Eastern Catholics belong to


“Churches,” not “Rites”





	A few things come to mind regarding the practice of describing the Eastern Churches in communion with Rome as “rites.”  I question not so much the word’s legitimacy, rather, whether it is in harmony with the current mind and usage of the Catholic Church -and- whether using this word to describe the Eastern Churches is ecumenically sound or advantageous.


	First of all, in the early Church, the word “rite” was never used to describe one of the Catholic Churches.  Rather, “church” was the word invariably used to refer to the different Churches which comprised the early Apostolic Church (cf. Acts 14:23; 15:41; 16:5; Rm 16:4,16; 1Cor 1:2; 4:17, 7:17; 11:16; 14:33; 16:16,19; 2Cor 1:1; 8:1,18-19, 23-24; 11:8; Gal 1:2, 22; Phil 4:15; Col 4:16; 1Thess 1:1; 2:14; Rev 1:4; 11, 20; 22:16).  Each individual community headed by its bishop was considered “the Church” of that given locality. The idea of calling these individual Churches “rites,” came well over a millennia and a half, later.


	Even as late as the Council of Florence (15th century) the Eastern Churches were still being referred to as “churches.”  Then a new idea developed.  In the succeeding centuries, as one writer puts it, “a Roman Catholic theology of the Church continued to develop which vigorously emphasized the necessity of the direct jurisdiction of the Pope over all the local churches.  This implied that churches not under the Pope’s jurisdiction could be considered objects of missionary activity for the purpose of bringing them into communion with the Catholic Church.  At the same time, the notion of “rite” developed, according to which groups of eastern Christians who came into union with Rome would be absorbed into the single Church, but allowed to maintain their own liturgical tradition and canonical discipline (from the CNEWA web-site).”


	Since the time of Vatican II this exaggerated emphasis of the Pope’s direct jurisdiction over the Eastern Churches at the expense of the Eastern Churches’ legitimate autonomy has been under review in the Catholic Church.  There is now a call for an ecclesiology more in tune with the first millennia of Christianity.  One important example of this is the Balamand Agreement.  Through the reforms of Vatican II and other ecumenical agreements and statements, a way has been made for the re-establishment of the historic role of the Eastern Patriarchs’ autonomy over their respective Churches without prejudice to the Primacy of the Roman Pope.


	In light of this return to the authentic Tradition of the Catholic Church, the practice of calling the Eastern Churches “rites” has similarly fallen into disuse in the official language of the Catholic Church.  Once again Rome itself has returned to the original practice of calling them “Churches” which is, in reality, what in fact they are.  Examples of this include the Papal Encyclical, Orientale Lumen (The Light of the East, 1995), by John Paul II, as well as His Holiness’ forward to the Eastern Code of Canons (1990).  In both of these documents, he does not once refer to the Eastern Churches as "rites," but invariably as “Eastern Churches.”


	The Code of Canon Law and the Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches (notice the title is not “Code of Canons of Eastern Rites”), both explicitly and repeatedly refer to them as “Churches sui iuris.”  This term “sui iuris” is explained in the glossary appended to the Roman Church’s Code of Canon Law.  It states that the term “sui iuris” means a Church “of its own right” which is meant to be “an acknowledged autonomy with regard to government and discipline” of a particular Eastern Church.  Thus, the phrase is often translated “Churches by their own right,” “autonomous ritual Churches,” or most commonly as “autonomous Churches.”


	The Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches also explains the difference between the words “Church” and “Rite.”  Thus it states:





Canon 27 


A group of Christian faithful united by a hierarchy according to the norm of law which the supreme authority of the Church expressly or tacitly recognizes as sui iuris is called in this Code a Church sui iuris.





Canon 28


*1. A rite is a liturgical, theological, spiritual and disciplinary patrimony, culture and circumstances of history of a distinct people, by which its own manner of living the faith is manifested in each Church sui iuris.





 *2.  The rites treated in this code, unless otherwise stated are those which arise form the Alexandrian, Antiochene, Armenian, Chaldean and Constantinopolitan traditions.





From this it is evident that a “rite” belongs to and is followed by a “Church.”


	Recognizing this fact of return to historical usage, the recent instruction from the National Conference of Catholic Bishops has encouraged the laity of the Roman Church to follow Rome’s own cue and practice.  The document states, "We have been accustomed to speaking of the ‘Latin (Roman or Western) Rite’ or the ‘Eastern Rites’ to designate these different Churches.  However, the Church's contemporary legislation as contained in the Code of Canon Law and the Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches makes it clear that we ought to speak not of “rites,” but of “Churches” (p.4, Eastern Catholics in the United States of America).


	But in spite of all of this, some still insist on calling the Eastern Churches, "rites."  Therefore, I'll give the most serious reason to return to the biblical, traditional and historic language of the Church.  Many believe that harm is being done as a result of people clinging to such imprecise language.  In other words, the argument against calling the Eastern Catholic Churches “rites” is also based on ecumenical grounds.  The problem is that there is little reason to believe that any non-Catholic Eastern Church will ever consider restoring communion with Rome if they think they are going to be reduced from what they are now, i.e. a Church, to a mere “rite” of the Church of Rome.  They are quite right in observing that such a notion is an affront to the historical reality and authentic ecclesiology of the Catholic Church.


