A Second Open Letter to His Holiness, Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew

Regarding the Persecution of the Monks of Esphigmenou Monastery
December 13/26, 2006
Protocol #1206-0412
His All-Holiness, BARTHOLOMEOS

Archbishop of Constantinople

The Phanar

Istanbul, Turkey

Most Beloved and Holy Father and Master,

Once again, I write to Your All-Holiness, with all due respect and humility, to express my sorrow and concern regarding Your All-Holiness’ continued persecution of the monks of the Holy Esphigmenou Monastery on Mt. Athos.

The recent events of December 7/20, 2006, on which day monks, at your instruction, laid siege to the Monastery of Esphigmenou and attacked the rightful monks of the Monastery with crow bars and other weapons is nothing less than deplorable. What shepherd would strike at the sheep entrusted to his care and cause them physical harm?

As a result of this vicious attack, which has now garnered the attention of international news services such as the Associated Press and CNN, seven monks were injured and subsequently hospitalized.  What will Your All-Holiness do or say if one or more of the monks die as a result of your despicable and inhumane behavior? What half-truths and outright lies will Your All-Holiness tell to the world in an attempt to cover up your barbaric and criminal behavior? Four monks have already died because Your All-Holiness has denied them basic human necessities such as food, heat and medical assistance. How many more will have to die in order to satisfy your uncanonical pursuits?
Your All-Holiness seeks to make the monks of Esphigmenou appear in the eyes of the world as schismatics and rebels, as disobedient sons of the Church and violators of good Church order and discipline. Yet, these men are guilty of nothing. They are not disobedient sons of the Church, they are defenders of it. They are not violators of good Church order and discipline for they have invoked the Canons as their foundation and guide in opposing your uncanonical ecumenical pursuits and heterodoxy.
The recent visit of His Holiness, Pope Benedict XVI of the Roman Catholic Church to the Ecumenical Patriarchate in November of this year did much to elevate the Orthodox Church in the eyes of the world. It also did much to create a more visible recognition of Your Holiness in every corner of the world, especially in the eyes of more than 1 billion Catholics. At no other time in the contemporary history of the Orthodox Church did a papal visit make such a significant impression in the hearts and minds of Christians everywhere. Not even did the 1979 visit of Pope John Paul II to Turkey make as significant an impact as did this past November’s visit to Turkey of His Holiness, Pope Benedict XVI.  
The Pope’s visit was significant in many ways, not the least of which was that it enhanced Your All-Holiness’ worldwide recognition and presence and silently confirmed, at least in your own mind, Your assertion that you are the spiritual leader of the world’s 300 million Orthodox Christians. Truly, the Pope’s visit to the Phanar and the various photo ops gave the impression to the world that Your All-Holiness is, without a doubt, the spiritual leader of all Orthodox Christians throughout the world. It was a magnificent public relations effort and one of the greatest pieces of propaganda ever put out. It may have fooled some, but it did not fool those who know and understand Orthodox ecclesiology fully and clearly.
Non-Orthodox Christians, especially the world’s one billion Catholics may now view Your All-Holiness as the spiritual leader of the Orthodox Church, but the majority of Orthodox Christians know you to be what you truly are: the spiritual leader of less than 3,000 faithful in Turkey and approximately 1.5 million Greek Orthodox Christians in the so-called “diaspora.”  

Truly, the Pope’s visit to the Ecumenical Patriarchate gave Your All-Holiness immediate worldwide presence, a presence which you could not have attained on your own. In short, Your All-Holiness used the power and presence of the papal office to bolster your own presence in the eyes of the world. Given the difficulties experienced by the Patriarchate in Turkey, this is not a bad thing. However, your personal agenda behind the Pope’s visit is what is problematic.  Even the most outspoken critics of Rome would have to admit that the Pope is truly a man of peace, that he is sincere in his desire to see the wounds of Christianity healed and that he desires to make real our Lord’s desire that “all may be one.” How that is achieved remains to be seen, but we all know that there can be no compromise in the things of the Orthodox Faith. Nevertheless, there is sincerity in the Pope which cannot be denied.

