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Holy Tradition includes: 
PART A

1. Defining Holy Tradition
2. Apostolic Succession
3. Holy Scripture
4. Symbols of Faith
5. Sacraments

PART B
1. Ecumenical Councils
2. The Church Fathers
3. Canons
4. Orthodox Practices
5. Icons
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1.  Defining Holy Tradition 

[Holy] Tradition is the life of the Holy Spirit in the Church.
Vladimir Lossky

We know this from Christ’s own words to His apostles:

But truly I tell you, it is for your good that I am going away. 
Unless I go away, the Comforter will not come to you; but if I go, I 
will send him to you.” 

John 16:7

53



Defining Holy Tradition 

Holy Tradition (capital T) is not like cultural tradition, (small t) 
which grows and changes over time from it’s original intent.

Holy Tradition is that same and unchanging faith which:

• Christ taught to the Apostles

• the Apostles taught to their disciples

• is preserved in the Church through Apostolic Succession

• grows in understanding through the Holy Spirit. 
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2.  Apostolic Succession 

Apostolic succession is the  
1) tracing of a historical direct line of Apostolic ordination  

2) adherence to and in agreement in Orthodox doctrine with and 
the Ecumenical Councils 

3) full communion the other Orthodox bishops from the Apostles to 
the current episcopacy of the Orthodox Church.  

 

All three elements are required of Apostolic succession. 

 

Any bishop who does not meet all three criteria, even 
with historical claims, is considered outside of Apostolic 
Succession.  
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Apostolic Succession 
Biblical Case for Apostolic Succession

We have heard that some went out from us without our 
authorization and disturbed you, troubling your minds by what 
they said. 

Acts 15:24 
For this reason I remind you to kindle afresh the gift of God 
which is in you through the laying on of my hands. (St Paul 
speaking to Timothy)

2 Tim. 1:6

For we are not like many, peddling the word of God, but as from 
sincerity, but as from God, we speak in Christ in the sight of 
God. 

2 Corinthians 2:17 
…having been built on the foundation of the apostles and 
prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being the corner stone 

Eph. 2:20
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3.  Purpose of Holy Scripture 

• Holy Scripture exists for the reason that the Apostle 
John gives in his gospel : 
– And many other signs truly did Jesus in the presence of his 

disciples, which are not written in this book: But these are 
written, that ye might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the 
Son of God; and that believing you might have life through 
his name.

– John 20:30-31

• That is, the Bible is written so that we might believe 
and be saved, but it is also for our enjoyment as it 
makes God available to us. 
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Let’s examine each one: 
 
First we’ll look at the Protestant view 
Second, the Catholic view, 
And third, the Orthodox view 

How does the Orthodox view of Holy 
Scripture differ from other Christian 

denominations? 
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Rick Warren, Pastor of Saddleback Church and Author of 
Purpose Driven Life  states: 
 

Never interpret Scripture based on your own experiences.  

The point of Bible study is not to shape Scripture to agree with your 
subjective opinions or your experiences. Feelings lie. Emotions lie. 
Instead, discover God's timeless truth and let it shape your life. 

 

You need faith and the Holy Spirit to interpret Scripture.  

[Scripture] is God’s love letter to believers. The Bible says:  “No one 
knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God”     
         

Holy Scripture – Sola Scriptura Approach 
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Holy Scripture – Catholic Approach 

In the Catechism of the Catholic Church, Article 3, Sacred 
Scripture, it states: 

112  Be especially attentive "to the content and unity of the whole 
 Scripture".  

Scripture is a unity by reason of the unity of God's plan, of which Christ 
Jesus is the center and heart, open since his Passover.  Scripture has 
been opened since the Passion; since those who from then on have 
understood it, consider and discern in what way the prophecies must be 
interpreted.  

113   Read the Scripture within "the living Tradition of the whole  
  Church". 
According to a saying of the Fathers, Sacred Scripture is written 
principally in the Church's heart rather than in documents and records, 
for the Church carries in her Tradition the living memorial of God's 
Word, and it is the Holy Spirit who gives her the spiritual interpretation 
of the Scripture. 
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Holy Scripture – Orthodox Approach 

At the Moscow Conference held in 1976 between the Orthodox and 
the Anglicans, an excellent summary of the Orthodox view towards 
Scripture was expressed thusly: 

The Scriptures constitute a coherent whole. They are at once 
divinely inspired and humanly expressed.  
 
They bear authoritative witness to God’s revelation of Himself in 
creation, in the Incarnation of the Word, and in the whole history of 
salvation, and as such express the word of God in human language. 
 
