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PATRIARCH BARTHOLOMEW

Biographical Note

“I am but a … servant on a mission.”
(St. Barsanuphius of Gaza, 6th century)

Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew
The current Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew was born and baptized Demetrios Archondonis on February 29th, 1940, on the small island of Imvros (today known as Gokceada) off the coast of Turkey. On the day of his election on October 22nd, 1991, he became 270th Archbishop of the 2000-year-old Church founded by St. Andrew, serving as Archbishop of Constantinople, New Rome, and Ecumenical Patriarch. Since then, His All Holiness Barthlomew I presides among all Orthodox Primates as the spiritual leader of 300 million faithful. From his childhood years through his ecclesiastical tenure, Patriarch Bartholomew has inherited a combination of authority and vulnerability alike.

The son of the local café proprietor, who sometimes also served as a barber, Christos Archondonis, the young Demetrios grew up in the humble village of Saints Theodores
 on the small mountainous Aegean island. Christos and Merope had four children: the eldest was a girl; Demetrios was the second of three boys. His father was strict; his mother was gentle. Demetrios worked in the café during his summer vacations, acquiring social skills in the village center where people gathered to chat, drink coffee, and click their worry-beads as they discussed politics and the destiny of the world. 

At the time, some 8000 Orthodox Christians lived on Imvros. Today, although life has become peaceful once again, yet few inhabitants remain; much of its land has been confiscated; Greek schools have been closed; Saints Theodores is now called “Village of the Olive Trees.” The village chapel of St. George has been restored at the initiative of the present Patriarch, while the priest currently serving the chapel is the son of the Patriarch’s former parish priest, Fr. Asterios. Demetrios’ family used to own some property with a small chapel dedicated to St. Marina. To this day, an icon of the Saint in his bedroom reminds Patriarch Bartholomew of his childhood years; he also preserves some soil taken from that chapel, which his family would tend.

Early years and education

He was blessed with a spiritual father, the village pastor, Fr. Asterios, who called on the young Demetrios to assist in the altar both in the village at the central church dedicated to St. George and whenever he traveled to the numerous remote, tiny white chapels that adorn the island’s countryside. Fr. Asterios would walk for miles along narrow paths, through snow and rain, accompanied by a donkey carrying the young Demetrios and the sacred vessels for the services. Although no one was present but the two of them, Fr. Asterios would look at his pocket-watch and ring the bell when it was time to start the service with Demetrios. Fr. Asterios was a faithful, elderly man with no formal education beyond the primary level; he would repeatedly make basic errors in reading the prayers and psalms. Yet, Demetrios was early inspired by the liturgy and ritual of the Orthodox Church as well as its spiritual practices and traditions. Fr. Asterios gave Demetrios the fabric for his first vestment as a deacon. His son, Fr. George, serves to this day as the village priest.

The then church head of Imvros and Tenedos was Metropolitan Meliton (1913-1989),
 a highly gifted and influential bishop in the hierarchy of Constantinople, who would surely have succeeded Patriarch Athenagoras (1886-1972) to the Ecumenical Throne, had his name not been removed from the list of eligible candidates by the Turkish authorities. Early recognizing the diverse talents of the future Patriarch, Meliton took Demetrios under his wing, supporting and directing him throughout his primary, secondary and tertiary education, often at his own expense.

The Theological School of Halki

After completing elementary studies in his native village of Saints Theodores, Demetrios traveled to the city of Constantinople (today, Istanbul, Turkey), where he attended the junior high school of the Zographeion Lyceum. He returned to Imvros to attend the first years of his secondary education, walking daily a distance of five kilometers each way to the closest town of Panagia. Some of his early essays and favorite poems, preserved in the original manuscript exercise-books, have been recently published in Greece.
 His senior secondary education and seminary formation took place at the prestigious Patriarchal Theological School of Halki, an island with two pine-covered hills among the “islands of the princes”
 on the Sea of Marmara. In close proximity to Istanbul, which offers regular ferry service, Halki is a quaint island with no cars; people travel on foot or by carriage. There, numerous leaders of the (especially, but not only) Greek-speaking Orthodox world have been trained. There, also, aristocratic Greek families from Istanbul vacationed. The function of Halki has been diminished both as a secondary school and graduate seminary since the late 1950s, and it was officially closed by Turkish authorities in the early 1970s. The magnificent 19th century building contains a library of 40,000 books and historical manuscripts, as well as classrooms filled with old wooden desks, and spacious reception and dormitory room. It is Patriarch Bartholomew’s dream and desire to reopen the Theological School. He persistently underlines the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne and Turkey’s obligation both to recognize the legal status of the Patriarchate as being ecumenical in scope and nature, as well as to respect its right to educate its clergy and leaders.

