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Fr Yves Congar, a French Dominican (1904-1995), has made a great contribution
to the renewal of Roman Catholic ecclesiology during the XXt century.2 With others,
through his theology he anticipated and opened the way to the Second Vatican
Council (1962-1965).

His ecclesiological thought is characterized, first, by a “return to the sources of
the faith” - the Bible, the Western and Eastern Fathers, the living Tradition of the
Church - and second, by its ecumenical openness. Fr Congar turned particularly to
Protestants, but also to other Christians. The Orthodox especially had a strong
influence on him, much more perhaps than he has indicated in his writings. In this
short contribution, I would like to sketch this Eastern influence and Fr Congar's
main contacts with the Orthodox before the Second Vatican Council.

At the beginning of this century, the theological Faculty of the Dominicans of
Paris (Le Saulchoir) had resettled in Belgium, close to Tournai, because of the anti-
clerical laws of the French at that time. Later, “Saint Basil's Russian Seminary” was
established by Frs H. ]. Omez and Chr. Dumont, O.P., in Lille (France), just across the
border from Tournai. It was a center of clerical formation, committed by Pope Pius
XI to the French Dominicans, to provide for the further development of Russian
“Uniatism” and a better knowledge of Russian Christian culture. By 1927, that
“unionist” institution enjoyed a great prestige at Le Saulchoir, where Fr Congar was
studying. There were many contacts between both seminaries; thus, a door to

Eastern theology and liturgy was open to the students of Le Saulchoir, where Fr
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Congar made his first important discoveries about Russian Orthodoxy.3

In 1930 he was ordained priest. The following year, as soon as he had completed
his Lectorat (a kind of Master of Theology degree), he immediately began teaching
at Le Saulchoir in October. By January of 1932 he had only six months remaining of
the year of supplementary studies to which he was entitled; so he went to Paris,
where he studied until June. He took a course on rational sociology at the Institut
Catholique (Fr D. Lallement), two on Martin Luther (G. Lebras and E. Gilson), and
two courses with A. Lecerf and A. Jundt at the Protestant Theological Faculty.*

In Paris he did not just attend lectures; he also frequented the French-Russian
Circle, a place of encounter between Orthodox, Protestants and Roman Catholics.
There he met some Russian émigrés, among them Nicolas Berdiaev and Fr Serge
Boulgakov. He also got acquainted with Fr Lev Gillet, a Roman Catholic priest who
became Orthodox.> At the Institut Catholique, Fr Congar discovered Fr A. Gratieux,
who gave courses about A. S. Khomiakov and the Slavophile movement (the notion
of “sobornost,” as we shall see, would have repercussions on the Congarian
conception of the “collegiality” of the Church).6 About the same time, he visited Dom
Lambert Beauduin, the founder of the monastery of Amay in Belgium (established
there in 1925 and moved to Chevetogne in 1939) and of the periodical Irénikon
(1926). This monastery worshipped (and still does) in two chapels simultaneously,
in the Latin and Russian Byzantine rites, to anticipate spiritually and liturgically the
unity between the Western and Eastern Churches. The Dominican of Le Saulchoir
stayed in Amay a few days during the summer of 1932. There he met Fr P. Couturier,
an initiator of spiritual ecumenism, who organized the Week of Universal Prayer for
the Unity of Christians, “to retrieve unity according to the will of God as and when

He wills it.””7
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In 1935, Fr Congar was invited to take part in the “French-Russian Retreats”:
encounters which, during the week-end of Pentecost, gathered Protestants,
Orthodox and, more recently, Roman Catholic students. He gave these encounters a
tone of greater trust and frankness, as he gathered people of competence and good
will at the service of Christian Unity.? So great was his reputation that he was asked
to preach at the “Solemn Octave of Prayers for the Unity of the Christian World”
which was held in the Basilica of Montmartre (Paris) from January 18 to 25, 1936.°
He delivered eight lectures which formed the basis of his famous book, Chrétiens
désunis (1937). Attendance varied from 800 to 2000, depending on the days; at the
end of the series, both Orthodox and Protestants questioned him during debates at
Saint Sergius Institute or at the Federation of Protestant Students.1? This provided
another point of contact with Orthodoxy.

Orthodox influences can be detected in the vocabulary of Chrétiens désunis. In a
language that emphasizes its visible and social aspects, the Church is presented as a
theophany or a christophany in a collective and societal form: the mystical and
visible Body of Christ.1! [ also observe that Fr Congar uses a word of V. S. Soloviev,
without referring explicitly to him, in order to characterize the catholicity of the
Church which is the main and the newest notion of Chrétiens désunis: he describes
the Church as a theandric reality.'? Indeed, the catholicity of the Church is

qualitative and dynamic:13 it has the divine capacity of transfiguring and saving

Couturier).