We know, receive, and interpret Scripture through the Church and 
in the Church. Our approach to the Bible is one of obedience. 
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The Scriptural Mind 
With this in mind, there are four key characteristics which 
mark the Orthodox “Scriptural mind” and approach to 
Scripture. 

1. Reading of Scripture must be done in obedience  
2. It is Christ-centered 
3. It is personal. 
4. It is read and understood in union with the Church 

As can be seen, all three, Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox, would 
agree with the first three points, however it is only the Orthodox 
Church and Her sister Church, the Catholic Church which see reading 
of Scripture as ecclesial or understood within the Church.  
For the Orthodox and Catholic Church, the words of Scripture, while 
addressed to us personally, are at the same time addressed to us as 
members of a community.  
For us, Scripture and Church cannot be separated. 
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Criteria for Canonicity of Scripture 

The first major figure to codify the Biblical canon was Origen of 
Alexandria (circa 2nd century), a scholar well educated in the realm 
of both theology and Greek philosophy. 
To justify the selection of the books that have been included in the 
New Testament a Criteria for Canonicity was developed:

– Apostolic Origin — attributed to and based upon the 
preaching/teaching of the first-generation apostles (or their 
close companions). 

– Essential for salvation
– Liturgical Use — read publicly when early Christian 

communities gathered for the worship services. 

It is interesting to note that although the Catholic and Protestant 
Churches have closed the canon of the Bible, the Orthodox Church 
has never officially closed the Biblical Canon
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Protestant Bible Roman Catholic  Greek Orthodox  

1 Esdras  X  

Tobit  X  

Judith  X  

Additions to Esther  X  

Wisdom of Solomon  X  

Ecclesiasticus  X  

Baruch  X  

Epistle of Jeremiah  X  

Song of the Three Children  X  

Story of Susanna  X  

Prayer of Manasseh  X  

1 Maccabees  X  

2 Maccabees  X  

3 Maccabees  X X 

4 Maccabees  X X 

Psalm 151  X X 

Comparison of Apocryphal books
Roman Catholic Bible, Greek Orthodox
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Symbols have several characteristics in common. 

1. Symbols point beyond themselves to something 
else and participate in that to which they point 

2. Symbols open up levels of reality which otherwise 
are closed for us. 

3. Symbols unlock dimensions and elements of our 
soul which correspond to the dimensions and 
elements of reality.  

4.  Defining a Symbol? 

Flag

Art

A play

65



Importance of Religious Symbols 

From a religious standpoint a Symbol points to that which 
concerns us all, as the ultimate concern….. God.  
 

1. Symbols point beyond themselves to 
something else and participate in that to 
which they point 

2. Symbols open up levels of reality which 
otherwise are closed for us. 

3. Symbols unlock dimensions and elements     
of our soul which correspond to the 
dimensions and elements of reality.  

Icon

Communion

Liturgy
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Symbols of the Orthodox faith 

• CROSS 

• HOLY RELICS 

• BISHOP 

• SACRAMENTAL 
• EUCHARIST 
• WATER 
• CHRISM 
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The Cross
• The Cross is the symbol of Christ’s victory over sin and death. 

As St Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians 1:24 
For in the Cross of Christ Crucified lies both the power of God and 
the wisdom of God for those being saved.  

• The Cross is venerated but not worshipped, as that reality by 
which man must live to be saved.  

• The Cross stands in the church (typically behind the altar)  year round to 
remind us of Christ's redemptive act and to keep before us the goal of our 
efforts, but also to be 

• During Holy Week, the Church puts the cross directly in the middle of the 
church to emphasize the importance of the Cross as a Christian symbol 
and to remind us all of Christ’s own words 

He who does not take up his cross and follow me is not worthy of me   
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The Cross

Two (2) of the 12 great Feasts of the Orthodox Church are 
devoted to the Cross: 

 
• Exaltation (or Raising Up) of the Honorable and Life-giving 

Cross -  occurs on September 14. 
 

• Veneration of the Cross – occurs on the 3rd Sunday of Lent  
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Making the Sign of the Cross

Adult Education Series Rev D  12/05/16

Source: Dr. Christine Cheryl Kerxhalli   @  orthodoxtoday.wordpress.com 

This simple yet profound act makes each person mindful of the great love of God 
for us, a love that is stronger than death and promises everlasting life.  
The sign of the cross should be made with purpose and precision, not hastily or 
carelessly. 
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Priest Blessing Cross

Adult Education Series Rev D 12/0516

When an  Orthodox or Byzantine Rite 
Catholic bishop or priest blesses with 
the sign of the cross, he holds the fingers 
of his right hand as shown so that they 
form the Greek abbreviation for Jesus 
Christ "IC XC". 
 