Postgraduate studies and travels

After completing his undergraduate studies at the Theological School of Halki (1961), Bartholomew served as a reserve officer in the Turkish military in Gallipoli from 1961-1963. During the same period, he was ordained to the Diaconate in 1961, later to be ordained to the priesthood in 1969. It was at the time of his ordination to the diaconate that Demetrios received the monastic name Bartholomew, in honor of an Imvrian monk, who had lived on Mount Athos and edited liturgical texts. Patriarch Bartholomew still recalls how his ordination was the fulfillment of all his dreams. The ordination to the diaconate was held at the Cathedral of Imvros.

Between ordinations, however, he pursued graduate studies at the Pontifical Oriental Institute, which is attached to the Gregorian University in Rome. The Institute was founded in 1917 by Benedict XV in the hope that Roman Catholic and Orthodox students would study together. In Rome, Bartholomew mastered Italian, Latin, and French. He was also exposed to the theology of Jean Daniélou (1905-1974), Henri de Lubac (1896-1991), and Yves Congar (1904-1995). Moreover, Bartholomew was in Rome during the sessions of the 2nd Vatican General Council (1962-1965), the first time in centuries that any Orthodox representative was present at a Council of such magnitude. In Rome, Bartholomew completed his doctoral dissertation on The Codification of the Holy Canons and the Canonical Constitution of the Orthodox Church, subsequently published in 1970 by the Patriarchal Institute of Patristic Studies in Thessalonika (Greece). Bartholomew later became a founding member of “The Society of Canon Law of the Oriental Churches,” serving also as its vice-president for multiple terms.

After his studies in Rome, Bartholomew was sent on scholarship by Patriarch Athenagoras to the Ecumenical Institute in Bossey (Switzerland), an academic center affiliated to the World Council of Churches and directed at the time by the progressive Greek Orthodox theologian, Prof. Nikos Nissiotis (1925-1986), who was also Professor of the Philosophy and Psychology of Religion at the University of Athens. Under Nissiotis, Bartholomew was introduced to the contemporary philosophy of existentialism and personalism, as well as the understanding of theology in light of the mystery of the Holy Spirit. Finally, at the University of Munich, Bartholomew was able to learn German and be initiated into the writings of such theologians as Karl Rahner (1904-1984) and the current Pope, Joseph Ratzinger (now Benedict XVI).

Return to Constantinople

During this period of his life, Bartholomew became well acquainted and worked closely with Patriarch Athenagoras, the renowned and charismatic leader of the Orthodox Church at the time, who later promoted Bartholomew to the rank of Archimandrite. Upon completion of his studies, Bartholomew returned to Constantinople in 1968, where he served as assistant dean at Halki Theological School from 1968-1972. Patriarch Athenagoras died in 1972, whereupon Bartholomew served as Personal Secretary to his successor, Patriarch Demetrios (1972-1990), whose side he never left. Bartholomew was elected Metropolitan of Philadelphia on Christmas Day 1973, while retaining his position as director of the private Patriarchal Office until 1990.

As personal and administrative assistant to the Ecumenical Patriarch, Bartholomew was largely responsible for many of the initiatives undertaken by the late Patriarch Demetrios. These included a commitment to ecumenical relations through bilateral dialogues, such as the Theological Dialogue between the Roman Catholic and the Orthodox Churches, which officially opened in 1980. This “dialogue of truth” complemented and completed the “dialogue of love” previously initiated by Patriarch Athenagoras together with Popes John XXIII (1881-1963) and Paul VI (1897-1978). To date, this dialogue has produced three significant statements on the sacramental understanding of the Church (1982), on faith, sacraments and the unity of the Church (1987), on the ordained ministry (1988); it also attempted to deal with the thorny problem of Uniatism (1993). After a period of hiatus, the dialogue resumed its commitment and work in 2006.
Moreover, through the inspiration and collaboration of Bartholomew, Patriarch Demetrios continued preparations for a forthcoming Great and Holy Council by convening three significant Pan-Orthodox Conferences at the Orthodox Center of the Ecumenical Patriarchate in Chambésy, Switzerland. Finally, in 1989, the Ecumenical Patriarch initiated its world-wide efforts for the protection of the natural environment with the publication of an Encyclical Letter to all Orthodox Churches, establishing September 1st – being the first day of the ecclesiastical calendar – as a day of prayer for God’s creation.

