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Introduction
Is what is sacred unchangeable? This seems to be the root of the question. However, it is primarily a 

theological question rather than a Canon Law question. So, rather than focusing directly on the 

theology of sacredness and change, this essay will consider the statements of the Canons regarding 

their sacredness and their changeability. This may appear to be a rather simple task but the issue, as 

will be seen, is not only what the Canons literally say but how we should interpret what is said, 

especially in the light of actual practice. To frame this process, this essay will critique an excellent 

chapter by Metropolitan Maximos of Sardis on the Canons, in his work on the Ecumenical 

Patriarchate and its place in the Church.1

The essay will proceed by initially looking at the most important Canon that speaks on this matter, 

which is the first Canon of the Seventh Ecumenical Council. Then the discussion will begin as to 

how to interpret this Canon. First, the theological and traditional nature of the Canons, with 

Scriptural reference and with testimonies from a prominent Canonist and a Pope, will be examined. 

Following this, reasons for not accepting the Canons as unchanging as raised by Metropolitan 

Maximos will be considered because, as we shall see, prima facie the Canons claim to be 

unchanging.  The essay will try to show that the Canons declare themselves to be sacred and 

unchanging and that this is consistent with actual practice.

A) Reading the Canons
This discussion should begin by reading the full text of the first Canon of the Seventh Ecumenical 

Council, which addresses this very issue:

That the sacred Canons are in all things to be observed.
The pattern for those who have received the sacerdotal dignity is found in the testimonies and 
instructions laid down in the canonical constitutions, which we are receiving with a glad 
mind, sing unto the Lord God in the words of the God-inspired David, saying: “I have had as 
great delight in the way of thy testimonies as in all manner of riches.”  “Thou hast 
commanded righteousness as thy testimonies for ever.”  “Grant me understanding and I shall 
live.”  Now if the word of prophesy bids us keep the testimonies of God forever and to live by 
them, it is evident that they must abide unshaken and without change. Therefore Moses, the 
prophet of God, speaketh after this manner: “To them nothing is to be added, and from them 
nothing is to be taken away.”  And the divine Apostle glorying in them cries out, “which 
things the angels desire to look into,”  and, “if an angel preach to you anything besides that 
which ye have received, let him be anathema.”  Seeing these things are so, being thus well-
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testified unto us, we rejoice over them as he that hath found great spoil, and press to our 
bosom with gladness the divine canons, holding fast all the precepts of the same, complete 
and without change, whether they have been set forth by the holy trumpets of the Spirit, the 
renowned Apostles, or by the Six Ecumenical Councils, or by Councils locally assembled for 
promulgating the decrees of the said Ecumenical Councils, or by our holy Fathers. For all 
these, being illumined by the same Spirit, defined such things as were expedient. Accordingly 
those whom they placed under anathema, we likewise anathematize; those whom they 
deposed, we also depose; those whom they excommunicated, we also excommunicate; and 
those whom they delivered over to punishment, we subject to the same penalty. And now “let 
your conversation be without covetousness,”  crieth out Paul the divine Apostle, who was 
caught up into the third heaven and heard unspeakable words.2

Here we can see that the Fathers of this Council understood the Canons to be testimonies of God 

and illumined by the Spirit, on the same level as the Gospel: “if an angel preach to you anything 

besides that which ye have received, let him be anathema.”  They also then state for this reason that 

the Canons are to be held fast to abide unshaken and without change. Thus we have a very clear 

answer to the question from the Canons themselves. The Canons are sacred and therefore 

unchanging. The task is to see whether this is to be taken at face value and what are the implications 

for implementing the Canons today.

There may be a question regarding the rhetoric used in this Canon: is it just a way of speaking? The 

Canon seems to be written for the purpose of ensuring that the Canons remain unchanging and that 

they are held strictly. The Canon also establishes a definite theological basis to support the 

unchanging nature of the Canons by equating them with God’s testimonies, which would be 

unnecessary and contrary to their purpose if they did not hold the Canons to be as such. So, it would 

reasonable that the words are to be taken at face value.

