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The Crucial Problem in Latin-Byzantine
Relations During the Middle Ages

Hans-Jirgen MARX

One summer afternoon in the year 1054, as a service was about
to begin in the Great Church of Hagia Sophia at Constantinople,
the Papal legate Humbert de Silva Candida strolled up to the
altar and placed a Bull of Excommunication upon it. As he mar-
ched out, a deacon ran after him in distress imploring him to
take back the Bull. What Humbert refused at that time, was be-
latedly accepted by the bishops gathered at the Second Vatican
Council. During their last general asembly, December 7, 1965,
they solemnly revoked Humbert’s Bull and expressed deep
sorrow for what it had done to the unity of the Church.

Insofar as this incident of 1054 has conventionally been taken
to mark the beginning of the great schism between the Churches
of Byzantine-Greek and Roman-Latin tradition, the gesture of
the Vatican Council is of highly symbolic significance. But ec-
clesiastical union was not re-established by this single gesture,
just as the division does not date back to Humbert’s folly. As
historians now generally recognize, the schism is not really an
event whose beginning can be dated exactly. It was something
that came about gradually, as the result of a long and complica-
ted process, starting well before the eleventh century and not
completed until some time after.

As has rightly been stressed time and again, in this long and
complicated process not only religious motivations, but also po-
litical and economic influences were at werk., The present article
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attempts to show that all these theological and non-theological
factors can most adequately be summarized by the one word
filioque, denoting thereby not so much the trinitarian controversy
surrounding this word, but rather the unilateral act by which the
western Church, at some time during the eighth century, had
interpolated it into the Constantinopolitan Creed. Up to the pre-
sent day, western theologians, Protestants and Catholics alike
have always tended to dismiss this issue as being devoid of any
real bearing on the question of ecclesiasticl unjon. Since the
early days of the controversy, eastern theologians, however, have
consistently stressed that the filioque really constitutes the single
most important issue diving the two churches.

In historical retrospective, one is forced to accept the latter pro-
position as valid. The present aricle first sketches the develop-
ment of Latin-Byzantine relations from the establishment of the
Carolingian empire over the shameful history of the crusades up
to the Council of Florence (1438/9), which for the last time
attempted to re-establish ecclesiatical union and thereby salvage
the moribund empire of Byzantium. From this sketch it becomes
utterly clear that the filioque, with all its ideological implica-
tions, really was the one decisive factor, which first led to the
schism and then continued to deepen it ever more. Secondly, by
focusing on the purely theological aspect, as exemplified by the
discussions between eastern and western representatives at the
Council of Florence, it is shown that behind the controversy
lies a diametrically opposed concept of what kind of criterion
guarantees union in one and the same faith.

In accordance with tradition, the eastern Church appealed to a
material criterion, which had to consist in one and the same
creed, transmitted from the early Church to each new generation
of believers. As long as the creed remained untouched by any



— 138 - -

alterations, the Church could permit a great variety of dogmatic
formulas, different liturgies and divergences in ecclesiastical
discipline. The one creed was sufficient proof that all were in
conformity with the faith of the early Church. To this proof,
however, the western Church could not stand up. By interpola-
ting its particular brand of trinitarian dogma into the creed, it
had altered its original form, thereby cutting itself off not only
from the mainstream of present day’s believers, but also from
the mainspring of Christian faith: the Church of the Seven
Ecumenical Councils. Therefore, the western Church would have
had to annul this schismatic act, by deleting the f7lioque from
the creed. This was the only condition for the resumption of
ecclesiastical union, as consistently stated by the eastern Church
from the early days of the controversy until shortly after the
Council of Florence.

In contrast, the western Church appealed to a criterion for union
in one and the same faith which was rather formal in its nature.
For, starting with the Gregorian reforms, western theologians
had grown accustomed to identifying orthodoxy with the living
magisterium, as represented above all by the pope. Being in
conformity with the teaching of the pope, therefore, was taken
as sufficient proof for union in the faith. Since it was now,
wrongly, taken for granted that the popes actually had authorized
the interpolation of the f7lioque into the Constantinopolitan
Creed, this act could not possibly imply a break in ecclesiastical
union. Furthermore, at the Second Council of Lyon (1274), the
pope had defined the western form of trinitarian theology, con-
tained in the interpolated clause, as dogma to be held by the
universal Church. In order to be in conformity with the pope’s
teaching, the eastern Church not only would have had to desist
from demanding the deletion of the filioque from the creed, it
also would have had to accept the trinitarian dogma of the
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western Church. This were the two main conditions for the
resumption of ecclesiastical union, as stated by the representati-
ves of the western Church at the Council of Florence.

The first installment of the present article ends here. The
second and final installment will show how union finally was
achieved and why it was destined to collapse shortly after the

council.