In 1990, Bartholomew (then Metropolitan of Philadelphia) was elected Metropolitan of Chalcedon, serving at a young age as the senior metropolitan on the Holy Synod and representing the Ecumenical Patriarchate on the highest levels at various commissions of inter-church and inter-religious relations, accompanying Patriarch Demetrios on numerous visits to Orthodox Churches and nations, while also effecting official visits to the Pope of Rome, the Archbishop of Canterbury, and the World Council of Churches; in the latter, Bartholomew served as member of the Faith and Order Commission, as well as elected member of the Executive and Central Committees.

Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew

When Patriarch Demetrios died in 1991, Bartholomew was unanimously elected and enthusiastically received as the Ecumenical Patriarch at the tender age of 51. He was solemnly enthroned on November 2, 1991. From the outset, Patriarch Bartholomew has been profoundly conscious of his commitment to the ancient See that he has inherited as its Primate, as well as of the vision that shapes and directs his ministry. For, he serves at once as a son and a father of the Church, obligated simultaneously to adhere to and to advance its living tradition. He is a servant of the Church, while at the same time being defined by his mission; in the words of St. Barsanuphius the Great (d. 543), he is “but … a servant on a mission.”

His tenure has been characterized by inter-Orthodox cooperation, inter-Christian and inter-religious dialogue, as well as by formal trips to other Orthodox countries seldom previously visited. He has exchanged official visitations and accepted numerous invitations with Ecclesiastical and State dignitaries. In his home-city of Constantinople, Patriarch Bartholomew has restored all of the existing churches, monasteries, pilgrim sites and charitable centers, which had formerly been either abandoned or dilapidated.

 Patriarch Bartholomew is as comfortable preaching about the spiritual legacy of the Orthodox Church as he is promoting socio-political issues of his immediate cultural environment and praying for respect toward Islam or for global peace. He has traveled more widely than any other Orthodox Patriarch in history; he has also conducted liturgical services in historically significant places in Asia Minor, such as Cappadocia and Pergamon, where acts of worship would have been unthinkable even 25 years ago. He has also received sympathetic, albeit sometimes controversial attention in the Turkish media and been invited to offer public lectures in Turkish on Christian-Muslim relations.

Ecumenical Mission

As a citizen of Turkey, his personal experience endows him with a unique perspective on religious tolerance and inter-faith dialogue. The Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew has worked for reconciliation among Christian churches (through the World Council of Churches
 and significant bilateral dialogues
) as well as acquired an international reputation for environmental awareness and protection. He has worked to advance reconciliation among Catholic, Muslim and Orthodox communities, such as in former Yugoslavia, and is supportive of peace building measures to diffuse global conflict in the Balkans and ecclesiastical politics in the Ukraine. He has also presided over the restoration of the Autocephalous Church of Albania and the Autonomous Church of Estonia, proving a constant source of spiritual and moral support to those traditionally Orthodox countries emerging from decades of wide scale religious persecution behind the Iron Curtain.  

The Ecumenical Patriarch role as the primary spiritual leader of the Orthodox Christian world and transnational figure of global significance continues to grow increasingly vital. The current Ecumenical Patriarch’s roles as the primary spiritual leader of the Orthodox Christian world and a transnational figure of global significance continue to become more vital each day. Patriarch Bartholomew has co-sponsored international peace conferences, as well as meetings on the subjects of racism and fundamentalism, bringing together Christians, Muslims and Jews for the purpose of generating greater cooperation and mutual understanding. He has been invited to address the European Parliament, UNESCO, the World Economic Forum, as well as numerous national parliaments. His efforts to promote religious freedom and human rights, his initiatives to advance religious tolerance and mutual respect among the world’s religions, together with his work toward international peace and environmental protection earned him the Congressional Gold Medal of the United States Congress in 1997.