Your All-Holiness blatantly used the Pope’s visit as an occasion to consolidate your own power and position within the Orthodox Church and to put before the world the falsehood that you possess complete and unquestioned juridical authority over the entire Orthodox Church.
Does Your All-Holiness truly believe in your heart that you are the defender of the Orthodox faith, the center of unity for all Orthodox Christians worldwide? If you can honestly answer “yes” to this question then why does Your All-Holiness continue by your actions to divide the Church of Christ? Why do you continue to foster disunity and set the house up so that it will fall in upon itself? On an almost daily basis Your All-Holiness chips away at the foundation of the Church, systematically removing one by one the foundation stones which for centuries have supported the house in which we live. Each day, the house weakens and the faithful are left to their own efforts to repair the damage that is being done by you.
How can Your All-Holiness persecute the monks of Esphigmenou when all they are doing is defending the Church and protecting the foundation upon which it is built? The holy fathers of Esphigmenou denounce Your All-Holiness’ involvement in the Ecumenical movement because Your All-Holiness treats all other ecclesial bodies as “Churches”, equal in status to the Orthodox Church. This is heresy. There is but one Church and it is the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church established by the blood of Christ and confirmed on the day of Pentecost. It is that same Church which we call the Orthodox Church.

For Your All-Holiness to acknowledge such ecclesial communities as the Anglicans, Lutherans, Methodists, etc. as being “Churches” in their own right flies against the Orthodox understanding of Church. While Christians of other denominations may be very pious people, they are nevertheless outside the Church. It is our responsibility to bring them the Truth, to be to them beacons of light which guide their way home.

True ecumenism is a form of evangelization and should be encouraged and practiced by all in the Church, but it must be a true ecumenism, an ecumenism which is witness and presence but not compromise. Real ecumenism is not politically correct but is gentle, compassion but always bears witness to the Truth. To pray with non-Orthodox Christians in a manner or in liturgical settings which acknowledges them as being equal to the Orthodox Church is very wrong. It is this kind of ecumenism that the holy fathers of Esphigmenou stand in opposition to. 

During the Divine Liturgy held at the Cathedral of St. George on the Feast of St. Andrew the First-called, the patronal feast of the Church of Constantinople, at which His Holiness, Pope Benedict was present, the Pope recited the Lord’s Prayer. This caused great scandal and confusion among many Orthodox Christians. It was seen by many, even the moderate minded, to be inappropriate. Your All-Holiness should have considered very carefully how such a thing would be received by the faithful. While there are most certainly times in the course of human events that we can, and even should, join together as the human family to pray for God’s mercy and blessings (i.e. a national or international disaster or tragedy, etc), having the Pope recite the Lord’s Prayer during the Divine Liturgy was a bad judgment call. 
While there are many in the Orthodox Church who consider the Church of Rome to be a “Sister Church”, there are nevertheless many others who do not subscribe to this idea. As a bishop, especially one with such a high public profile, Your All-Holiness must consider everyone and take into consideration how your actions and words will be received and understood by the entire Church, not just a part of it.

As I pointed out to Your All-Holiness in my previous letter of October 20, 2006, there are many in the Church who do not support Your All-Holiness’ ecumenical ideals and pursuits. As the center of unity for all the Orthodox Churches throughout the world, Your All-Holiness is obligated to consult with the other Patriarchs and the heads of the other autocephalous and Local Churches, seeking their advice and counsel on such an important matter. On such matters, there should always be a consensus of the bishops, so that there is truly a unified voice and position.
It saddens me that Your All-Holiness treats your flock with such disdain and disinterest and does not seek the counsel of the Church in such important matters. Your actions in the matter of Esphigmenou continue to be an embarrassment for the Church. Unfortunately, this is not an isolated incident.

