1. One should never attempt to build a house without a foundation.
For this reason, I have decided to pour concrete before discussing the canons themselves. Foundational to any discussion of canons is where they fit in the church. From its inception at Pentecost, as with its Jewish root, the Orthodox Catholic Church has always lived in and been structured by the received Apostolic faith. This faith is expressed in an oral and written Tradition (together commonly referred to as “Holy Tradition”). The written tradition consisted of the Scripture or the Torah/Old Testament and in the Fourth Century, the New Testament and later the writings of the Church Fathers and the canons of the Church. The oral Tradition included such things as the sayings of the Church Fathers and the liturgy. 

Digressing for a moment, Tradition, understood in this light, was later convoluted during the debates of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation era. However, without these distortions, one can quickly and clearly see how the faith of the Church remains constant as long as any Christian jurisdiction lives this apostolic inheritance and is recognized as doing so by other like jurisdictions. This concept is referred to as catholicity. Some jurisdictions have attempted to hijack the term catholicity and apply it as catholic to mean “universal” and by doing so imply that the fullness of the truth only resides in that body. 

While any notion of a branch theory is untenable given an apostolic understanding of Tradition, it is possible to be Orthodox Catholic without being absorbed into either the Church of the East, the Oriental or Eastern Orthodox (I fail to add the Roman Catholics here given that in this jurisdiction the institution of the Papacy has overridden the Apostolic Tradition). Although this may seem like a stretch of the entire concept, one needs to only remember that all of the above jurisdictions purport to live the apostolic faith through the Tradition but none of the groupings listed are in communion with any of the others. There are doctrinal differences separating all of these, yet I could not deny that all are attempting to live a faithful Orthodox Catholic life. So it is with the Continuum.

2. It is now necessary to address one of the most critical questions
in my talk, specifically what is a canon? The word canon in Greek is derived from a word that originally denoted a rod placed on construction materials, making these straight and even when joined together, but when applied by the Church implies a standard of behavior or belief. In this light canons can be seen as having spiritual, philosophical, or physical dimensions depending on application. Regardless of which dimension is applicable the nature of the canons is ministerial. Consequently, the expression “canon law” is a contradiction because it combines two opposites – a guide for behavior or belief – canon and a coercive method to enforce behavior with the threat of accompanying penalties – law. We thus properly refer to “the canons” or canonical legislation without reference to law. Better put, the canons are an attempt to apply correct behavior or dogma to practical situations in a Christian’s daily life. Canons express God’s truth given the time and circumstances. 

Moreover, canons are themselves an incarnational reflection of Christ’s divine/human nature. In applying the truth the canons reflect the divine nature and by applying them within a historical dimension the canons reflect the human nature. The truth being applied in the canons is historically expressed to address specific categories of behavior, specific people, and institutional structures but the truth itself is eternal. Historical circumstances change and when they do, the truth may no longer be expressed. Therefore, historical changes can result in canonical legislation becoming incomprehensible, or it can be distorted in an attempt to make workable what is no longer so. 

Most importantly, one should never overemphasize the canons divine nature by holding them out to be perfect expressions of truth for all times without context, which I call truth in a vacuum – or overemphasize their human nature by regarding all canons as historically conditioned and thereby divorcing them from truth – which is the current problem of historical relativism and we know from experience where this leads. 

Canonical legislation describes the practical and historical life of the Church in any particular period. It is important to remember that just because a canon existed in a collection of canons did not mean it was enforced at all times or reflected an existing institution. For example, some later Byzantine canonical collections included legislation dealing with the African Church, which had cease to exist centuries before. One should also keep in mind that some canons reflect the persecuted Church of the early centuries while others address its status as an imperial religion. 

3. Sources of the Canons. The sources accepted by the Orthodox
Catholic Church are not limited to only the canons of the first seven ecumenical councils but included the following list. At other times sources of canonical authority also included: imperial civil legislation; rulings of patriarchs; acts of synods; canonical commentaries; and other canonical works such as a hybrid creature called a nomokanon, which was a combination of an ecclesial canon with Byzantine legislation.

a. Canons of the Holy Apostles – Fourth Century
b. Ecumenical Councils
i. Nicea – 325
ii. Constantinople – 381
iii. Ephesos – 431
iv. Chalcedon – 451
v. Constantinople – 553
vi. Constantinople/Trullo – 680-681
vii. Nicea – 787
c. Local Councils
i. Carthage – 251
ii. Ancyra – 314
iii. Neoceaesarea – 315
iv. Gangra – 340
v. Antioch – 341
vi. Laodicea – between 343-381[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The canons of Ancyra, Neoceaesarea, Gangra, Antioch, and Laodicea were received by canon I of the Council of Chalcedon.] 