His initiatives for reconciliation include his efforts to raise environmental awareness throughout the world. He has organized annual educational seminars and institutes on the Island of Halki (1994-98), which were co-sponsored by His Royal Highness Prince Philip of Edinburgh, as well as biennial international, inter-religious and inter-disciplinary symposia (1995 to date) in the Mediterranean Sea, the Black Sea, the Danube River, the Adriatic Sea, the Baltic Sea and, most recently, the Amazon River. Plans for a symposium in the Caspian have been postponed indefinitely, but it is planned to go to the Arctic in 2007. These endeavors have earned Patriarch Bartholomew the title “Green Patriarch” and the award of several significant environmental prizes.
Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew holds numerous honorary doctorates, from institutions such as Athens and Thessaloniki (in Greece), Georgetown and Yale (in the United States), Flinders and Manila (in Australasia), London, Edinburgh and Leuven, as well as Moscow and Bucharest (in Europe). Besides his native Greek and Turkish, he is fluent in English, Italian, German, French, English, classical Greek and Latin. 

The Patriarch as Bridgebuilder

“To build a bridge between the East and West has long been a major concern for His All-Holiness,” noted Dr. Joël Delobel of the Catholic University of Leuven, Belgium, in conferring an honorary doctorate on Patriarch Bartholomew in 1996. “The Patriarch’s entire life has been one of preparation for the task of bridge builder.”
The first of these bridges is one that reaches out to the various Orthodox churches. … The second bridge is one which reaches out to Europe, a bridge which has been created from the Patriarch’s vigorous pleas for the extension of the European Union to the East and the Southeast of Europe. In the midst of current hesitation concerning the future of the Union, his unremitting plea for a complete Union and his concern for the protection of the environment are guiding lights for both East and West. The third bridge is one that will facilitate the dialogue between all the Christian churches.

It is all the more important, then, that a church leader such as Patriarch Bartholomew travel all over the world to encourage mutual understanding, to face the problems and create solutions. There is no other way. Such bridge-builders are desperately needed.
As early as 1993, Patriarch Bartholomew intensified his wide-ranging outreach to the non-Orthodox world by traveling to Brussels in order to meet with the President of the Commission of the European Union, HE Jacques Delors, making such a powerful and positive impression that he was invited to address a plenary session of the European Parliament the following year. In 1994, Patriarch Bartholomew also joined with the Appeal to Conscience Foundation to organize the International Conference on Peace and Tolerance held in Istanbul. The conference assembled Christians, Jews and Moslems in an effort to reduce the friction between the various faiths and diminish the hostility that often results.

In 1995, during a visit to the Holy Land, Patriarch Bartholomew met not only with the Orthodox Patriarch of Jerusalem but also with Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and the PLO chairman Yasser Arafat. Later that same year, in addition to formal visits throughout the world in order to meet leaders and faithful in his own pastoral jurisdiction, he traveled to Norway to celebrate the 1,000th anniversary of Christianity in that country, to Paris to meet with president Jacques Chirac, to Lourdes to address a conference of Roman Catholic prelates, as well as to Japan and England to attend international summit conferences on the environment. These visits indicate not only the busy schedule of the Ecumenical Patriarch, but reflect the inner soul of an open-minded leader. 
In 1997 Patriarch Bartholomew made his first official visit to the United States and the second ever by a Patriarch. During this visit, he was awarded the highest honor bestowed by the United States Congress, namely the Congressional Gold Medal of Honor, being praised by President Clinton, at a dinner hosted at the White House, “as a great world leader who can inspire every American.” In 2001, only weeks after the tragedy of September 11th, Patriarch Bartholomew initiated a major interfaith conference in Brussels, co-sponsored by the President of the European Commission, HE Romano Prodi. The Patriarch played a key role there in forging the Brussels Declaration that affirmed, echoing the Berne Declaration of 1992:  “War in the name of religion is war against religion.”

In 2003, the Patriarch continued his program of visits to Orthodox communities around the globe, and held the fifth of a series of meetings as part of a dialogue he helped initiate several years earlier between Orthodox Christians and Jews. The following year, he made a bold effort to build a bridge to a corner of the world most hostile to religion, namely Cuba.  Fidel Castro, whose government rebuilt a church belonging to the island’s small Orthodox community as a gesture of respect for the Patriarch, personally welcomed the religious leader and praised him for his efforts to promote international understanding and environmental protection.

In early 2006, the Ecumenical Patriarch again visited the United States, where after celebrating the Feast of the Epiphany (January 6) with Orthodox Christians, he flew to New Orleans in order to witness the destruction of Hurricane Katrina and comfort victims of the natural disaster.  A photograph on the front page of The New York Times pictured him walking through the wreckage of the city.