¥ Cf. Y. Congar, op. cit., pp. 29-32; E. Fouilloux, op. cit, pp. 227-230.

’ The “initiative of consecrating to the prayer for unity the days that unite the two feasts of the
Cathedra of Saint Peter in Rome and the conversion of Saint Paul” was born in the Anglican world in
1907 under the impulse of Fr Paul James Francis Watson, an Episcopalian, and of the Rev. Spencer
James, “pro-papal” Anglican; it was approved by Pius X in 1909. Cf. Y. Congar, Chrétiens désunis.
Principes d'un « cecuménisme » catholique, Unam Sanctam, no. 1 (Paris, Cerf, 1937), pp. IX-X; R. Rouse
- S. C. Neill (ed.), A History of the Ecumenical Movement 1517-1948 (London, S.P.C.K.,, 1954), pp. 348-
349. It is to this “unionist Catholic” Octave that Fr Couturier would give a new spirit, really
ecumenical, cf. footnote 7.

1 Cf. E. Fouilloux, op. cit,, pp. 230-231.

11 Cf. Y. Congar, Chrétiens désunis, pp. 88-90.

12 The “theandrism” or “Godmanhood” is a very important axis of the “incarnational” and sacramental
ecclesiology of Fr Congar: on the word and the theme, cf. Chrétiens désunis, pp. 119-121. Concerning
V. S. Soloviev, one can refer to his book written for a Western Catholic public, La Russie et I’Eglise
universelle (Paris, Albert Savine, 1889). Fr Congar read this book in its second Stock edition, cf.
Chrétiens désunis, p. 85,n.1,97,n.1, 101, n. 1, 258, n. 1, and 273, n. 3. At the time of the publication of
Chrétiens désunis, there was foreseen in the same collection (Unam Sanctam) the edition of V.
Soloviev, Conférences sur le Théandrisme universel, translated in French by Dom Th. Belpaire, cf. the
advertising insert in Chrétiens désunis of 1937.

13 In 1934, in one of his first important ecclesiological articles in English, Fr G. Florovsky also stated
that the catholicity of the Church is not quantitative or geographical, but in a different sense from Fr



humanity throughout the world. The Church, the Body of Christ, constitutes the very
relationship and covenant between the unity of the Holy Trinity and the multiplicity
of creation. In other words, the Church is unity of the “given” (the grace of God) and
of the “acted” (the action or cooperation of mankind) in Christ (Qeovg - ajnhvr).
Still in the same book, one can ask if Fr Congar's original notion of ecumenicity
was not inspired by what he saw as the way in which some Orthodox theologians
articulated ecumenism and ecclesiology. They distinguished an ecumenical Church
— that would have the fullness of the truth — from the Orthodox Church as a
denomination, bearing necessarily the marks of human limitation. From this
perspective, the Orthodox Church is truer than the others, but its truth will remain
incomplete until the fullness of the ecumenical Church is accomplished in and
beyond it — beyond its present narrow denominational limits.1* It is exactly the
reasoning that the French theologian applies to the Roman Catholic Church: this is
the very Church, it is catholic, but it is not yet fully or perfectly catholic. The Roman
Catholic Church, fully catholic from the point of view of the dynamic capacities of its
living substance, realizes this catholicity explicitly, but only imperfectly.l> Until the
authentic spiritual experiences of the other Christian denominations have been
integrated to the visible (Roman Catholic) Church, something is evidently missing in

its catholicity, from the point of view of its actual and effective realization.1®

After the Second World War, Fr Congar renewed his commitment to active
ecumenism in his lectures, in his writings and his regular participation in
encounters with Protestants and Orthodox. He collaborated closely with the “Centre
Istina” of Fr Chr. Dumont (this Center, then in Paris, had evolved from Saint Basil's
Russian Seminary of Lille). He also frequented the monastery of Chevetogne. Both