1) The Gospel and Christ’s Teaching on the Law

Although, the Gospels do not directly mention canons, as such, Christ does speak about the Law, 

especially that of the Old Testament. One comment He made is that He did not come to destroy the 

Law but to fulfil it:

Do not think that I came to abolish the Law or the Prophets. I did not come to abolish, but to 
fulfil. For assuredly I say to you, until heaven and earth may pass away, one iota or one tittle 
shall by no means pass away from the law until all things are fulfilled. Whoever therefore 
shall break one of the least of these commandments, and shall teach men thus, will be called 
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least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever does them and teaches them, he shall be called 
great in the kingdom of heaven.3

This would support the sense that the Canons are also unchanging and held firmly. 

Also, Christ, commenting on the Sabbath and understanding it in the Law, says: “The Sabbath came 

into being for the sake of man, and not man for the sake of the Sabbath. So then the Son of Man is 

Lord, even of the Sabbath.” 4 This quote expresses important principles as to how the Canons are to 

be used and interpreted.5 That is, even though they may be unchanging, they are for the sake of man 

and Christ is the Lord of the Canons. Thus, they are not to be understood in a legalistic manner6 nor 

without consideration of the persons involved but applied with compassion and love. This is 

reflected in the understanding of an “economic”  application of the Canons with them sometimes 

being set aside for the good of those concerned.7 There may be some debate about how often and 

extensively this should be used but it apparent from the Gospels that the Canons are not to be taken 

legalistically without regard for those affected.8 Also, that the Son of Man is the Lord of the Canons 

provides a reason for later Canons providing exceptions, or qualifications, (which may be seen by 

some as changes) to earlier Canons. Some of these “changes” will be examined further below.

2) Custom and Canons

Some Canons were the encoding of established custom9  and it may be said that they are all 

preserving Tradition in some way,10  although one modern canonist distinguishes Canons from 
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3 Matthew 5:17-19

4 Mark 2: 27-28

5 see Chaim N. Saiman, “Jesus’ Legal Theory: A Rabbinic Interpretation”, Journal of Law and Religion Vol 23 (June 
2007) 97-130, pp. 106-108.

6 cf. Metropolitan Dr. Panteleimon Rodopoulos, An Overview of Orthodox Canon Law, (Rollinsford NH: Orthodox 
Research Institute, 2007), p.103.

7 Ibid., pp.107-8.

8 see John H. Erickson,  The Challenge of Our Past (Crestwood N.Y.: St Vladimirs Seminary Press, 1991) Chapter 8, 
pp. 115-129.

9 Rodopoulos, An Overview of Orthodox Canon Law, pp. 61-62, although Metropolitan Panteleimon is focusing on 
custom existing alongside the Canons there are illustrations of custom being incorporated into Canons such as the 
primacy of certain Sees. See also Hamilton Hess, The Early Development of Canon Law and the Council of Serdica 
(Oxford: 2001), p. 49.

10 Erickson, The Challenge of Our Past, p. 15.



Sacred Tradition proper.11 Thus, they can be seen as a confirmation rather than a creation of Church 

practice. This is reflected in St Paul’s instructions to hold fast to the traditions whether by word or 

by mouth.12 Many of the Church’s traditions were passed on orally,13 at least in the early centuries, 

and only written down when it was needed to clarify matters. We see this codification of traditions 

beginning in the New Testament with the letter of the Council of Jerusalem14 and those that St Paul 

makes in his epistles,15  especially concerning marriage16 and Church order.17 This can also help to 

explain why adding written Canons does not need to be regarded as changing or adding to the 

Canons because it is rather a codification of oral traditions or canons.

3) Theological Aspects of the Canons

Canon 1 of the Seventh Council equates the Canons to the testimonies of God and they are 

understood to be inspired and on a par with the Sacred Scriptures. The Canons are understood then 

not as human rules, jus humanum,18 for the temporal maintenance of the Church but instructions 

and testimonies established by God.19 As such they are said to be unshakeable and unchangeable.

This understanding fits well with the Churches teaching and the Scriptural testimony of Saint Paul 

that Christ is the Head of the Church.20 It is He that directs and guides the Church and He is with 

the Church always.21 He, as God, does not change His mind and He knows the future, so He is able 

to instruct appropriately for this. However, while this supports the view of unchanging Canons, it 

does not mean that He cannot legislate for the needs of a particular time and place, although this 

would be circumstantial rather than prescribing different rules for different areas.
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11 Rodopoulos, An Overview of Orthodox Canon Law, Chapter Two.

12 2 Thessalonians 2:15

13 Canon 92 (91) of Basil

14 Acts 15:28-29

15 1 Corinthians 11:2

16 I Corinthians 7

17 1 Corinthians 14

18 Nicholas Afanasiev, “The Canons of the Church: Changeable or Unchangeable?” St Vladimir’s Seminary Quarterly 
11 (1967), p. 56 notes that jus humanum is unknown in Orthodoxy.