Throughout his ministry, Patriarch Bartholomew has focused on the people most in need and on the most difficult issues facing humanity. His tireless efforts on behalf of religious freedom, human rights and protection of the natural environment have justly earned him a special place among the world’s global leaders and foremost apostles of love, peace and reconciliation.
The Patriarch as Peacemaker

As mentioned, one of his favorite catchphrases has been: “War in the name of religion is war against religion.” The Patriarch knows what it is like to be under siege. His see, established in the fourth century and once possessing holdings as vast as the Vatican, has been reduced to a small, besieged enclave in a decaying corner of Istanbul called the Phanar (or, “lighthouse”). Almost all of its property has been seized by successive Turkish governments, its schools have been closed and its prelates are taunted by extremists who demonstrate almost daily outside the Patriarchate, calling for its ouster from Turkey.

          The Patriarch himself is often jeered at and threatened when he ventures outside this enclave. His effigy is periodically burned by Turkish extremists and Moslem fanatics. Petty bureaucrats take pleasure in harassing him, summoning him to their offices to question him about irrelevant issues, blocking his efforts to make repairs in the few buildings still under his control, and issuing veiled threats about what he says and does when he travels abroad. The Turkish government as a whole follows a policy that deliberately belittles him, refusing to recognize his ecumenical status as the spiritual leader of a major religious faith but only as the head of the small Greek Orthodox community of Istanbul.

         Yet none of the abuse Bartholomew has either experienced or witnessed has lessened his compassion and support for the Turkish people and his determination to serve as a bridge between Turkey and Europe. Despite his difficulties with the government, he has supported all international efforts to strengthen Turkey’s economy and democracy, often inviting severe criticism from Greek conservatives. He has been a fervent advocate of Turkey’s efforts to join the European Union, traveling widely throughout Europe to speak out in favor of its admission. “The incorporation of Turkey into the European Union, “ he told Europeans in several capitals, “may well provide a powerful symbol of mutually beneficial cooperation between the Western and Islamic worlds and put an end to the talk of a clash of civilizations.” The unqualified support of such an eminent Christian leader have helped blunt the opposition of many skeptics in Europe who doubt the wisdom of admitting a predominantly Moslem country of 70 million, and the European Union, which opened negotiations with Turkey at the end of 2004.

          At a time when hostility and misunderstanding between the Christian West and the Moslem world have reached a deadly standoff, Patriarch Bartholomew is making a deliberate effort to reach out to Moslems throughout the Middle East. “It is our strong belief that Orthodox Christians have a special responsibility to assist East-West rapprochement,” he affirms. “For, like the Turkish Republic, we have a foot in both worlds.”

           Pointing out that Orthodox Christians have a 550-year history of co-existence with Moslems in the Middle East, he has initiated a series of meetings with Moslem leaders throughout the region in what he calls “a dialogue of loving truth.” In order to strengthen that dialogue, he has traveled to Libya, Syria, Egypt, Iran, Jordan, Azerbaijan, Qatar, Kazakhstan and Bahrain and met political and religious figures in those countries, whom no other Christian hierarch has ever visited. As a result, the Patriarch has earned greater credibility and achieved more opportunity to create bridges between Christianity and Islam than any other prominent Christian leader.

Patriarch Bartholomew has used the international respect he enjoys both in the West and in the Moslem world to create a strong front among religious leaders against the use of violence. During the conference that he organized in Brussels in the aftermath of September 11th, he addressed strong words about religious extremists and terrorists, noting to Time Magazine, that “they may be the most wicked false prophets of all. When they bomb, shoot and destroy, they steal more than life itself; they undermine faith, and faith is the only way to break the cycle of hatred and retribution.”
Over the past fifteen years, Patriarch Bartholomew’s inclination has been to address the most difficult issues facing the world – the deep mistrust between East and West, the destruction of the environment, and the sharp divisions among religious faiths. The difficulty of the issues he grapples with as he ventures out in the world does not daunt him any more than the abuse he must endure every day at home in Turkey. He is determined to persevere, to make a difference, and it is clear to those who have witnessed his struggle over the past fifteen years that it is already bearing fruit.
Vision of a Patriarch

From the moment of his enthronement, Patriarch Bartholomew recognized that his tenure was part of a long line of historical figures. He is well aware that he sits on a throne honored in the past by such sacred personalities as St. Gregory the Theologian (4rd century) and St. John Chrysostom (4th century), John the Faster (6th century) and Photius the Great (9th century), Philotheus Kokkinos (14th century) and Gennadios Scholarios (15th century), Gregory V (19th century) and Joachim III (20th century). Although the Patriarchal Throne has been vacant for very brief periods of turmoil from 980-984, 1241-1244, 1451-1454 and 1918-1921, Patriarch Barthomolew senses how integrally connected the past is with the present. “This church,” he likes to say, “is diachronic; it extends to the ages.”