vii. Sardica – 343
viii. Constantinople – 394
ix. Carthage – 419 
d. Holy Fathers
i. St. Dionysios of Alexandria – d. 264/265
ii. Gregory of Neoceasarea – ca. 210-260
iii. St. Peter of Alexandria – d. 311
iv. St. Athanasios of Alexandria – ca. 310-373
v. St. Basil of Ceasarea – 330-379
vi. St. Timothy of Alexandria – d. 385
vii. St. Gregory the Theologian – 329/330-ca. 390
viii. St. Gregory of Nyssa – 335/340-d. after 394
ix. St. Amphilochios of Ikonion – 340/345-d. after 394
x. St. Theophilos of Alexandria – ca. 345-412
xi. St. Cyril of Alexandria – 378-444
xii. St. Gennadios of Constantinople – ca. 345-471
xiii.  St. John of Constantinople – d. 595


4. How are canons applied? The rule of thumb is that the dogmatic canonical traditions of the sources listed above are always foundational. What other administrative and disciplinary canons from the period of the Seven Ecumenical Councils are still effective must be analyzed for the intent of the canon, whether the background situation addressed by the canon still exists, i.e. can the canon be applied as intended, and whether or how other Orthodox churches apply that canon. Four examples may help alleviate confusion:

a. There is a canon prohibiting clergy from riding a horse. Lets test it by the steps above. First, what is the intent of this canon? It was intended to prevent clergy from living at a level above that of his flock. Does this problem still exist? Yes. It would be scandalous, for example, for a priest or bishop to ever own and drive a Lamborghini. To bring it down to something more concrete, same problem is present if the priest owns and drives a Mercedes while serving a ghetto parish where his parishioners were living at the poverty level. Do other Orthodox churches apply this canon? Yes.

b. There is a canon prohibiting a bishop from entering another bishop’s diocese without permission. Employing the same test, the intent of the canon was to keep church order. Does this problem still exist? Probably more than ever. Do other Orthodox churches apply the canon? Only within their own jurisdictions in missionary areas, i.e. the United States. One jurisdiction, for instance the OCA can’t take action against a bishop of the Greek Archdiocese who has overlapping jurisdiction because there is no method by which to do so. However, all Orthodox churches admit this situation is a canonical violation. Regarding the Continuum, part of the act of merger should make sure this is rectified so that there is only one bishop for each diocese and that none of these diocese overlap.

c. This one is tricky. There is a canon prohibiting the marriage of bishops. This has been the practice of the Church of the East, the Oriental and Eastern Orthodox and the Roman Catholic Church. Having answered this backward, what is the intent of the canon? To preserve the purity of the bishop, which is the same reasoning for prohibiting clerical second marriage. Can the canon be applied as intended? Yes and no. While we must admit that application is not the issue here, whether the intent is valid or has been valid since the later medieval period is questionable. Here, the operative question is whether celibacy, outside of a monastery, leads to potential scandal and impurity more than marriage. I believe the news gives us enough evidence that it does. Another related question that has been often raised in Orthodox Church circles is what would happen if a bishop or an Orthodox jurisdiction began to permit married bishops and multiple clergy marriages. The answer is speculative. Since catholicity requires mutual recognition the innovating jurisdiction could cease to be recognized as “orthodox” by all others. Another possibility is that the issue could be seen as a local solution to a local problem. We must therefore view the Anglican decision to permit married clergy in all ranks as well as multiple marriages as a local decision to address a local issue, which in time has proven to be the correct path. 

d. Here is probably the most difficult one to figure out. There is a canon that prohibits additions to the creed of “Nicea.” This is the justification that the Orthodox use to demand removal of the Filioque “and the Son” from the creed. Is this a dogmatic canon? No, because it is abundantly clear that the intent was to address a procedure affecting dogma but not to deliver dogma. Therefore, one needs to jump to the second level of analysis. What was the intent? To prevent additions to the creed unless consented to by a council that was later accepted as ecumenical. Does the condition still exist? Yes.  Do other Orthodox jurisdictions apply the canon? It is arguably misapplied. The canon prohibiting creedal additions is from the Council of Ephesos. However, the later Council of Constantinople did make such linguistic additions, while protecting the integrity of its theological message. This is not the time or place to debate the Filioque but it should be noted that St. Maximus the Confessor (580-633) did offer a totally orthodox understanding of the Filioque and it has been justified by the Western Orthodox Catholic Church through the centuries not as an addition but as a clarification. I can recommend a book on this called The Filioque: History of a Doctrinal Controversy by A. Edward Siecienski that is the most cogent explanation of the issue I have seen to date.

5. About this time in my lecture some of you, especially our canonist, might be wondering where the ACA canons fit in all of this and whether they even appropriately govern. My answer to this is simple. 
The ACA canons must be treated like canons of a local council that are applicable to the ACA but not outside of it. The only caveat is that no local canon can alter or contradict a dogmatic canon or a canon that is of general application. Therefore, if a question of conflict arises, the ACA canon at issue must be tested against the applicable canon from the period of the Seven Ecumenical Councils by the above test.