19 See Ibid.,  pp. 54-68, for a contrary view.

20 Ephesians 1:22-23

21 Metropolitan Maximos, The Ecumenical Patriarchate in the Orthodox Church: A study in the history and canons of 
the Church, pp. 253-54.



His directions are manifest in real terms in the decisions and instructions by the Bishops of the 

Church in the Holy Spirit, especially when they gather together in Councils; “Where two or three 

are gathered in my name I am in their midst.” 22 And also in individual Bishops, who are the public 

icons of Christ as teacher, Master and Lord.23 Hence, this explains the universal nature of Canons 

given by individual Bishops as well as those of regional and ecumenical councils. The key to the 

universality of the canons is their inspiration, not their jurisdiction, although this does have a role to 

play. Christ can speak authoritatively through one or many Bishops and His rules are for all men 

equally; He doesn’t teach one thing for one and another for another. This also ties in with Hebrews, 

where St Paul says: “Remember your leaders, who spoke the word of God to you, of whom 

considering the result of their conduct, imitate their faith. Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, 

and forever. Do not be carried away with various and strange doctrines...”.24  Here we see a 

connection between speaking the word of God, conduct, Christ’s unchanging nature and concern for 

doctrine. Although not stated explicitly, the mention of conduct would imply that rules taught by the 

Bishops under inspiration,25  i.e. Canons are also included in this framework. This also reflects the 

high regard for the Fathers in the Orthodox Church and the title “Father”  itself, which appears 

contrary to Christ expressly forbidding us to call anyone this26 unless one is to understand that those 

titled as such are permitted that title because they speak in and as Christ and not of themselves.

The presence of the Holy Spirit tends to reinforce this as another aspect of the Mystery of the 

Episcopate because the Holy Spirit makes real the presence of Christ in a material form of Whom 

each Bishop is an icon. This reinforces the fact that the canons are really the testimonies and 

commandments of Christ, i.e. God and are properly named as sacred and unchanging.

The Canons are also a reflection of the Incarnation of Christ, which is maintained in the Church. For 

the Incarnation to be true it must conform to an extent to the material world and hence acquire some 
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22 Matthew 18:20

23 cf. Epistles of St Ignatius to the Ephesians and Magnesians Chapter 6 in  “Letters” in Alexander Roberts and James 
Donaldson (eds), Ante-Nicene Fathers: The Apostolic Fathers with Justin Martyr and Irenaeus (Albany: Ages 
Software, 1997) Volume 1.

24 Hebrews 13:7-9a

25 St John Chrysostom, Homily 2 in “Homilies on the Second Epistle to Timothy” in Philip Schaff (ed), The Nicene and 
Post-Nicene Fathers: Chrysostom: Homilies on Galatians, Ephesians, Phillipians, Colossians, Thessalonians, 
Timothy, Titus, and Philemon (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1889) First Series: Volume 13.

26 Matthew 23:8-10



form. This form must have an unchanging aspect to remain identified with the unchanging presence 

of Christ, Who does not constantly change form but yet neither is entirely limited in one form. 

Thus, this reinforces to an extent the unchanging nature of the Canons in not only preserving the 

eternal and unchanging dogmas in a variety of forms, but also in preserving these forms themselves. 

Nevertheless, because Christ is also present in all forms and takes them all into Himself, therefore, 

the Church can also be present in many forms and take many to herself (although in the context of 

preserving certain forms that define her character and confirm that she is the continuing Incarnate 

presence of Christ, Who took on a particular form in a particular time and place).27

4) Testimonies of Canonists and St Leo the Great

The work of the Byzantine canonists also tends to confirm the interpretation that the Canons are  

understood, at least in principle, as unchanging. Archbishop Peter L’Huillier comments that: “the 

Byzantines avoided as much as possible an appeal to the idea of laws being ‘out of date.’” 28 The 

Byzantine Canon lawyers, including Patriarch Theodore Balsamon,29 also sought harmony within 

the Canons, thus reinforcing the idea that the Canons are inspired and hence are as consistent as the 

Scriptures.