From the moment, and indeed from the very address, of his enthronement, Patriarch Bartholomew outlined the dimensions of his leadership and vision within the Orthodox Church: vigilant education in matters of theology, liturgy and spirituality; the strengthening of Orthodox unity and cooperation; the continuation of ecumenical engagements with other Christian churches and confessions; the intensification of inter-religious dialogue for peaceful coexistence; and the initiation of discussion and action for the protection of the environment against ecological pollution and destruction.

Perhaps no other church leader in history has emphasized ecumenical dialogue and communication as a primary intention of his tenure. Certainly, no other church leader in history has ever brought environmental issues to the foreground, indeed to the very center of personal and ecclesiastical attention. Patriarch Bartholomew has long placed the environment at the head of his Church’s agenda, developing ecological programs, chairing Pan-Orthodox gatherings, organizing educational seminars, and initiating unique sea-borne environmental symposia throughout the world over the last two decades.

In order for readers to be initiated into the world of the Orthodox Church, and particularly of the Ecumenical Patriarchate, I have selected passages from an unpublished address of the Patriarch:

The Ecumenical Patriarchate, over which our Modesty presides, is an institution with a history of sixteen centuries, during which it retained its see in Constantinople. It constitutes the par excellence Center of all the local Orthodox Churches. It heads these not by administering them, but by virtue of the primacy of its ministry of Pan-Orthodox Unity and the coordination of the activity of all of Orthodoxy. Orthodox Christians on four continents, excluding Africa, that do not fall under the jurisdiction of autocephalous Churches fall under the direct jurisdiction of the Ecumenical Patriarchate. The most important of these autocephalous Churches are: the Patriarchates of Alexandria, Antioch, Jerusalem, Moscow, Serbia, Romania, Bulgaria, Georgia, and the Autocephalous Churches of Cyprus, Greece, Poland, Albania and certain others. Consequently, the Orthodox Churches of Europe, America, and the rest of Asia and Australia, which are not under the jurisdiction of the aforementioned autocephalous Churches, fall under the Ecumenical Patriarchate. 

The function of the Ecumenical Patriarchate as the center par excellence in the life of the entire Orthodox Church emanates from its centuries old ministry in the witness, protection and spread of the Orthodox faith. The Ecumenical Patriarchate has a supranational and supra-regional character. From the lofty consciousness of this fact, but also from a sense of its spiritual responsibility for the development of the faith in Christ of all people, regardless of race and language, and especially in the context of the self same linguistic and other presuppositions were born the new regional Churches of the East, from Caspia to the Baltics, and from the Balkans to Central Europe where its missionary activity was extended. This activity already extends to the Far East, America and Australia, where conditions allow, with absolute respect for the freedom of religious consciousness of all and without resorting to methods of proselytizing. Essentially, wherever there are Orthodox Christian immigrants or natives a Church is established and it constitutes a magnet only for those who come freely. 

The Orthodox Church is distinguished from other Christian Churches in that in that it has preserved unadulterated the first and most ancient ecclesiastical tradition and teaching, has avoided innovations and personal interpretations of the Holy Scriptures and dogmas of the faith and is administered according to the ancient synodical system under local bishops in collaboration with the faithful and successive groups of both local and broader episcopal synods, of which the highest is the Ecumenical Synod, that of the Orthodox worldwide. The basic administrative canons, the details of which are regulated according to local needs, have been determined by the seven Ecumenical Synods. The Church is not managed by regional states in which it resides, although it collaborates in good works when asked to do so. 

Within the entire Orthodox Church there is absolute cooperation in good will and mutual respect. Perchance minor human problems are addressed successfully through the application of evangelical spirit. Furthermore, the Ecumenical Patriarchate coordinates ongoing dialogues between Orthodox and heterodox Churches, many of which are evolving with propitious prospects while others move at a slower pace. The objective of these dialogues is the removal of obstacles to the union of all the divided Churches. 