these Roman Catholic centers were no longer turned only to the Christian East, but
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henceforth were fully open to ecumenism in all its dimensions.l” On February 13,
1948, the Dominican ecumenist received a request from Fr G. Florovsky on behalf of
the Geneva Office (W. A. Visser't Hooft) for a list of a dozen persons whom he
believed to be the most appropriate to represent the Roman Catholic Church
privately. Geneva would agree with his list. The position of some members of the
Roman Catholic Hierarchy, especially of the Holy Office, did not allow the
negotiations between Fr Congar and Geneva to he successful, but this contact
showed how much the Geneva “Ecumenical Office” trusted and appreciated the
French ecclesiologist.1® Otherwise, in Fr Congar's 1952 book, written from the per-
spective of an ecumenical celebration of the Fifteenth Centennial of Chalcedon, I find
an identity of views between him and Fr Florovsky: the Church has to be conceived
according to the hypostatic union of the two natures in Christ, defined at Chalcedon;
the Church is also both human and divine, historical and eschatological, horizontal
and vertical according to the logic of the Incarnation, even if the “incarnation” in the
Church is different from that of Christ.1° I mention the fact of that identity of views
without being able to tell whether there is a direct influence of the one on the other.
In his main book, Jalons pour une théologie du laicat (1953), the French
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Dominican referred explicitly to the “sobornost’ ” of the Slavophile thinkers, a
concept famous in the West since the Russian emigration subsequent to 1917. He
started from this idea in order to consider not only a “principle of collegiality” in the
hierarchical order but also a “communitarian principle” on the level of the whole

rm”n

Church. Therefore he suggested translating “sobornost’ ” as “collegiality” in the com-
prehensive sense of “communion.” Thus he tried, according to his own words, to
mean what was deeply true and “catholic” in that notion.2°

Since 1950, with the publication of the Encyclical Humani generis and the

promulgation of the dogma of the Assumption by Pope Pius XII, Roman Catholic
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ecumenists had been in a more difficult position than ever before. Nevertheless, Fr
Congar, with other Roman Catholics, had gone on courageously in his ecumenical
commitment. In 1952 he edited the book mentioned above for the centennial of
Chalcedon. At the approach of the commemoration of the “lamentable rupture”
between West and East (1054-1954), he dedicated the “Week of Universal Prayer
for Unity” in January, 1954, to a lecture tour in the Near East. In Istanbul he was
even received by Patriarch Athenagoras, who told him: “If the pope opens the way,
I'll follow him.”?1 The ecumenist had also prepared an historical study on “the
‘schism’ of East”: Neuf cents ans apres. This constituted the first of eight parts that
made up the two volumes offered to Dom Lambert Beauduin, founder of the Amay-
Chevetogne monastery: L'Eglise et les Eglises. Neuf siécles de douloureuse séparation
entre 1'Orient et I'Occident. The title of the book is indicative of the fact that the
Roman Catholic ecumenists kept on multiplying ecclesiological studies: among
others, on Roman primacy and on Tradition. They also began to rediscover the
theology of the episcopate, mainly by means of the Chevetogne periodical,
Irénikon.?? This progressive rediscovery was, at least in part, one effect of the
ecumenical encounters with Orthodox, among others, that took place at Chevetogne
every month of September since 1942.23 Fr Congar's study on the “Schism” was
done from the same perspective of a better knowledge of the Christian East and
chiefly of Eastern ecclesiology. A better understanding of the progressive cultural
estrangement between West and East also enabled the Dominican to evaluate the
tragic events of 1054 more historically and ecumenically.?4 On the theological level,
here for the first time in his books Fr Congar was taking the local Church into
account more explicitly than ever. The latter exists in a synodal relationship of
communion with other local Churches. He compared this with the Western
conception of a “universal Church” and of the role of the local Church of Rome. He

also compared the situation of the Eastern Churches in their relationship with
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Rome, as contrasted with the Western Churches in theirs. Thus the Roman Catholic
theologian proposed a duality in the exercise of the Roman primacy, which would
not have the same role in West and in East. In the East, it would have an arbitral
function, but not without “a real power of jurisdiction.”2> The author pleaded for “an
authentic catholicity, within which apostolic Christianity may exist according to its
Eastern tradition and its Eastern shape under the primacy of the cathedra Petri.”?¢
In this book he described clearly the specificity of Eastern ecclesiology: a theology of
the local Church rooted in mystery and sacraments. The primary concern of this
ecclesiology was the local Church; its secondary concern was communion among
local Churches. In the West there developed a concept of a universal Church with a
universal apostolic function.?’ Finally, in the double perspective of unity and diver-
sity, Fr Congar wished that the universal Church might be “a body of which East and
West are like the two sides,” and Rome “the visible head of the body, balancing its
movements in unity.”?8

This look at the writings and life of Fr Congar might be deepened and extended to
his works subsequent to Vatican I1.2° One would see still better how much he has
been influenced by his Orthodox contacts and readings; influences of the French
Dominican on Orthodox theologians could perhaps also be noted. However, the
correlations between Fr Congar, Vatican Council II and Eastern theologians could be
explained more deeply, beyond direct influences, because all returned to the same
sources: the Scripture and the Patristic Tradition. Nevertheless, for Roman Catholics
the return to common ancient Tradition has often been facilitated and promoted by

ecumenical meetings with Orthodox.
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