In the 5th Century controversy over Canon 28 of Chalcedon, regarding the position of the See of 

Constantinople, St Leo the Great rejected it because he saw it as an innovation and overturning of 

the Canons of Nicaea, which were unchanging for all time:

And so... after the consecration of the bishop of Antioch, which you claimed for yourself 
contrary to the regulations of the canons. I grieve, beloved, that you have fallen into this too, 
that you should try to break down the most sacred constitutions of the Nicene canons: as if 
this opportunity had expressly offered itself to you for the See of Alexandria to lose its 
privilege of second place, and the church of Antioch to forego its right to being third in 
dignity, in order that when these places had been subjected to your jurisdiction, all 
metropolitan bishops might be deprived of their proper Honor[sic]… and that state of things 
which was truly ordained by the Holy Spirit in the canon of Nicaea could in any part be 
overruled by any one. Let no synodal councils flatter themselves upon the size of their 
assemblies, and let not any number of priests, however much larger, dare either to compare or 
to prefer themselves to those 318 bishops, seeing that the Synod of Nicaea is hallowed by 
God with such privilege, that whether by fewer or by more ecclesiastical judgments[sic] are 
supported, whatever is opposed to their authority is utterly destitute of all authority…. These 
holy and venerable fathers who in the city of Nicaea,... laid down a code of canons for the 
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27 cf. Nicholas Afanasiev, “The Canons of the Church: Changeable or Unchangeable?”,  p. 59-61.

28 Archbishop Peter L'Huillier, The Church of the Ancient Councils: The Disciplinary Work of the First Four 
Ecumenical Councils (Crestwood, N.Y.: St Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1996(2000)), p. 3.

29 Clarence Gallagher,  Church Law and Order in Rome and Byzantium: A Comparative Study (Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2002), p. 156-58.



Church to last till the end of the world, survive not only with us but with the whole of 
mankind in their constitutions; and, if anywhere men venture upon what is contrary to their 
decrees, it is ipso facto null and void; so that what is universally laid down for our perpetual 
advantage can never be modified by any change...30

The witness St Leo again reinforces the Divine source and everlasting nature of the Canons. He is 

not saying this merely from convention because his whole argument is based on this understanding. 

If the Canons could be changed then they are not sacred and ordained by the Holy Spirit. St Leo 

could in fact be said to be holding a narrower understanding of change than the Fathers of the 

Seventh Ecumenical Council because it appears that he is not allowing any expansion or exception 

of the Canon. Neither does he permit another Council, no matter how great, to change a Canon of 

Nicaea, which conflicts with Maximus31 and with Rodopoulos, who considers that Councils of 

equal authority can change Canons.32 (Note: it can be said, though, that the Canon did not change 

Nicaea because Rome had first place and Constantinople was now also Rome, New Rome, so 

correctly shares the same place as Old Rome as being one Rome.)

B) Arguments against the Canons being Unchanging
1) Distinction between Dogmas and Canons

There is a question arising from the distinction between dogmas and Canons.33 Such a distinction is 

valid but to what extent does this distinction go? Some look at the anathemas applied to heresy such 

as in Canon 1 of Trullo and the relatively milder punishment for breaches of the Canons, such as 

found in Canon 2 of Trullo, using this to argue that the dogmas are indeed unchanging but the 

Canons are not.34 St John Chrysostom makes a useful distinction between judging others on matters 

of faith and on moral grounds.35 The former is permitted and not the latter, although this is mainly 

only regarding minor matters and not for major sins.36 This would fit well with the distinction 

between dogmas of Faith where there is a harsh judgement and the varying judgements, generally 
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30 St Leo the Great “Letter 106” in Philip Schaff (ed), The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers: The Letters and Sermons of 
Leo the Great (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1889) Second Series: Volume 12.

31 Metropolitan Maximos, The Ecumenical Patriarchate in the Orthodox Church: A study in the history and canons of 
the Church, p. 259-60.

32 Rodopoulos, An Overview of Orthodox Canon Law, pp. 104-5, 109.

33 Bartholomew Archondonis, “A Common Code for the Orthodox Churches”, Kanon I (1973), p. 46.

34 Metropolitan Maximos, The Ecumenical Patriarchate in the Orthodox Church: A study in the history and canons of 
the Church, p. 256.