As becomes clear from the above, all Orthodox feel that they are constituents of one, essentially spiritual community. “When one member suffers, so do all.” They feel that they commune in the suffering of their fellow Christians and participate in their joys. Only if one perceives the catholicity of union can one understand the expressions of the Orthodox, which refer to the suffering of the other Orthodox and of the whole world as if they were their own.

Portrait of a Patriarch


It takes a mystic and poet to describe the Patriarch as a person. The following excerpts are reprinted, with the publisher’s permission, from Oliver Clément’s Conversations with Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew:

As a person, the Patriarch is full of contrasts, complementary facets of a strong personality. He is frail, willful, kind and discreet on the one hand, active and enterprising on the other. Unassuming, almost timid, yet, when necessary, he can be domineering. He reveals a sharp sense of humor, but with a sober and determined sense of his mission. He is rigorous, attentive to detail, yet wisely visionary.

He is of medium height, with a clear face remarkable for its fine features, and particularly for the piercing blue eyes behind large glasses. Simultaneously young and old, he unites the modern culture which glorifies youth with a traditional culture whose ideal was the “noble old man.” As patriarch, he grew a convincing, almost white beard. His hair has turned white – he must have been blond, or auburn, one cannot now say. His face is now crowned with white. What is striking is an extreme refinement – physical, as well as moral – such that, despite the kindness of the eyes and of the smile, one feels rather dull and awkward in his presence.

He loves art, poetry and nature. Whenever possible, he takes refuge on Halki, in refreshing solitude, to reflect and to work in peace. He detests ritualism, preferring brief and meaningful celebrations. He appreciates the virile sobriety of Byzantine music …

He loves children and knows how to speak with them, to amuse them, to offer them sweets or small change. “They preserve something of paradise,” he says. …

He works hard – in fact he is an indefatigable worker. He has an exceedingly strong sense of responsibility for Orthodoxy in the world of today and tomorrow. The unwieldiness and divisions of the Orthodox Church weigh heavily in his heart. … He knows also that it is necessary to respect the entire human being, and therefore also the earth which humanity represents and to which it can communicate God’s grace. These, he affirms, are the criteria for evaluating life and Christian conduct in the world, both for individuals and for churches.

Orthodoxy is a witness soiled by history, but nevertheless a witness of the undivided Church, a call to the undivided Church, both one and diverse, in the image of the Trinity.

The task is immense and, as he well knows, it is not without risk. Bartholomew stands “between glory and the abyss,” a friend who admires him whispers … More exactly, he stands between the Cross and the Resurrection.

A Life in the Day of a Patriarch


Patriarch Bartholomew will often honor individuals with an invitation to accompany him on official visits overseas, or else to diverse conferences and events that he is invited to attend. At other times, the Patriarch will invite visitors to his office, in response to requests for interviews or articles. The late Patriarch Athenagoras is said to have symbolically locked the problems of the day in a small drawer on his desk each night as he prepared for the evening Compline Service prior to sleeping. Patriarch Bartholomew seems to lock them in his heart, caring for and responding to them in touching ways throughout the day and night. One of the icons in his office portrays St. Hypomone (or “patience”), a martyr of the early Church.

Nevertheless, one of the most moving experiences for me was spending a day simply observing him at work in the Phanar. I was there on official business, routinely assisting in the preparation of several texts for the church through research in the archives. The Patriarch was in fact entirely unaware that I was also “observing” him for purposes of preparing this biographical description. What follows, then, is a spontaneous sketch of his program on that rainy winter day in January of 2005.

It was a normal schedule on a typical day for a hard-working Patriarch: nothing unusual; nothing extraordinary; nothing extreme; nothing “staged.” Yet as the day developed, what became increasingly evident was the spontaneous way in which the global is intimately connected to the local, the modest way in which the universal is vividly reflected in the parochial, and the way in which the ecumenical is unmistakably related to the pastoral in the ministry of Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew. That day, typical of any other inasmuch as it was not “selected” for purposes of impressing anyone but rather inasmuch as the Patriarch wished to express his characteristic hospitality within his busy schedule to me as a visitor, included the following:

