so perfect. Instead of autonomy and freedom, the 

cooperative dimension is presented as the imitation of Christ. Many other themes are treated 

with similar precision and differentiation in this dialogue. For such reasons, the EKD – 

Romanian dialogue is, in today’s ecumenical situation, the theological model to be followed 

not only in other Lutheran – Orthodox dialogues but also in our ecumenical work as a whole. 

 

Other Conversations 

 

The Evangelical Church of Finland has conducted a national dialogue with the Finnish 

Orthodox Church since 1989, recently as follows: 

 

5th conversation: Priesthood of all Believers; Work, Unemployment and Human Dignity, 

Mar 12-13, 1996 in Kouvola. 
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6th conversation: Sacraments and Holy Rites; Church – Hope of the World, Apr 19-20, 

1999 in Joensuu. 

7th conversation: The Requirements for Church Unity; The Diaconic Role of the Church in 

the Life of the Society, Dec 19-20, 2001 in Oulu. 

8th conversation: Sanctification; Violence in Families, Feb 7-8, 2007 in Joensuu. 

9th conversation: The Encounter of Religions; The Languages of Faith, Jan 15-16 2009 in 

Helsinki. 

10th conversation: The Interpretation of the Bible; Ecology. Nov 25-26, 2011 in Helsinki. 

11th conversation: The Known and Unknown God; Home and Christian Education, Nov 22-

23, 2012 in Järvenpää.16 

      

All statements and background papers have been published in English. This dialogue has 

often been fairly practical in its nature. As both churches enjoy a privileged legal status in 

Finland, the dialogue has also served the purpose of thinking contextual and timely topics 

together. While the theological dimension of these talks remains modest, the published 

documentation offers a window to the home front of Finnish ecumenism and can be fruitfully 

employed in studies regarding local inter-church relations. 

      The Lutheran and the Orthodox Churches in North America conducted a series of 

important doctrinal dialogues between 1983 and 1999. This dialogue has not been 

continued.17 

     The Conference of Europan Church (CEC) and the Community of Protestant Churches in 

Europe (CPCE), formerly known as the Leuenberg Fellowship, have conducted a series of 

consultations which focus on the theological dialogue between the Protestant and the 

Orthodox churches. While these consultations have their background in multilateral 

organisations, their practice and theological content are very similar to the official dialogues 

discussed above. They have also produced significant publications. The consultations have 

been as follows: 

 

1st consultation: The Leuenberg Document The Church of Jesus Christ, Nov 28 – Dec 1, 

2002 in Chania. 

2nd consultation: Orthodox Ecclesiology, Jun 25-27, 2004 in Wittenberg. 

3rd consultation: Unity and Catholicity of the Church, Apr 27-30, 2006 in Phanar. 

4th consultation: Baptism in the Life of Our Churches, Oct 30 – Nov 2, 2008 in Vienna.18 

                                                 
16 Kouvola 1996 & Joensuu 1999: The Fifth and Sixth Theological Discussions 

between the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland and the Orthodox Church of Finland, 

ed. Tomi Karttunen, Helsinki, 2011. 

     From Oulu to Järvenpää: The Finnish Lutheran – Orthodox Theological Discussions from 

2001 to 2012, ed. Tomi Karttunen, Helsinki 2014.   

    Both available in full text pdf at: 

http://sakasti.evl.fi/sakasti.nsf/sp?open&cid=Content4342D1  
17 See Saarinen, Faith and Holiness, 166-174 and 

http://blogs.helsinki.fi/ristosaarinen/z2/  
18 Konsultationen zwischen der KEK und der GEKE (Wittenberg 2004, Phanar 2006), 

hg. Michael Beintker et al., Leuenberger Texte 11, Frankfurt 2007. 

     Taufe im Leben der Kirchen (Wien 2008), hg. Michael Beintker et al., Leuenberger Texte 

12, Frankfurt 2011. 

http://sakasti.evl.fi/sakasti.nsf/sp?open&cid=Content4342D1
http://blogs.helsinki.fi/ristosaarinen/z2/
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   While the three first consultations can be described as introductory in their nature, the 

discussion on baptism already produced a statement that can be considered as deeply 

theological. Baptismal agreement consists of points that resemble the Lutheran – Orthodox 

agreement in Durau 2004 (see above). Metropolitan Gennadios of Sassima was the Orthodox 

co-chair of both Durau 2004 and Vienna 2008 meeting. The Vienna 2008 communiqué 

proceeds beyond Durau in recommending a mutual recognition of baptism as follows: 

In both traditions there are good arguments in favour of the mutual recognition of 

Baptism. Regardless of all the remaining differences we recommend to our churches 

to initiate steps towards the mutual recognition of Baptism where this is not yet the 

case. In view of the existing differences we realise that fundamental agreement on 

Baptism and its mutual recognition will have ecclesiological consequences that will 

require further study. (§7) 

    This statement can also be considered remarkable in that it affirms the ecclesiological 

significance of baptism. Recent documents of the Faith and Order Commission of the World 

Council of Churches pay increased attention to the issue that the recognition of baptism also 

means some ecclesiological convergence.19 The Vienna text of 2008 supports this 

development. As the CPCE has become a very influential player in European ecumenism, it 

is important that it strongly supports the ongoing Protestant – Orthodox dialogues as well as 

the multilateral work of Faith and Order. 

 

                                                 
19 One Baptism: Towards Mutual Recognition, Geneva 2011; The Church: Towards a 

Common Vision, Geneva 2013. 