While the Bishop will offer this blessing 
with both hands, the priest may only bless 
with the one (right) hand. 
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Importance of Holy Relics 

By Christ’s Incarnation, matter has been magnified with Divine glory 
and has entered into union with Christ.  
Even in the Old Testament miracles were associated with the holy 
relics of those who were well-pleasing to God.  
This importance of  the veneration of holy relics was confirmed by the 
Fathers of the 7th Ecumenical Synod :  
"Our Lord Jesus Christ granted to us the relics of Saints as a salvation-
bearing source which pours forth varied benefits on the infirm. 
Consequently, those who presume to abandon the relics of the 
Martyrs: if they be hierarchs, let them be deposed." 
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The “Bishop” as a Symbol

The Bishop is the Symbol of fullness and unity of the eschatological 
community that he presides over.

The Bishop is at once both: 

• alter Christus as portrayed in the Eucharist as the presence of 
the Church [in unity].  

• alter Apostolus as he maintains the continuity of the Apostolic 
teachings  

Hippolytus of Rome 
3rd-century theologian 
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Sacraments 
Sacraments disclose and reveal God to us, and thus serve to 
make us receptive to God. 

All the Sacraments affect our personal relationship to God and to 
one another. 

In the Orthodox Church, sacraments are referred to as 
Mysteries1.

The Holy Spirit works through the Sacraments. He leads us to 
Christ who unites us with the Father. 

By participating in the Sacraments, we grow closer to God and to 
receive the gifts of the Holy Spirit. 

This process of growing closer to God is known in Orthodoxy as 
theosis. 
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Sacraments 

Although the Sacraments are addressed to each of us by name, 
they are experiences which involve the entire Church.

The Sacraments of the Orthodox Church, which date back to 
the time of the Apostles, are composed of prayers, hymns, 
scripture lessons, gestures and processions. 

The Orthodox Church does NOT reduce the Sacraments to a 
particular formula or action. So there is no one part of the 
service that is more important than the rest.

Most of the Sacraments use a portion of the 
material of creation as an outward and 
visible sign of God's revelation. Water, oil, 
bread and wine are a few of the many 
elements which the Orthodox Church uses 
in her Worship
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Sacraments of the Orthodox faith 
There has never been a universal declaration within the Orthodox Church 
that there are only seven sacraments and early Orthodox writers varied as 
to the number of sacraments1 
The best statement is that of  Fr. Alexander Schmemann, who said that  
everything is sacramental, meaning that everything God creates is 
designed to manifest his presence in the world and point back to Him. 
However the accepted seven (7) sacraments are2: 

1. Eucharist 
2. Baptism 
3. Chrismation 
4. Marriage 
5. Confession 
6. Holy Unction (anointing) 
7. Holy Orders 
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Holy Tradition includes: 
PART A

1. Defining Holy Tradition
2. Apostolic Succession
3. Holy Scripture
4. Symbols of Faith
5. Sacraments

PART B
1. Ecumenical Councils
2. The Church Fathers
3. Canons
4. Orthodox Practices
5. Icons
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Ecumenical Council 

• An Ecumenical Council is a conference of the bishops of 
the whole Christian Church convened to discuss and 
settle matters of Church doctrine and practice. 

• Derives from the Greek "Οικουμένη", 
which means "the inhabited world", 

• Referred to the Roman Empire and 
later was extended to apply to the 
world in general.
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Ecumenical Council 

1. Council of Nicea (325)  - against Arianism and declared that Christ 
is "of the same essence as the Father", adopted the original Nicean 
Creed, fixed the calculation of the date for Pascha, and recognized 
primacy of Rome. 

2. Council of Constantinople (381)  - against Arianism and 
Macedonianism, declared that Christ is "born of the Father before all 
time", revised the Nicean Creed with regards to the Holy Spirit.

3. First and Second Councils of Ephesus  (431, 449) – against 
Nestorianism, proclaimed the Virgin Mary as the Theotokos (Birth-
giver to God",  Against Pelagianisn and Eutyches, (Christ is a fusion 
of human and divine natures).
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Ecumenical Council 

4. Council of Chalcedon (451)  - against Eutyches doctrine of 
monophysitism, adopted the Chalcedonian Creed, which described 
the hypostatic union of the two natures of Christ, human and divine. 
Elevation of the bishoprics of Constantinople and Jerusalem to the 
status of patriarchates. 