· The Patriarch attended morning services and the Divine Liturgy at the Patriarchal Cathedral of St. George. When in Constantinople, he is always present for morning prayers at 8am.
· The Liturgy was followed by a reception of a group of visitors, students from the Balkans, whom the Patriarch formally addressed in the Hall of the Throne. Each of them wanted to greet him personally as they were introduced.
· The Patriarch then retired to his private office for deliberations and decisions, including visits by clergy and laity, as well as untold comings and goings by Patriarchal staff and secretaries for the dictation, preparation, revision, and signing of letters. The Patriarch personally reads every letter and text sent to, and prepared as a response by, his office. “It is the least,” he says, “that his correspondents deserve.”
· Lunch hardly allowed time for relaxation inasmuch as it, too, entailed visits by local bishops and one bishop from abroad, as well as certain lay dignitaries with appointments to speak with him. Some of these also later met with him privately.
· In the late afternoon, the Patriarch visited a home for the elderly, established and run by Roman Catholic “Sisters of the Poor.” After speaking with the nuns in French and English, the Patriarch spent most of his time addressing all of the residents, the greater majority of whom were Moslem, in Turkish. The residents are Turks, Armenians, Slavs and Greeks. The resident Greeks always have personal requests to make: a message to be sent to a distant relative or a greeting to convey to a friend. That evening, Patriarch Bartholomew was approached by an elderly woman, who complained that she could not secure tickets to a local musical concert. The Patriarch asked for the cell phone of a bishop accompanying him in order to call another bishop, whom he asked to secure tickets and arrange for the elderly woman to be personally accompanied to the concert.

· On the way to his next appointment, the Patriarch stopped to pick up a journalist, who had requested an interview on general church-related matters as well as global issues, such as war and the environment for a European publication.

· His next two stops were to an ill Metropolitan, whom he regularly visits, and to a young, newly-married Moslem employee of the Patriarchate celebrating his birthday. While the visits were brief, they were certainly not hurried. 
· Whether at the offices of the Phanar (in the small chapel behind the administration) or in the privacy of his home, the Patriarch’s day closes with evening prayer, or Compline. 

At each of these scheduled appointments and visits, the Patriarch was generous in his time; none of people at these appointments or visits received the impression that they were being hurried. How is it even possible for anyone to imagine the intensity of this daily routine, which did not include the programmed international conference, address to a political forum, or official visit to a foreign nation? Yet what is most impressive is not so much the ordinary business or daily schedule, which in itself is surely exceptional and extraordinary. Rather, it is the personal encounter with numerous individuals and the pastoral engagement with diverse groups that keep the Patriarch grounded in reality and even humility.

John Chryssavgis
� Theodore Teron (or the “recruit”) and Theodore Stratelates (or the “general”) were both military saints of the early Church. They are often closely associated in the Orthodox Church.


� Later Metropolitan of Chalcedon.


� See, for example, When I was a Child, Kastanioti Publications: Athens, 2003. [In Greek]


� In Byzantine times, disgraced princes would be exiled to this island.


� Editor’s note: The Ecumenical Patriarchate is recognized simply – legally – as a Turkish institution, while Turkish law from 1936 to this day places all Orthodox Christian property under the General Directorate of Foundations, which has the authority to dismiss foundations and seize property. Moreover, according to a 1974 ruling of the Turkish Supreme Court, the Turkish government forbids the purchase or sale of property by minority groups after 1936. For more information about the Ecumenical Patriarch’s mission to reopen the Theological School of Halki, see the interview by G. Gilson, “Vartholomeos demands equal rights,” in Athens News, February 22, 2002, p. 3.


� Letter 139.


� He has served on the WCC Executive Committee and the Faith and Order Commission as well as attended general assemblies in New Delhi (1961), Uppsala (1968), Nairobi (1975), Vancouver (1983) and Canberra (1991).


� He formally accepted the 1989 official statement of unity between the Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox Churches and recently restored the official Theological Dialogue between the Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches, which was established in 1980 but suspended its deliberations in 1998. The Dialogue resumed in September 2006. He has also revived the bilateral dialogue with the Anglican Communion and laid the foundations for discussions with other churches, such as the World Methodist Council.


� This section draws on comments by Prof. John Silber, President Emeritus of Boston University. See his article entitled “Patriarch Bartholomew – a passion for peace,” in www.patriarchate.org.


� Delivered at the Foreign Correspondents Club in Hong Kong (November 6, 1996).


� St. Validimir’s Seminary Press: New York, 1997, pages 48-50.