35 St John Chrysostom, Homily 34 in “Homilies on the Epistle to the Hebrews” in Philip Schaff (ed),  Volume 14.

36 St John Chrysostom, Homily 23 in “Homilies on the Gospel of St Matthew” in Philip Schaff (ed),  Volume 10 and 
Homily 18 in “Homilies on the Epistle to the Ephesians” in Philip Schaff (ed),  Volume 13.



much milder, for breaching Canons. This explains well the different endings to the First and Second 

Canons of the Council of Trullo and this explanation does not require that the Canons are changing. 

Hence, it would be going too far to say that the Canons must be changing because of the distinction.

2) Distinction of Form and Essence

It has been suggested that there is a distinction between form and essence that helps to understand 

the issue of change.37 Some grounds for why the form is important have been discussed above. In 

addition to these points one can raise the question of what is meant by the unchanging essence of a 

Canon? How can one know this? Also, does such a theory start moving into heretical territory by 

suggesting that form is not necessary and hence Christ did not need to take material flesh with 

form? This latter question may be extreme but when one divorces form from essence then such 

questions need to be raised.

It will be posited rather that the Canons are purposefully created to preserve form and to ensure it is 

known what is the correct form for the Tradition. For example, the 20th Canon of the First 

Ecumenical Council is about the form in which we are to pray. The form is to stand and not to kneel 

on Sundays and the days of Pentecost. This form is the appropriate way to express the purpose  of 

the Canon, which is to realise the reality of the Resurrection and Grace. This also applies to a 

number of other Canons.

Where a distinction between the essence and the form of a Canon can be useful is not in any change 

to the Canon itself but in the exercise of economy in regard to practising the Canon strictly. At 

times, due to physical limitations, a Canon cannot be maintained strictly. A good example is the 

twice yearly gathering of Bishops disrupted by invasions and war.38 Understanding the essence of a 

Canon can help in knowing the best way of following the Canon as far as possible, or to what extent 

it can be laid aside for the situation.

3) History Changes so therefore the Canons Change

There is an argument that because the historical circumstances of the Church change so must the 

Canons to meet this change.39 The change of historical circumstances is indeed true and that is why 
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37 Metropolitan Maximos, The Ecumenical Patriarchate in the Orthodox Church, p. 257.

38 Canon 8 of Trullo

39 Metropolitan Maximos, The Ecumenical Patriarchate in the Orthodox Church, p. 254-255.



the Church continued to have make Canons with each Ecumenical Council. However, does this 

mean that the Canons themselves change? Rather it may be that the Canons are ensuring the 

continuation of the same way of life in the Church by reinforcing the Tradition of the Church within 

new contexts, thus ensuring that there is no change.40 This would fit well with the Church, which is 

in time but not of time. The Church does not alter to fit the changes of time but she incorporates all 

times and places into her unchanging life: the Life of Christ, the Life of the Trinity.  Afanasiev 

argues that the Church must change with the world to an extent to stay in touch with it otherwise it 

“would need to go out of the world”.41 However, this would be too narrow an understanding of the 

fullness of Life in the Church and its eternal relevance to all ages and cultures.

4) The Adding of Canons

There is another argument raised that the Fathers did not intend the Canons to be unchanging when 

they said that we must not add to the Canons but nevertheless did so,42  thus, changing the body of 

the Canons. However, the meaning of adding can be qualified and with a narrower meaning of the 

word we can find that the Fathers were consistent in requiring no addition to the Canons and yet 

adding more Canons themselves. We can take the term adding to mean to add to and alter the text of 

the individual Canons themselves, so that they say something more or differently than was held 

before. Regarding the text itself the Fathers did not rewrite a Canon if they wanted to expand on it 

but rather made a new Canon. So, strictly they could be said to be consistent in this regard. 

However, this may not be the intention of the Fathers and many may object to such a narrow 

interpretation of adding. Rather it may be better to understand adding as changing the meaning of 

the Canon when writing a new Canon.43

An example that would be helpful is to analyse the Canons regarding the number of Bishops 

required to consecrate another Bishop. The first Canon of the Apostolic Canons states that two or 

three Bishops are required. However the First Ecumenical Council44 states that all the Bishops of a 

province are required to be present but, in need, at least three should be present with the rest 

confirming the election by letter. Does this change the meaning? Narrowly the answer is “yes”, 
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40 Nicholas Afanasiev, “The Canons of the Church: Changeable or Unchangeable?”,  p. 58.

41 Ibid.,  p. 55.

42 Metropolitan Maximos, The Ecumenical Patriarchate in the Orthodox Church, p 256.

43 see Canon 8 of the Third Ecumenical Council where the Fathers condemn an innovation because it was contrary to 
the Canons.

