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Initial reflection on the Great and Holy 
Council of the Orthodox Church that 
met last June in Crete has focused 
largely on its documents and very lit-
tle on its procedural functioning. Local 
churches, however, raised numerous 
questions concerning the ordering of 
the council in order to justify their with-
drawal or requests for postponement.

These questions focused on the com-
position, decision-making proce-
dures, and working methods of the 
council: why was the representation 
of local churches limited (the official 
order of the council specified that 
each church would be represented by 
an equal delegation consisting of the 
primate and 24 bishops)? Why hadn’t 
all the bishops of every local Ortho-
dox church been invited? Why were 
the bishops deprived of the right to 
vote (the official order specified that 
the vote was to be by unanimous con-
sent of every local church, not of every 
bishop)? Was it obligatory to maintain 
the principle of unanimous decision-
making or could a majority vote be in-
troduced? Was it right that the official 
order and agenda of the council had 
been fixed in advance? And so forth.

Such questions clearly show that the 
problem of conciliar decision-making 

was tightly bound with that of the 
council’s composition. They indicate 
especially that these issues were not 
only procedural but also ecclesiolog-
ical.

Identical questions arose during the 
preparation for the Local Council of 
Moscow of 1917–18. The following re-
flection has no other ambition than to 
recall the great principles of the orig-
inal procedural order of that council, 
principles that were inspired by the 
idea of conciliarity.1 It is generally re-
membered that this council restored 
the patriarchate. But this restoration 
of the principle of primacy is insepa-
rable from the idea of conciliarity at 
every level of the Church, in accor-
dance with the ideal of sobornost’ pro-
moted by the Slavophiles. This concil-
iarity was supposed to be reflected in 
the composition and the procedural 
decision-making of the council itself. 
This is why the discussion of composi-
tion and procedural decision-making 
of the future council held such a major 
place in the pre-conciliar debates.

Questions concerning the participa-
tion by non-bishops, and the modality 
of such participation, dominated the 
discussions of the Preconciliar Com-
mission of 1906. For the Slavophiles, 
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the council should be not merely an 
assembly of bishops but rather the 
representation of the whole Church. 
Everyone agreed to the inclusion of 
laity and clergy, but a majority inter-
preted sobornost’ in an “episcopal” 
fashion, granting to clergy and laity 
only a consulting role, while a “demo-
cratic” minority was in favor of their 
full deliberative participation. A via 
media between these two conceptions 
that one might call “charismatic” at-
tempted to articulate the unique char-
ism of each: bishops, clergy, and laity.

It was the role of the Preconciliar As-
sembly to prepare the “Order for Con-
vocation of the Council.” This Order 
was approved by the Holy Synod and 
published July 5/18, 1917. It distin-
guished several types of members: the 
ex officio members (in particular, all the 
functioning bishops), the invited mem-
bers, and the elected members. Each of 
the sixty-five dioceses was to send its 
bishop and five elected delegates: two 
clergy and three lay delegates. Of the 
two elected clergy delegates, one had 
to be of priestly rank while the other 
could be a bishop (auxiliary or retired), 
priest, deacon, or cantor. This arrange-
ment made for an equal balance of 
clergy and laity for each diocese: three 
members of the clergy (including one 
or two bishops) and three of the laity. 
Furthermore, a certain number of in-
stitutions (such as monasteries, army, 
ecclesiastical academies, and the Duma 
and State Council) each had the right 
to a certain number of representatives, 
as did the Oriental Orthodox patri-
archates and other autocephalous Or-
thodox Churches.

As a result of this convocation proce-
dure, the council formed an assembly 
of 564 persons, of which the great ma-
jority was elected. In total, there were 
156 ex officio members and 434 elected 
members. Laity formed a majority, 

with 299 lay members and 264 clergy 
(of all ranks). Among the clergy, bish-
ops constituted a minority: 79 clerics 
were of episcopal rank, as compared 
with 195 who were not (including 149 
priests). Furthermore, members of the 
“white clergy” were in the majority: 
there were 165 members of the secular 
clergy for 99 members of the “black 
clergy” (which included only 20 
monks, to which number the 79 bish-
ops must be added). The singular fea-
ture of the council’s composition was 
the importance of lay representation. 
This was one of the fruits of 19th- and 
20th-century theological reflection on 
sobornost’, though the influence of the 
democratic spirit of the era should not 
be overlooked.

The real originality of the council, nev-
ertheless, must be seen in light of its de-
cision-making procedure. On August 
11/24, 1917, the Holy Synod approved 
the proposed Order of the Council pre-
pared by the Preconciliar Assembly. 
Contrary to the Council Order pro-
posed by the Preconciliar Commission 
of 1906, the Order of August 11/24, 
1917 gave to the lesser clergy and laity 
a full deliberative voice, not merely a 
consultative one. Why such a change? 
Without a doubt, this can be attributed 
to the increasingly threatening circum-
stances faced by the church, a church 
that needed the support and help of 
everyone. Such a decision allowed for 
the positive response to Slavophile as-
pirations, but also helped remedy the 
isolated position of the Russian clergy 
and satisfied some of the pro-democ-
racy pressures.

