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The greatest theological legacy of 
Metropolitan John Zizioulas is his eu-
charistic ecclesiology. This view was 
shared by Metropolitan Kallistos Ware, 
who in his 2011 essay “Sobornost and 
Eucharistic Ecclesiology” points out 
that despite recent trends to replace or 
rival a eucharistic approach, “the eu-
charistic ecclesiology of Zizioulas con-
tinues to prevail almost everywhere” 
and “will prevail in Orthodox thought 
during the future.”1

In this legacy, I want to clarify or even 
correct one point, namely the scholarly 
consensus on how Zizioulas’s ecclesi-
ology correlates with that of Nicholas 
Afanasiev, the first theologian who 
spoke of eucharistic ecclesiology, as 
far back as the mid-1930s. In his doc-
toral dissertation, published in English 
as Eucharist, Bishop, Church, Zizioulas 
set out to correct and improve “a so-
called eucharistic ecclesiology” which 
he attributed to Afanasiev. He spoke 
harshly and confidently about Afa-
nasiev’s “unbalanced” and “one-sid-
ed” ecclesiology that included alleged 
“congregationalism,” in asserting that 
Afanasiev considered even a parish to 
be a catholic church. He spoke of Afa-
nasiev’s alleged study of the Eucharist 
as a “closed object” in isolation from 
other aspects of ecclesial life, and even 
about his “denial of unity” of the one 
Church. As Zizioulas went on to have 
a remarkable theological career and 
achieve great popularity beyond the 
world of Orthodox theology, his posi-
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tion on Afanasiev formed the founda-
tion of the common perception that ev-
erything valuable offered by Afanasiev 
can be found in Zizioulas’s work. So, 
by the end of the twentieth century, it 
became commonplace to mention Af-
anasiev in the following pattern: first, 
thanking him for bringing up the eu-
charistic nature of the Church and for 
coining the clever phrase “eucharistic 
ecclesiology.” Then—often without 
pausing to say more—proceeding by 
presenting this ecclesiology in the al-
legedly corrected and advanced ver-
sion of John Zizioulas.2 Virtually every 
textbook on Orthodox ecclesiology fol-
lows this pattern. 

Consequently, potential students of 
Afanasiev have a preconceived notion 
of his supposed shortcomings before 
they even read his works. There is 
even an impression that he is inter-
esting only as a historic figure, and 
that his scholarship is completely su-
perseded by his Orthodox followers. 
This consensus is so well established 
that even when Zizioulas’s own work 
is criticized, his position on Afanasiev 
is rarely questioned. It was most like-
ly Michael Plekon who first noticed 
a discrepancy between Afanasiev’s 
words and the claims of his critics. His 
intuition was developed by Viktor Al-
exandrov, who carefully analyzed and 
clearly demonstrated the baselessness 
of claims made by a number of Ortho-
dox critics.3 Alexandrov’s work, how-
ever, did not change the long-estab-

1 Kallistos Ware, 
“Sobornost and 
Eucharistic Eccle-
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Khomiakov and 
His Successors,” 
International journal 
for the Study of the 
Christian Church, 
11.2-3 (September 
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2 For example, prom-
inent theologian 
Andrew Louth’s 
recent book Modern 
Orthodox Thinkers: 
From the Philokalia to 
the Present (Downers 
Grove, IL: IVP Aca-
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lished preconception that Afanasiev’s 
ecclesiology needed correction.

I want to present for your consider-
ation four reasons why Zizioulas’s 
work should not be seen as an amend-
ed version of Afanasiev’s ecclesiology, 
and why their legacies should not be 
seen in a linear fashion.

First, Zizioulas did not know Afa-
nasiev well enough to improve or 
correct him. By his own admission, 
Zizioulas was familiar with only five 
of his essays and did not read any of 
Afanasiev’s Russian-language works: 
“We do not have access to the works of 
these two theologians [Afanasiev and 
Schmemann] written in Russian, and 
have, therefore, drawn our informa-
tion about their theory mainly from the 
following articles (as far as we know, 
only articles exist)”: “L’Apôtre Pierre 
et l’évêque de Rome,” “La doctrine de 
la primauté à la lumière de l’ecclésiol-
ogie,” “The Church which Presides in 
Love,” “Le Concile dans la théologie 
orthodoxe russe,” and “Una Sancta.”4 
This explains why his often-sweeping 
assertions about Afanasiev are never 
illustrated by Afanasiev’s own words. 
Sadly, as Viktor Alexandrov puts it, 
throughout his whole career Ziziou-
las critically engaged not with Afa-
nasiev but with a “folkloric image of 
Afanasiev’s ecclesiology that Zizioulas 
created for himself in the 1960s.”