5. Second Council of Constantinople (553) – condemned Origen of 
Alexandria, decreed the Theopaschite Formula. 

6. Third Council of Constantinople (680-681) – against 
Monothelitism (Christ has two natures but one will). 

7.  Second Council of Nicea (787) – against Iconoclasm - restored the 
veneration of  icons and clarified proper use of icons in worship. This
council is rejected by some Protestant denominations, which 
condemn the veneration of icons.
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Ecumenical Council 

• Due to the schism of the early Church, the acceptance of these 
councils varies widely between different branches of Christianity. 
Prior to the East-West schism the Universal Church accepted the 
first eight (8) councils (from the 4th to the 9th century) as 
Ecumenical. 

• While the Eastern Orthodox Church has not generally accepted any 
later synod as Ecumenical, the Roman Catholic Church continues to 
hold councils in Rome under the Pope and has counted twenty-one
to date.

• Anglicans and some other Protestant denominations, i.e. Lutherans, 
also accept the first seven as Ecumenical councils.

• Orthodox councils held after the great Schism are referred to as an 
“Endemousa” and are not binding on the One Church.
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The Church Fathers 

The Church Fathers are influential theologians and writers in the 
Church, particularly those of the first five centuries of Christian 
history.  
The term specifically refers to writers and teachers of the Church, 
not necessarily saints and do not include the New Testament authors. 
There are several categories of Holy Fathers recognized by the 
Orthodox and Catholic Church 

 Apostolic Fathers  – within a generation after Christ 
 Latin Fathers  – those who wrote in Latin  
 Greek Fathers  – those who wrote in Greek 
 Cappadocian Fathers  – lived in Cappadocia 
 The Desert Fathers  – those who lived mostly in the    

          deserts of Egypt 

83



Defining the Term and Criteria of 
“Church Father”

Church definition of what constitutes a "Father of the Church” 
– Orthodox doctrine and learning 
– Holiness of life 
– A certain antiquity 

The criteria by which we judge whether a writer is considered a 
"Father" or not are: 
• Citation by a general council 
• A public act in the name of the Church or a matter 

concerning the Faith 
• Public reading in Churches in early centuries 
• Citation(s) as an authority as to the Faith by some of the more 

celebrated Fathers 
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Who are Some of the 
Church Fathers? 

Apostolic Fathers 
The very earliest Church Fathers, of the first two generations 
after the Apostles of Christ
Latin Fathers
Tertullian, St. Augustine of Hippo, St. Ambrose of Milan, and 
St. Jerome, the translator of the Vulgate
Greek Fathers
St. Irenaeus of Lyons  Clement of Alexandria, Origen, 
St. Athanasius of Alexandria, St. John Chrysostom, St Symeon
Cappadocian Fathers
Basil the Great, Gregory the Theologian, and Gregory of Nyssa
The Desert Fathers
These include Anthony the Great, Pachomius and the Elder 
Paisios 
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The 

Orthodox 

Canons 
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Canon Law 

Canon law is the tradition of the 
canonical legislation which governs 
Orthodox Church life. It touches on 
every aspect of Church life 
including morals and ethics.

These laws, or canonical traditions, 
are invested with authority of 
bishops who, only through synod or 
council, can interpret, execute, 
validate, amend, or revoke these 
laws.
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Canon Law 

The Apostolic Canons and EC Decisions are collected in a book 
called The Rudder (Pedalion):

The Rudder was compiled on Mount Athos and was first published 
in A.D.1800.

This term is used as a symbol of the ship of the One Holy Catholic 
and Apostolic Church of the Orthodox Christians and include the 
canons of:

• The Holy Apostles

• Decisions of the Councils, ecumenical as well as regional

• Writing of the Holy Fathers of the Church

These writings are preserved in the original Greek text, for the 
sake of authenticity, and explanations are offered in a modern 
language to make easier understanding of the intent and meaning. 
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Orthodox Practices 
1. Signing of the cross 

2. Byzantine Chanting 

3. Lighting of Candles 

4. Prostrations 

a) Slight bow 

b) Kneeling 

c) Full prostration 

5. Parishioner participation (ie. baking prosphoro) 

6. Fasting 

7. Use of intercessory prayers 
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Use and Purpose of Icons 

http://orthodoxinfo.com/general/icon_function.aspx

Holy icons serve a number of purposes in the Orthodox 
Church, which includes: 

• Enhancing the beauty of a church. 
• Instructing the laity in matters pertaining to the 
 Christian faith.  
• A means of veneration  which lifts our minds up to the 
 prototypes which the icons symbolize.
• Arousing us to imitate the virtues of the holy 
 personages depicted on them. 
• Helping to transform us and to sanctify us
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