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Summaries

The Trinity at the Council of Florence—A Model
for Dogmatic Pluralism ?

Hans-Jiirgen MARX

At the conclusion of long and sometimes tortuous deliberations
at the Council of Florence (1438/9) representatives of the
Eastern and Western Churches decided that, with regard to the
procession of the Holy Spirit, the eastern formula “through the
son” means substantially the same as the western ‘“from the
Son”, that both formulas, though different in terminology,
therefore express the same truth of faith. In recent theological
discussions this decision quite often has been quoted as implying
a de-facto recognition of what nowadays is being called pluralism
in dogmatic formulas.

The scope of the present study is to show that the Florentine
decision implies something very different from pluralism. As a
matter of fact, the point in dispute at the council itself as well
as during the centuries old controversy between East and West
really never was the relationship between the two formulas
“through the Son” and “from the Son” but rather the question,
whether the Holy Spirit proceeds “only from the Father”, asthe
Eastern Church claims, or whether He proceeds “also from the
Son”, as the Western Church maintains. The council therefore
had to deal with two Trinitarian models which, as a result of
the long and mostly bitter controversy, were then sadly opposed
to each other.

The council effectively decided that the procession of the Holy
Spirit must be understood in accordance with the western model,
by defining that the Holy Spirit proceeds from both: the Father
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and the Son as from one principle and one spiration; that further-
more the Son has to be recognized as being in Latin “principium”,
in Greek airia for the subsistence of the Holy Sp rit. By doing
so, the council failed to examine in depth the spiritual and
linguistic preconditions, which on each side had led to the
adoption of the respective model. 1t thus served only to widen
the split between the Eastern and the Western Churches. The
main responsibility for this, it must be said, lies with the
western representatives, who quite uncompromisingly insisted on
a literal translation of typically Latin concepts into the Greek
language, applying thus the technical terms érmopevcafac together
with & and airia to the relationship between the Holy Spirit
and the Son, whereas the Eastern Church, since the patristic
age, consistently had restricted these terms to the relationship
between the Holy Spirit and the Father.

If therefore anything is to be gained from this in terms of
today’s discussion about pluralism, then one ought to look at
the Council of Florence as an example of how not to transfer
concepts and thought patterns, valid in one spiritual environment,
to another which is determined by quite different concepts and
patterns of thought.