Your All-Holiness expects, even demands, silent obedience from the faithful without any interest in their spiritual health.  Your All-Holiness’ single doctrine seems to be “Pray, Pay and Obey.” This concept seems to permeate throughout the Church under your leadership. It is evidenced even more by some of the other sad events, apart from Esphigmenou, that are presently taking place in the Church under your omophorion. For example, in the Holy Metropolis of New Jersey of the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America, the faithful are up in arms over the way priests and faithful are being treated by their Metropolitan. Reports have even circulated that the Metropolitan of New Jersey physically struck one of his deacons yet the alleged incident has not been investigated by either the Metropolis or the Archdiocesan authorities. Does Your All-Holiness really care about what is going on in the Church?
Your All-Holiness consistently asserts that you are the spiritual leader of the world’s 300 million Orthodox Christians. You see yourself as being the counterpart to the Pope of Rome in the Orthodox world, very easily ignoring the fact that Your All-Holiness is but one of several Patriarchs in the Orthodox Church, many of whom shepherd much larger Local Churches than the Church of Constantinople.
At the end of the Divine Liturgy which Pope Benedict XVI attended, when both Your Holinesses’ were standing on the balcony to give a joint blessing, Your All-Holiness reached over and grabbed the arm of the Pope and raised it in a victory gesture. Did Your All-Holiness do it because you thought you achieved some sort of victory? Was the victory a personal victory for Your All-Holiness, one in which you believed Your All-Holiness achieved the validation of the Pope of Rome and the viewing world as the spiritual leader of the world’s Orthodox Christians? Where does such an assertion put His Holiness, Patriarch Alexey II of Moscow and All Russia who shepherds the largest Orthodox Church in the world, with over 100 million faithful? The Moscow Patriarchate far surpasses the Church of Constantinople in size, scope and activity. It has thousands of bishops, priests, deacons and monastics. The number of monastics and monasteries in Russia far exceeds those under the spiritual care of Your All-Holiness on Mt. Athos. I would venture to say that the potential for problems arising among the thousands of monastics in Russia would be greater in proportion to Mt. Athos, but do you think the Patriarch of Moscow would deal with such problems in the same manner as Your All-Holiness is dealing with the monks of Esphigmenou, by inflicting physical violence upon them and systematically killing them off by starving them and denying them medical attention?
Let me ask you All-Holiness, would the Pope of Rome treat his spiritual children the way you are treating the monks of Esphigmenou? Would he cut off their food, oil, medical supplies and cause their deaths? I believe one could reasonably answer “No” to this question. What would Your All-Holiness do if appeals were made to His Holiness, Pope Benedict XVI on a humanitarian basis to stop the inhumane treatment of the monks of Esphigmenou? How would Your All-Holiness react or respond? Would Your All-Holiness heed the Pope’s advice or tell him to mind his own business, that he had no business interfering in the affairs of another Church? 

Do you think for one minute that Pope Benedict, the man with whom Your All-Holiness has such a close relationship, and whom Your All-Holiness truly needs as a defense against the persecution of the Church of Constantinople, would support Your All-Holiness in the way you treat your spiritual children? I think not. Apart from the office which he holds, Pope Benedict XVI is a man of holiness and sincerity, of humility and genuine love. You can see it in his eyes and in the way he carries himself. One does not see holiness and sincerity, humility or compassion in the personage of Your All-Holiness. 
Let me remind Your All-Holiness that the entire monastic community of Mt. Athos twice voiced their concerns to you about your uncanonical ecumenical practices and they singularly denounced them on both occasions. The first time was on November 25/December 8, 1993 when they wrote in response to the Balamand Agreement and the second was on May 11/24, 1999. In both letters, which were signed by representatives of all the Twenty Ruling Monasteries and their dependencies, pleas were made to Your All-Holiness to stop your uncanonical endeavors. Over time, most of the monasteries caved in under pressure to your will while Esphigmenou remained steadfast in its opposition. Because they refuse to abandon their consciences, Your All-Holiness seeks to silence the monks of Esphigmenou with violence and persecution.
Your All-Holiness has abandoned the Canons of the Church and sees fit to impose your own personal will upon the Church. Due process under Canon Law, which is an inherent right of every baptized member of the Church, has been abrogated and replaced with physical violence and brutality. Conciliarity has been wiped away and replaced with a totalitarian dictatorship. Instead of acting in the person of Jesus Christ, Your All-Holiness acts like the Pharisees and the High Priests of the Temple who sought to destroy Christ.