Second, a careful study of both schol-
ars shows that while they are close 
in many of their ecclesiological con-
clusions, they differ in crucial points. 
Theologically, they have a different 
understanding of episcopal ministry 
and its relation to the royal priesthood 
of all the baptized. Methodologically, 
they arrive at their conclusions in dif-
ferent ways: through historical recon-
struction by Afanasiev and through an 
appeal to historical idealization in the 
case of Zizioulas. Afanasiev did not 

see himself as a dogmatic theologian 
and he never taught either dogmatics 
or ecclesiology. Rather, he called him-
self “a historian, almost exclusively a 
historian.”5 As such, he focused not 
on metaphysical reflections about the 
nature of the Church (as we customar-
ily expect of ecclesiology), but on the 
study of concrete historical manifesta-
tions of the Church. His emphasis was 
on the narrow pre-Constantinian peri-
od of the development of the Church’s 
conciliar institutions and ministerial 
structure, with a special interest in the 
origin of the episcopal ministry.

How, then, did Afanasiev become a 
house name in ecclesiology? In re-
sponse to the sparsity of source evi-
dence, he made an innovative method-
ological assumption that ecclesiology 
could serve as a tool to fill the gaps in 
historical data on the life of the Church. 
It is highly probable that this discovery 
of the connection between history and 
theology was inspired by Afanasiev’s 
study of the German Lutheran histori-
an and canonist Rudolph Sohm, who 
also came to ecclesiology by way of 
studying early church history. When 
Afanasiev realized that the life and 
structure of the early Church did not 
fit well into the established ecclesiolog-
ical scheme of his time, he formulated 
a proposition that ultimately made 
him famous not as a historian, but as 
a theologian. He proposed that the ec-
clesiology dominant throughout most 
of the Church’s existence was not the 
original Church’s self-understanding, 
and that, as a consequence, this ecclesi-
ology could not be applied to the study 
of the early Church without distorting 
the latter. He found that “in the histo-
ry of Christianity there were a num-
ber of ecclesiologies, which without 
being necessarily mutually exclusive, 
were still different enough to provide 
a different interpretation of historical 
facts.”6 What we call his eucharistic 
ecclesiology is his reconstruction of the 
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earliest operative ecclesiology of the 
church. This is how Afanasiev summa-
rized his pursuits:

My study is an attempt to revise 
the history of primitive Christi-
anity from the perspective of eu-
charistic ecclesiology. . . . Familiar 
facts then acquire new meaning 
and importance. . . . Ecclesial his-
tory will look different because 
we will be viewing the Church’s 
history in a manner radically dif-
ferent from that to which we were 
accustomed.7

Zizioulas, by contrast, was not a his-
torian. His historical scholarship was 
questioned by the prominent Orthodox 
theologian Andrew Louth in his review 
of the English edition of Eucharist, Bish-
op, Church. Louth regards Zizioulas’s 
historical scholarship as belonging to 
a “past generation” and argues that it 
cannot be maintained anymore: 

The picture Zizioulas presents—
of a monepiscopal eucharistic ec-
clesiology going back to the time 
of the apostles—is a picture that 
reflects a possible state of affairs 
throughout that period. But it 
cannot be maintained that it is 
the only form of the church to be 
found in the early centuries, even 
if it represents an ecclesiology that 
was enormously resilient, and 
eventually gained universal ac-
ceptance. . . . The overly categori-
cal tone adopted throughout runs 
the risk that some of the detailed 
discussions will be overlooked by 
those conscious that the poverty 
of the historical material relating 
to the early Christian centuries 
demands a much more tentative 
approach.8

Louth’s criticism, however, did not ex-
tend to the need to reconsider Ziziou-
las’s critique of Afanasiev.

Third, from the perspective of scholar-
ship, a linear association of Zizioulas 
with Afanasiev distorts perceptions of 
the latter. Let me explain. Our under-
standing of scholarly work is always 
conditioned by how we classify it or as-
sociate it with a certain school or trend 
of thought. It is unavoidable that, when 
faced with new ideas, we try to associate 
them with a familiar category based on 
shared features or traits. Not only does 
this help us comprehend the unknown, 
but it also allows us to make informed 
predictions and assumptions about our 
object of study. This approach, howev-
er, requires a constant effort of differ-
entiation between what we know and 
what we assume we know based on 
our classification. Otherwise, the line 
between knowledge and assumption is 
blurred. This is the case with Afanasiev 
today: most of what people think they 
know about his ecclesiology is an as-
sumption deduced from Zizioulas’s 
work, while his thoughts on sacramen-
tal theology, theology of ministry (es-
pecially the ministry of the laity), the 
theological foundations of canon law, 
and so forth remain largely unknown.