In fact, while granting voting priv-
ileges to lesser clergy and laity, the 
Council Order reserved for the bish-
ops in conference the duty of confirm-
ing the decisions taken by the General 
Assembly. The Order distinguished in 
the council two types of assembly: the 

1 See Hyacinthe Des-
tivelle, The Moscow 
Council (1917–1918): 
The Creation of the 
Conciliar Institu-
tions of the Russian 
Orthodox Church, 
ed. Michael Plekon 
and Vitaly Permi-
akov, trans. Jerry 
Ryan (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2015), 
35–45, 53–62.
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General Assembly, which comprised 
all the members of the council (includ-
ing bishops), and the Conference of 
Bishops, which included all the bish-
ops taking part in the council. Only 
sitting bishops were ex officio members 
of the council, but auxiliary or retired 
bishops could be invited by the council 
or elected by diocesan assemblies, thus 
becoming full members of the council 
and of the Conference of Bishops. This 
distinction of two “chambers” allowed 
for a procedure that balanced the vote 
of laity and non-episcopal clergy.

Initially, all questions had to pass 
through the General Assembly, where 
decisions were made based on an ab-
solute majority of votes, bishops and 
laity having the same weight. Issues 
submitted could be proposed either 
by the Holy Synod, by the Commis-
sions, or by the request of any mem-
ber of the council signed by at least 
thirty of its members.

Afterwards, following a particularly 
ingenious procedure, the decisions 
of the General Assembly were sub-
mitted to the Conference of Bishops. 
If, after a three day period of consid-
eration, the Conference of Bishops re-
jected the decision, partially or in its 
entirety, the decision would be sent 
back for examination by the General 
Assembly. If once again, after this 
second examination, the Conference 
of Bishops were to reject the decision, 
the decision would not have conciliar 
force. This procedure, while guaran-
teeing unanimity of decision-making, 
preserved episcopal supremacy over 
the decisions of the General Assembly 
by granting veto power to the Confer-
ence of Bishops.

Nevertheless, this right of the bishops 
was very strictly framed. Firstly, the 
bishops could only accept or reject 
the decision adopted by the General 

Assembly, not propose amendments. 
In addition, a three quarters majority 
of the bishops present was needed. 
Thirdly, the bishops could only reject 
decisions adopting “general laws or 
fundamental principles.” They could 
not block minor decisions of an ad-
ministrative nature—nominations, 
for example. Furthermore, the basis 
of the rejection could only be incom-
patibility with “the Word of God, the 
dogmas, the canons, and the tradition 
of the Church.” Finally, in order to 
avoid juridical uncertainty, the right 
of veto could only be exercised during 
the session of the Assembly and in the 
three days following the examination 
of the text. The decisions of the council 
were thus defined by the singular acts 
accomplished by the General Assem-
bly with the Conference of Bishops. 
This original procedure, inaugurated 
in 1917 through the careful balancing 
of the two entities, guaranteed the 
moderation of decisions and a climate 
of peace among the diverse members 
and tendencies of the council. The 
counterbalance of the two assemblies, 
far from neutralizing either one, al-
lowed for ever closer collaboration as 
the communal revolutionary menace 
weighed heavily on the proceedings.

One should not, however, betray the 
originality and distinctive nature of 
the Order by reducing it purely and 
simply to a “bicameral” parliamen-

Moscow Council of 
1917–18.
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tary regime. Indeed, in a truly bicam-
eral system, each assembly has its 
own unique membership, and they 
meet separately. In the case of dis-
agreement, inter-parliamentary com-
missions are tasked with formulating 
compromises to be reviewed by both 
assemblies. In its strictest sense, the 
right of veto is exercised by a person 
or persons exterior to the assembly 
that made the decision. Nothing of 
the sort can be found in the Order of 
1917. In fact, the Conference of Bish-
ops was not exactly a second assem-
bly at all since its members were also 
members of the General Assembly, 
where they could influence the de-
cision-making with their voices and 
their votes. Article 1 of the Convoca-
tion of July 5/18, 1906, affirmed that 
the council was composed of “bish-
ops, priests, and laypeople.” Thus the 
council was a single ecclesial body 
whose bishops could simultaneously 
guide and control the legislative pro-
cess.

The procedure of the Council of Mos-
cow of 1917–18, by which it granted 
a deliberative voice to all its mem-
bers—reserving to the bishops, sitting 
in conference, the task of confirming 
the decisions adopted by the plenary 
assembly—was certainly its most 
original aspect. It was a particularly 
ingenious procedure thanks to which 
the council functioned efficiently and 

adopted balanced decisions, articu-
lating the authority of the patriarch, 
the bishops, and all the faithful. From 
an ecclesiological perspective, the 
Council of Moscow anticipated in an 
astonishing way ecumenical decla-
rations made 10 years later, during 
the first Faith and Order Conference 
at Lausanne in 1927, interpreting the 
authority of the one, the few, and the 
multitude: “In the constitution of the 
primitive Church, one finds episcopal 
care, the council of the elders, and 
the community of the faithful. Each 
of these three systems of ecclesiasti-
cal organization (episcopal, presby-
terian, and congregational) was ac-
cepted for centuries in the past and 
is still practiced today by important 
portions of the Church. Consequently 
we believe that, under certain cir-
cumstances to be specified later, all 
three should take their place simul-
taneously in the organization of the 
reunited Church.”

One can hope that the Order of the 
Council of Moscow of 1917–18, less 
in its concrete details than in its spirit, 
might inspire the current synodal 
practice of our churches in their efforts 
to articulate the three principles—the 
authority of the one, the few, and the 
multitude—as formulated by the Lau-
sanne Conference. This would cer-
tainly be a determining factor in their 
coming together. 
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