Your ministry as a bishop, dear brother in Christ, is to shepherd and protect Christ’s Church. It is Christ who is the head of the Church and Your All-Holiness is but one of His anointed priests. How can Your All-Holiness, in good conscience, do such things to God’s children, especially those who are elderly and frail and in need of our love and compassion? Rather than persecuting the monks of Esphigmenou, Your All-Holiness would do much better by being a servant among them, asking their forgiveness and feeding them and attending to their spiritual and physical wounds, which you have inflicted upon them. Your All-Holiness should also ask forgiveness of the Most Holy Theotokos, for you have violated her sacred garden and brought disgrace, pain and sorrow to it.  Surely, the Virgin weeps because of what is happening on her Holy Mountain. 
Remember, All-Holiness, that the clergy and faithful whom you serve as Archpastor and shepherd are God’s people, His children and His servants, having been baptized in His name and sealed with the Gift of the Holy Spirit. By violating them, Your All-Holiness sins against God’s creation, a creation which you profess to uphold as being sacred and noble.
Your ministry is not a ministry of power, All-Holiness, but rather a ministry of service and unity. Your All-Holiness is not lord or prince over the people you shepherd but rather their servant. As bishops, we are the servants of all. We gird ourselves with the towel of sanctification and wash the feet of all those given to our care. We serve and guide, we do not rule.  Our Archpastoral ministry must always abide in the spirit and love of Jesus Christ and in true service to others.
Your All-Holiness, we must work diligently to bring all people into the Body of Christ. The individual gifts which have been given to every man and woman are to be brought together by us, His bishops and priests, for the good of the Church, to build up and strengthen the Body of Christ. Your All-Holiness’ present behavior is rending the Body of Christ and inflicting many painful wounds upon it. I implore Your All-Holiness to stop this unchristian and unorthodox behavior immediately.
Once again I call upon all Orthodox Christians everywhere to protest Your All-Holiness' behavior and to demand an immediate end to the mistreatment and persecution of the monks of Esphigmenou Monastery. Your All-Holiness’ persistence in this abominable behavior will only serve to further divide the Church and weaken its presence and spiritual voice in the world. No number of papal interactions will save or restore the credibility Your All-Holiness is rapidly losing and, if Your All-Holiness continues in this vein, you may even lose the support and validation of Rome, which you seem to so readily desire and need.
The faithful are losing confidence in Your All-Holiness and you risk losing their love and respect. I urge Your All-Holiness to repent of your actions, to seek forgiveness from those whom you have injured, both physically and spiritually, and to do penance for the sins you have committed. We are all required as members of the Body of Christ to be our brother’s keeper and in charity to bring to light those occasions when we stray from God’s ways and do things which are wrong and inappropriate for those who bear the name of Christ.
It is easy and natural to love those who agree with us and share our ideas and beliefs, it is much more difficult to love those who disagree with us and oppose us. But God loves us all, no matter how stubborn and self-willed we are. He loves even the most difficult of His children and does not turn His back on them. He does not abandon us or hurt us or cause us harm. Is Your All-Holiness greater than God Himself?
One cannot simply say he loves, All-Holiness. Love has to be put into action.  Love without action remains only a word and has no meaning. God is love and His love is active. As bishops we are the visible vessels of God’s love in this fallen world, we are the bridge between the human and divine, between mankind and the God Who created us. The actions of Your All-Holiness and the path which you have chosen to walk have broken that bond and are turning people against God, against Christ and His Church. I implore Your All-Holiness to turn from the path of darkness you have chosen and return to the Light.
Remember, most Holy Father, that whatever deeds of darkness we commit in our lives contaminates the minds and lives of others, while our righteous acts of love, of compassion and mercy, may inspire and uplift the minds and ways of others and lead them closer to God. By persecuting the monks of Esphigmenou and by ordering acts of violence against them, you tell your flock, and the world, that violence and hostility are acceptable ways of dealing with those who disagree with and oppose us.
Think of what you are doing All-Holiness. You risk much by your present course of action and even imperil the Church of Constantinople, further weakening its already tenuous position, especially in Turkey. As a Turkish citizen can you really afford to embarrass the Turkish government at so crucial at time when it seeks membership into the European Union? Questions abound in the minds of many about Turkey’s human rights violations. How does it look to the world now that the head of a religious group based in Turkey is practicing the same human rights violations his country is accused of violating? Does Your All-Holiness believe that your current actions against Esphigmenou will help the Patriarchate’s cause in getting the Theological School at Halki reopened? This debacle can only be seen by the Turkish government in a negative light and further strengthen their argument for secularism. Religion must be positioned in a positive light, as something beneficial and useful for the people, not something negative and harmful. It must be  a real positive, not a perceived positive.
I implore Your All-Holiness to please stop the inhumane and barbaric behavior you have undertaken. The Church is suffering greatly because of it.
Please be assured of my continued and earnest prayers All-Holiness. It is my sincere hope that Your All-Holiness will have a change of heart and that love and compassion with reign within it and that Your All-Holiness will be a model of charity, love and compassion for us all.
Commending Your All-Holiness to God's mercy and love and asking your prayers upon my unworthiness, I remain,
Your Brother and Concelebrant before the Lord,

Most Rev. Archbishop Stephen 
Bishop of Utica

Metropolitan of Siracusa and of the Americas and Canada
Primate of the Italo-Greek Orthodox Church
December 13/26, 2006

Feast of Virgin Martyr Lucy of Syracuse