	In fact, many Orthodox believe that this is exactly what has happened to the Eastern Catholic Churches.  When we restored communion with Rome we slowly ceased to be Churches and eventually were reduced to mere “rites” of the Roman Catholic Church.  Rome is aware of this problem and perception, hence the change in her usage and practice, in hope of righting past wrongs and thereby removing the obstacle to full unity with our seperated Eastern brethren.  The Catholic Church seeks to “breathe with both lungs again,” as Pope John Paul II has so beautifully put it.  The Eastern Churches are being called upon, once again, to play a major role in the theological reflection of the Catholic Church.


	It is predominantly Roman Catholics who insist on this language of “rites.”  Indeed, many Eastern Catholics take offense to having their Churches referred to as “rites,” finding it belittling.  Why is this?  It is probably because the East is so firmly rooted in ancient traditions of the early Church.  Being there is no precedent for such a word being used to refer to us in the past, today we find it repugnant.  This, again, is because it takes away from us what is our right:  to be called what indeed we are:  a Church.  Even the controversial document “Dominus Jesum” recognizes that the Eastern Churches (both Catholic and non-Catholic) are true Churches.  When discussing this problem of language one is also reminded of the call of Vatican II and the many Popes of Rome for Roman Catholics to avoid the use of offensive language to their separated brethren.  How much more should this be avoided when it comes to Eastern Catholics who are united brethren?


	Yet someone might object and say, “There is only one Church.”  Indeed, we confess this every Sunday in the Nicene Symbol of Faith (e.g. “One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church”).  But we must recognize that the Holy Fathers of the First Ecumenical Council were speaking on the Ecumenical, Catholic or Universal level.  In this sense it is true that there is one Church.  So how can there also be many Churches?  One analogy to explain this (which some Church Fathers used) is that just as there are three distinct Persons who share the one Divine Essence of God, so too there are many individual autonomous Churches which make up the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church.  And just as it is with the Triune God-head, so too in the Church we must be careful that we do not destroy the true distinction of the individual in order to emphasize the unity of their essence.  This is what has happened in the past and now is being corrected in the Catholic Church’s ecclesiology.


	Thus, if someone asks, “Has the term ‘rite’ been used officially in the last few centuries?”  The answer is, yes.  “Is it sometimes still employed and therefore legitimate?”  Perhaps.  But, “Is it helping the Church to be united?”  Certainly not!  Actually, just the contrary.  So this can all be summarized by the following: 





The example of referring to the Eastern Churches as "Churches" 


1. Has been practiced since Apostolic times 


2. Is being used almost exclusively in current Church documents 


3. Is consistent with the Eastern and Roman Codes of Canons 


4. Is acceptable to our Eastern brethren, Catholic and non-Catholic 


5. Is explicitly advised by the American Catholic hierarchy 





All this is very good reason for us all to return to the historic, authentic practice of referring to the Eastern and Latin Churches as what they are:  “Churches!”





In Christ’s Light,


Wm. DerGhazarian 





Revised on 1/28/11


by S. Dn. Lazarus W. Der-Ghazarian





appendix:  Some additional information on the Eastern Catholic Churches





Some other pertinent Canons in The Code of Canons of Eastern Churches  regarding the accurate preservation and restoration of the Eastern “rites” state that:





Canon 39 - The rites of the Eastern Churches, as the patrimony of the entire Church of Christ, in which there is clearly evident the Tradition which has come form the Apostles through the Father and which affirm the divine unity in diversity of the Catholic Faith, are to  be religiously preserved and fostered.





Canon 40 - *1.  Hierarchs who preside over Churches sui iuris and all other hierarchs are to see most carefully to the faithful protection and accurate observance of their own rite, and not admit changes in it except by reason of its organic progress, keeping in mind, however, mutual goodwill and the unity of Christians.





*2.  Other clerics and members of institutes of consecrated life are bound to observe their own rite faithfully and daily to acquire a greater understanding and a more perfect practice of it.





*3.  Other Christian faithful are also to foster an understanding and appreciation of their own rite, and are held to observe it everywhere unless something is excused by the law.





“The ecclesial life of the Eastern Catholic churches is governed in accordance with the Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches, which was promulgated by Pope John Paul II on October 18, 1990, and began to have the force of law on October 1, 1991. According to the new Oriental Code, the Eastern Catholic churches fall into four categories: (1) Patriarchal (the Chaldean, Armenian, Coptic, Syrian, Maronite, and Melkite churches), (2) Major Archepiscopal (Ukrainian and Syro-Malabar Catholic churches), (3) Metropolitan sui iuris (the Ethiopian, Syro-Malankara, Romanian and American Ruthenian churches), and (4) other churches sui iuris (Bulgarian, Greek, Hungarian, Italo-Albanian, and Slovak churches, as well as a diocese covering all of former Yugoslavia). The Belarusian, Albanian, Georgian and Russian Eastern Catholic churches have no hierarchy.


	Each Eastern Catholic patriarchal church has the right to choose its own Patriarch. He is elected by the Synod of Bishops and is immediately proclaimed and enthroned. He subsequently requests ecclesiastical communion from the Pope. The synods of patriarchal churches also elect bishops for dioceses within the patriarchal territory from a list of candidates that have been approved by the Holy See. If the one elected has not been previously approved, he must obtain the consent of the Pope before ordination as bishop. A Major Archbishop is elected in the same manner as a Patriarch, but his election must be confirmed by the Roman Pontiff before he can be enthroned. Metropolitans are named by the Pope on the basis of a list of at least three candidates submitted by the church’s council of bishops.” -CIN East