6. A final word about The Affirmation of St. Louis. In general, the Affirmation is an orthodox catholic document that totally comports with the Holy Apostolic Tradition. However, there is one statement within section I. Principles of Doctrine, Tradition that should be removed. That section reads:

The Essentials of Truth and Order

We repudiate all deviation of departure from the Faith, in whole or in part, and bear witness to these essential principles of evangelical Truth and apostolic Order: 

The received Tradition of the Church and its teachings as set forth by "the ancient catholic bishops and doctors," and especially as defined by the Seven Ecumenical Councils of the undivided Church, to the exclusion of all errors, ancient and modern. 
Herein lies the problem from the prospective of apostolic tradition. Aside from obvious punctuation issues, the sentence is grammatically awkward – what is “to the exclusion of errors, ancient and modern” referring to? There is no subject or object. And, if we are importing language, where is the originating document as reference? Moreover, if this phrase relates back somehow to the language that precedes it then we must ask what is an error, ancient or modern, how is it measured, and by who? 
This is an especially thorny question given that the sources mentioned include the Apostolic Tradition itself and the dogma of the Seven Ecumenical Councils. Aside from conciliar error in discerning dogmatic “truth” that is later corrected by another council deemed “ecumenical,” there is no other method for error correction because discernment requires acceptance by the entire Church. It is only under these circumstances that we can understand St. Vincent of Lerins famous and universally accepted canon that the Orthodox Catholic Church holds the “faith which has been believed everywhere, always, by all.”
One may address this quandary, as did Martin Luther, by stating that Scripture is the talisman from all answers flow. But, with all respect to Luther, he tossed out the baby with the bathwater in insisting Scripture and Tradition were polar opposites, with the later being the human product of sinful men. The Council of Trent compounded this issue by tacitly accepting Luther’s dichotomy and then trying to forge a Roman Catholic formula to understand it.  
This is not how the apostolic faith has ever viewed Scripture and Tradition. As previously indicated, the apostles delivered the Tradition in oral and written form, with the written form containing references to the oral, without any further explanation. Also, the New Testament is a product of the Orthodox Catholic Church itself, having not only been written in the Church, by members of the body, for the Church, with its final form compiled by St. Athanasius of Alexandria, and finally, with that compilation being subsequently adopted at the Council of Laodicea. The canons of Laodicea were later received with those of other local councils by the first canon of the Council of Chalcedon. 
Moreover, there are examples of enforced canons that contradict language in the New Testament, again emphasizing that the Bible was the book from the Church but was not applied as absolute when historical situations demanded alterations while remaining within the apostolic tradition. For example, bishops are to be the “husband of one wife” but early on in Church history canons required that bishops be celibate and St. Paul indicates that a deaconess should not be made before the age of 60 but that was changed by canonical legislation to 40 early on.  
Consequently, we now must ask how a creation of the Church itself, can become the very tool to judge it? It’s just not possible. Therefore, in keeping with the apostolic tradition, we should seek removal of this rather poorly phrased language from a document that aside from this affirms the Orthodox Catholicity of the Continuum. 
There is one final canonical issue that the St. Louis Agreement’s acceptance of the Seven Ecumenical Councils raises, which is specific to the Seventh Council. What follows is a test of sorts to see whether you absorbed several salient points of my discussion. In reading the dogmatic formula for veneration of images (icons), it is necessary to understand that the Eastern Orthodox Church developed a unique theology of icons that includes prayers to the Saints and not just liturgical hymns describing the Christ-like existence and perseverance of the Saints. However, the earliest Anglican divines imply rejection of the theology of images understood in this light, especially given that veneration requires bowing before an image and kissing it. The first Book of Common Prayer makes this rejection explicit by removing all Sarum prayers to the Saints. Therefore, we must ask if we consider ourselves to be Anglican then how do we interpret the Seventh Council? The language is as follows:
Icons... are to be kept in churches and honored with the same relative veneration as is shown to other material symbols, such as the ‘precious and life-giving Cross’ and the Book of the Gospels.
The theology accepted at this council is that of St. John of Damascus:
Concerning the charge of idolatry: Icons are not idols but symbols, therefore when an Orthodox venerates an icon, he is not guilty of idolatry. He is not worshipping the symbol, but merely venerating it. Such veneration is not directed toward wood, or paint or stone, but towards the person depicted. Therefore relative honor is shown to material objects, but worship is due to God alone. 

Remember this is a dogmatic canon so the question of the hour is how do we as Anglicans handle this dogmatic canon?
I suggest that there are three options. First, we rethink acceptance of the Seventh Ecumenical Council. Second, we adopt the Eastern Orthodox viewpoint that reads the canon literally and developed an entire theology around it. Third, we treat the canon as written and we venerate icons “with the same relative veneration shown to other material symbols,” such as the cross and the Gospel Book, which is not to bow to these or kiss them. If we adopt this third path I also believe that we need to consider a theologically balanced approach taken by the Roman Catholic Church that views icons as the “Bible for the poor.”
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