Fourth, although it is customary today 
to speak of eucharistic ecclesiology in 
the singular, I agree with Metropolitan 
Kallistos that there is no one normative 
version of it: “It is wise not to speak 
only of ‘ecclesiology’ in the singular, 
as if it could take only a single form. 
Surely there can and should be many 
‘ecclesiologies,’ in the plural.”9 There 
are, in fact, multiple eucharistic ecclesi-
ologies, which, while sharing the same 
starting point, differ greatly in their 
subsequent chain of reasoning. It is 
utterly pointless to try to pile them to-
gether through a series of endless cor-
rections, improvements, and additions 
conflating the arguments of Afanasiev 
and Zizioulas.

I think this is especially important to-
day when we have entered a new stage 

6 Nicholas Afa-
nasiev, “Апостол 
Пётр и римский 
епископ,” quoted in 
Nicholas Afanasiev, 
Церковь Божия во 
Христе: сборник 
статей, ed. V. 
Alexandrov (Mos-
cow: Издательство 
ПСТГУ, 2015), 424.

7 Nicolas Afanasiev, 
The Church of the 
Holy Spirit (Notre 
Dame: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 
2007), 7.

8 Andrew Louth, re-
view of John Ziziou-
las, Eucharist, Bishop, 
Church: The Unity of 
the Church in the Di-
vine Eucharist and the 
Bishop during the First 
Three Centuries, The 
Ecumenical Review 56 
(2004): 147–48.
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in the reception of eucharistic ecclesiol-
ogy: a stage of backlash against it. Since 
eucharistic ecclesiology is perceived as 
an official ecclesiology, when people 
are frustrated with the current state 
of affairs in the church, they blame it 
on eucharistic ecclesiology. In other 
words, if we are not happy with our 
hierarchy, we are automatically not 
happy with eucharistic ecclesiology. I 
am again in agreement with Metropol-
itan Kallistos when he states that eccle-
siology should not be blamed for the 
“tragic gap between theory and prac-
tice”: “We cannot rest satisfied with a 
eucharistic ecclesiology that remains 
simply a theory, a distant ideal, a set 
of ideas on paper debated by doctrinal 
specialists. . . . There is no genuine eu-
charistic ecclesiology that is not lived 
out in practice.”10

Afanasiev would have agreed com-
pletely, and would emphasize that 
ecclesiology is born of the confluence 
of the life experiences of local commu-
nities. He frequently spoke about the 
disconnect between the words we use 
to conceptualize the Church and how 
we experience the life of the Church. 
While words may condition experi-
ence, they cannot substitute for it. This 
is why Afanasiev put such weight on 
the experience of gathering epi to auto in 
a eucharistic assembly, the experience 
of eucharistic unity, the experience of 
common ministry in liturgy, or the ex-

perience of common discernment of 
the promptings of the Holy Spirit. 

The area where it needs to be most ur-
gently lived out and experienced is the 
royal priesthood of all the baptized. 
While Zizioulas focused on episcopal 
ministry, for Afanasiev it was the idea 
of the priestly ministry of all members 
of the Church that “was the main core 
of church life in early Christianity, that 
determined its structure; and changes 
in understanding [of royal priesthood] 
determined the further development 
of church organization.”11Afanasiev’s 
ecclesiology can be seen as an extended 
excursus into how the whole ecclesial 
organization was built to assure the ex-
ercise of the royal priesthood. Today, 
in the absence of visible mechanisms 
for the exercise of royal/baptismal 
priesthood, our experience is absent, 
and the gifts given for it remain latent.

If we accept that no single, formalized 
conception of the Church can fully fit 
the polyphony of practice and expe-
rience, then we can study Afanasiev’s 
and Zizioulas’s ecclesiologies without 
the need to choose one over the other. 
From this perspective, the multiform 
nature of eucharistic ecclesiology is not 
a limitation, but proof of its past and 
future fruitfulness. Perhaps this may 
convince us not to dispose of eucha-
ristic ecclesiologies prematurely but to 
take a fresh look at them. 

9 Ware, “Sobornost 
and Eucharistic 
Ecclesiology,” 233. 

10 Ibid.

11 From the abstract 
of Afanasiev’s 
dissertation, which 
can be found in the 
archive of St. Sergius 
Theological Institute 
in Paris.
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