44 Canon 4 1st Nicaea



otherwise the Canons would have been worded exactly the same way as each other. However, the 

Fathers did not mean this as a change but that the rule of Tradition is for the Bishops’ unanimity of 

consent regarding a new Bishop’s election.45 All the Bishops should be present to consecrate a new 

Bishop because this provides tangible evidence of the consent. Nevertheless, in need, at least “two 

or three”, rather three, should be present because the testimony of “two or three”  is the Scriptural 

basis for accepting witnesses and that, when gathered in His name, Christ will be in their midst.46 

Thus, the Canons do not change the need for testimony by a number, at least two or rather three, 

and ideally all. Rather than change, the intention of the Canons can be seen as an expression of the 

minimum needed and the best practice, as the Church was able to manage after Constantine. A 

change would be to say only one Bishop was needed or perhaps to fix another arbitrary number. 

Note that both form and essence are important. Another type of Canon change, by addition, are 

Canons regarding the reception of converts. Thus, when new heresies arise they are added to the list 

but this does not change the rule previously held for the earlier heresies.47  This type of reasoning 

means that change cannot be taken in too narrow a sense. This should not be taken to mean that 

only the Canon‘s essence is unchanging. The Canon’s form is also maintained and incorporated into 

a new form rather than contradicted by the new form and is thus included in the Canon’s 

unchanging nature.

5) Legislative Aspect of the Church

The legislative aspect of the Councils has been held so that it is free to change the Canons or it 

could not be considered the origin of the Canons.48 Now the Canons are those of Christ given 

through the Bishops to the Church. He is the Lord of the Canons and as such is not under them. So, 

Christ is free to amend the Canons as He wills. This would support the sense that the Canons are 

changeable. Nevertheless, Christ is also the same yesterday, today and forever and He fulfilled the 

Law rather than destroying the Law. He knows all things including future circumstances so when 

He gives commandments then He knows whether they are suitable for all times. The Canons are 

also reflections of His life, which is unchanging. These aspects would support the understanding of 

the Canons as unchanging. It would seem in summary that the Canons are indeed unchanging but 
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45 Ideally, it could be argued that this consent should be of all the Bishops in the Church, who are one.  See St Cyprian, 
“The Unity of the Church” in  A. Cleveland Cox (eds), Ante-Nicene Fathers: The Fathers of the Third and Fourth 
Centuries (Albany: Ages Software, 1997) Volume 5.

46 Matthew 18:16, 20 and 2 Corinthians 13:1.

47 Canon 7 of the Second Ecumenical Council and Canon 95 of Trullo.

48 Metropolitan Maximos, The Ecumenical Patriarchate in the Orthodox Church, p 259.



that they can be modified in cases of necessity for the benefit of man, for whom the Canons are 

made and also the application of the Canons can alter due to various needs even if the Canon itself 

does not alter.

The fact that the Fathers speak of renewing the Canons tends to give support to the thesis that the 

Canons are indeed changing. However, this argument is weak in that the Fathers speak of renewing 

precisely to indicate holding on to the Canons without fail: “With a desire to hold fast to whatever 

our Holy Fathers have decreed, in everything, we hereby renew the Canon...” 49 This rather indicates 

not that the Canon can change but that it has been neglected and it is renewed as a reminder of what 

should be done and was held before. Also, the Fathers speak in a similar way regarding the Faith: 

“we decree that the faith which has been handed down to us shall be and remain exempt from any 

and every innovation and mutilation just as it has been delivered to us”.50 By the same argument,  

the Faith could be understood to be changeable because the Fathers decreed that it “shall be and 

remain”. This is not the meaning of the Fathers but rather to show their own acceptance of the Faith 

continuing in their time and place and, so, this should be how to understand their rhetoric 

concerning renewing the Canons.51

6) Changes and Corrections

There are times when Canons have been changed and even corrected, at least in some aspect. In 

general these changes fall into two categories: the first are exceptions of or expansions, discussed 

earlier, on previous Canons, such as the number of times to hold a gathering of bishops in a region, 

not permitting Bishops to have wives,52  and the number of bishops needed to consecrate a new 

bishop; the second being corrections of Canons in an otherwise recognised regional council that did 

not conform to the common tradition, such as the number of deacons in a church53  and the 

relationships that clergy may have with their wives.54 These corrections are rare. 
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52 Canon 12 of Trullo
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54 Canon 13 of Trullo



A change due to an exception is only so far as it is necessary for particular circumstances and the 

original Canon remains in force in other circumstances.55 This does not change the Canon but 

provides a rule for the exercise of economy regarding the impossibility of maintaining the original. 

Such a case is Canon 8 of the Council of Trullo that changes the required meetings of Bishops in a 

region from two to one due to invasions. They said that was not intended to change the Canon but 

that of necessity they changed the requirements that were impossible to keep due to the invasions. 

Canon 12 of Trullo is a different type of case. Here the necessity is due to scandal and for the 

benefit of the flocks. It relates to Apostolic Canon 5, which forbids a Bishop to put away his wife 

and seems to change this Canon. However, it was not obligatory in this Canon that a Bishop be 

married. So making it obligatory that he is unmarried for the benefit of the flock cannot be 

breaching this Canon.56 Either the Apostolic Canon is indifferent regarding whether Bishops are 

married, or possibly it reflects an early economy to permit married Bishops but the unwritten 

preference was nevertheless for unmarried Bishops.57 Either way, the Canon retains its force in that 

if a Bishop is married then he couldn’t put away his wife. The Canon is not changed and the new 

Canon is not contrary to the Apostolic Canon, which is the assumption of Afanasiev.58

Canon 30 of Trullo is an example of an exception that also seems to contradict Apostolic Canon 5. 

In this Canon, certain Priests in Barbarian Churches were ordered to put away their wives. 

However, this was to shame them for their breach of the Apostolic Canon in principle, even if not 

entirely in practice. This exception was clearly for a particular time and circumstance and rather 

was to reinforce a full and proper keeping of the Apostolic Canon.

Corrections are interesting and here we can have a definite change in an earlier Canon. It is first 

important to note that these only applied to Canons of local Councils by an Ecumenical Council and 

this only two or three times. Such corrections were because the local Council, usually on good 

motive, made a Canon that was not consistent with the universal Tradition of the Church such as 

having only seven deacons in one bishopric.59 The Ecumenical Council (in all cases that of Trullo) 

explained the error and corrected the Canon to be consistent with the universal Tradition. These 

corrections show that the Fathers considered that the Canons should be considered universal, even 

 13

56 see 1 Corinthians 9:5, 20.

57 1 Corinthians 7:7

58 Nicholas Afanasiev, “The Canons of the Church: Changeable or Unchangeable?”, p. 56.

59 Canon 16 of Trullo



from the local Councils that they recognised, and that the Canons should be consistent with the 

Tradition, otherwise they would not have bothered to correct the Canons, but stated that they only 

applied to a certain area. 

Again, Archbishop Peter L’Huillier also notes that there are few basic alterations to the Canons for 

the reason expressed below:

Subsequent legislation universally accepted in the Orthodox Church did not introduce basic 
alterations. Such alterations would not have been accepted in the East because of a 
widespread feeling that not only the Church kerygma but also the fundamental norms of 
Church order were part and parcel of Holy Tradition.60

This is also testimony to the understanding, at least in the Eastern churches, that the Canons are part 

of Holy Tradition and help to clarify and preserve this Tradition. They are not changeable 

disciplines for a particular place and time, although some Canons are for a particular temporal 

situation, but rather reflections of the unchanging Tradition of faith and practice.

7) Obsoleteness

This is another issue about the canons that can seem to contradict the unchanging nature of the 

Canons. How can they become obsolete? The answer to this depends partly on the intention of the 

Canon itself and partly on our relationship to the Canons as humans. The first case can include 

Canons that were written for a particular circumstance such as Canons regarding the defrocking of 

historical figures from their Priesthood. Some of the Canons of the Third Ecumenical Council are 

such.61 The historical figures are not longer here, so the Canon has no further use. Similarly, when 

there is a valid ritual change that, nevertheless, makes a Canon regarding the earlier ritual practice 

redundant, such as how one receives communion.62 This does not change or remove the Canon, 

which would still be valid if the ritual were to revert to the earlier practice. Another situation is 

where a broader Canon effectively replaces an earlier narrower Canon. This situation is discussed 

above with expansion.

Canons can also become obsolete through non-compliance. Does this mean that the Canon is 

actually obsolete or that we are poor at living in obedience to Christ? The Canons are still in the 

 14

60 Archbishop Peter L'Huillier, The Church of the Ancient Councils: The Disciplinary Work of the First Four 
Ecumenical Councils (Crestwood, N.Y.: St Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1996(2000)), p. 7.

61 For example Canons 1 and 3.

62 Canon 101 of Trullo



books and have not been removed, so this would imply that they are still valid. This means rather 

that we may be neglectful of following the Canons properly as St Basil the Great comments:

I am exceedingly grieved to find that the Canons of the Fathers have been left unheeded 
and all strictness in the churches has been cast to the winds; and I fear lest, when this 
indifference has advanced a little more, the affairs of the Church will wind up in a state of 
utter confusion... I have necessarily come to the decision to renew the Canons of the 
Fathers...63

He does not speak of them becoming obsolete but rather that confusion will reign if they are not 

again followed, so they must be renewed, i.e. followed again. 

An example of a common Canon regarded as obsolete today is Canon 11 of Trullo. Metropolitan 

Philip, in a lecture on Canon 28 of the Fourth Ecumenical Council, describes this Canon as a “dead 

canon”.64 Examining the Canon we find that it concerns relations with Jews particularly in regard to 

unleavened bread, doctors and bathing. The main intent is to prevent familiarity with them: “in any 

way become familiar with the Jews”. This is still a relevant issue for today because there are both 

Orthodox Christians and Jews living in the same area and no other Canon has modified this Canon, 

so prima facie it is still valid. There is nothing in the Canon that suggests that the motive for the 

Canon has changed since it  was written and there can be arguments made that it is still not 

advisable to have close concord with Jews because their self recognition as Jews today  has not 

changed from earlier times. The Canon does not prohibit  any contact with them nor does it mean 

that we must refuse a Jewish doctor if one is assigned in a hospital. Rather it means that we should 

not seek them out knowingly, as such, nor should we have familiarity with them. This may  raise 

arguments of anti-Semitism but the modern understanding of this is based on secular ideals and 

events during World War Two and not on Scriptural nor Canonical bases. Monastic regulations 

forbid familiarity  between monks and so this lack of familiarity does not mean lack of love, hatred 

nor even lack of brotherhood, although neither does it imply them. Lack of familiarity  is rather in 

keeping with the Orthodox, and also Jewish, spiritual understanding and traditions. So, there is no 

reason for this Canon to be considered obsolete nor a “dead canon”, although the exercise of this 

Canon may require economy to avoid excessive friction in cultures where anti-Semitism is strong 

and it in no way condones any aggression or persecution of Jews.
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Conclusion
The testimony of the Canons is that they are Divinely inspired and unchanging. The witness of St 

Leo the Great, who would likely reflect a commonly held view of his time, reinforces this. Thinking 

through some of the theological issues regarding the Canons also leads one to a view that would 

support the notion that the Canons are sacred and therefore unchanging and this view brings us 

closest to the title of the essay regarding the sacredness of the Canons. However, the question still 

remains of whether God changes His commands.

Areas where there appear to have been changes in the Canons, as raised by Metropolitan Maximus 

and others, can invite explanations that fit within a framework of the Canons as being unchanging, 

when change is about contrariness rather than modification in keeping with the essence and with 

regard to the form of a Canon. There are problems with accepting the Canons as changing, per se, 

that need addressing further such as: how to recognise a future council as being true if it does 

change the Canons; how to maintain discipline in the Church when some do and some do not, in 

place and time, follow the Canons; and losing the Canons’ connection to Tradition and to the 

inspiration of God.

It is accepted that one does need to work within a framework of distinguishing the continued 

abiding of Canons in the books of Canon Law and how they may be interpreted and enforced at 

various times. However, this cannot lead to an interpretation contrary to the Canon, which must 

remain recognisable in the interpretation. Neither should we effectively abolish a Canon by failing 

to enforce it in any way.

So, it would appear that the Canons are intended to be permanent and unchanging because they are 

the testimonies of God and hence sacred. They are to be applied today as much as they were in the 

past as a continuing testimony to the traditions and Life of the Church and the continuing presence 

of Christ as her Head. They should not be ignored or considered as only a matter of optional 

guidance but obeyed in humility. Nevertheless, the Canons have always been applied in the spirit of 

compassion for the benefit of souls and the maintenance of the Church. Exceptions are permitted in 

necessity and, where the Canons are impossible to fulfil, allowances can be made. There is no place 

for narrow judgementalism, which goes in the face of the teachings of the Gospel.
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