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Understanding Eastern Orthodox Christianity in
AP World History

Eastern Orthodox Christianity is a branch of Christianity that developed in the Eastern
Roman Empire and has played a significant role in shaping the religious, cultural, and
historical landscape of Eastern Europe and the Middle East. This article delves into the
definition, historical context, key beliefs, practices, and its impact on world history,
particularly within the framework of Advanced Placement (AP) World History.

Definition and Historical Context

Eastern Orthodox Christianity refers to the Christian traditions and practices that emerged
from the Byzantine Empire, particularly after the Great Schism of 1054, which divided
Christianity into Western (Roman Catholic) and Eastern (Orthodox) branches. This division
was influenced by theological, political, and cultural differences, which were further
exacerbated by the rise of the Byzantine Empire and the development of a distinct Eastern
Christian identity.

The roots of Eastern Orthodox Christianity can be traced back to the early Christian
communities established in the Eastern Mediterranean, particularly in the regions that are
now Greece, Turkey, and parts of the Middle East. The term "Orthodox" itself means "right
belief" or "correct worship," emphasizing the adherence to traditional Christian doctrines
and practices as defined by the early Church.

Key Beliefs and Doctrines

Eastern Orthodox Christianity is characterized by several key beliefs and doctrines that
distinguish it from other Christian denominations:

e The Holy Trinity: Like other branches of Christianity, Eastern Orthodoxy believes in
the Holy Trinity, which consists of God the Father, God the Son (Jesus Christ), and God
the Holy Spirit.

e Salvation: Salvation is viewed as a process of theosis, or becoming one with God,
achieved through faith, good works, and participation in the sacraments.

e Sacraments: The Eastern Orthodox Church recognizes seven sacraments, which are
essential for spiritual life: Baptism, Chrismation, Eucharist, Confession, Marriage, Holy



Orders, and Anointing of the Sick.

e Tradition and Scripture: Both Holy Tradition (the teachings and practices passed
down through the Church) and Scripture (the Bible) are seen as authoritative sources
of faith and practice.

e Icons: Icons, or religious images, play a central role in Eastern Orthodox worship.
They are considered windows to the divine and are used to facilitate prayer and
veneration.

Church Structure and Leadership

The structure of the Eastern Orthodox Church is unique, with a decentralized hierarchy
comprising autocephalous (independent) churches. Each of these churches is led by a
bishop, and they are united in doctrine and sacramental life but operate independently in
governance. Some of the most prominent autocephalous churches include:

1. Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople: Considered the "first among equals,"
the Ecumenical Patriarch has a significant spiritual role but limited jurisdiction over
other Orthodox churches.

2. Russian Orthodox Church: The largest Orthodox church, it plays a crucial role in the
cultural and political life of Russia.

3. Greek Orthodox Church: This church has a significant influence in Greece and
among Greek communities worldwide.

4. Serbian Orthodox Church: An important church in the Balkans, it has faced
challenges throughout its history, especially during the Yugoslav Wars.

Historical Development and Influence

The history of Eastern Orthodox Christianity is marked by various pivotal events and
periods that shaped its development:

1. The Byzantine Empire

The Byzantine Empire (330-1453) was the cradle of Eastern Orthodox Christianity. It played
a crucial role in preserving Christian teachings and traditions, especially during the Middle
Ages. The empire's political and religious authority was intertwined, with the emperor often
seen as the protector of the faith. The establishment of the Byzantine liturgy and the
promotion of monasticism during this period were vital for the development of Orthodox



spirituality.

2. The Great Schism

The Great Schism of 1054 was a watershed moment in Christian history, leading to the
formal division between the Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches. Key issues
contributing to the schism included the authority of the Pope, the filioque controversy (the
inclusion of "and the Son" in the Nicene Creed), and differing cultural practices. The schism
solidified the distinct identities of Eastern and Western Christianity.

3. The Crusades

The Crusades (1095-1291) further complicated relations between Eastern Orthodoxy and
Western Christianity. Although the initial goal was to reclaim the Holy Land from Muslim
control, the Fourth Crusade (1202-1204) resulted in the sack of Constantinople, deepening
the rift and fostering resentment that persists to this day.

4. The Fall of Constantinople

The fall of Constantinople in 1453 to the Ottoman Empire marked the end of the Byzantine
Empire and had profound implications for Eastern Orthodox Christianity. The Ottomans
allowed the Orthodox Church to operate with a degree of autonomy, but the church
became a minority in a primarily Muslim empire. This period saw the rise of the Russian
Orthodox Church as a significant center of Eastern Orthodoxy, as Russia positioned itself as
the "Third Rome."

5. Modern Era and Ecumenism

In the modern era, Eastern Orthodox Christianity has faced various challenges, including
secularization, political upheaval, and the rise of nationalism. In the 20th century, efforts
towards ecumenism emerged, seeking dialogue and reconciliation with other Christian
denominations. The Orthodox Church has also engaged with contemporary issues, including
social justice, environmental stewardship, and interfaith dialogue.

Eastern Orthodox Christianity in AP World History

For students of AP World History, understanding Eastern Orthodox Christianity is essential
for several reasons:

e Cultural Influence: Eastern Orthodox Christianity has significantly influenced the
cultural, artistic, and architectural development of Eastern Europe, particularly
through its distinct styles of iconography and church architecture.

e Political Dynamics: The relationship between church and state, especially in the



Byzantine Empire and later in Russia, provides insight into how religion can shape
political structures and national identities.

e Historical Events: Key events, such as the Great Schism and the Crusades, offer
opportunities to explore the complexities of religious conflict and cooperation
throughout history.

e Contemporary Relevance: The role of Eastern Orthodox Christianity today,
especially in post-Soviet states and its interaction with global Christianity, is critical for
understanding modern geopolitical dynamics.

Conclusion

Eastern Orthodox Christianity is a rich and complex tradition that has significantly
influenced the course of world history. Its unique beliefs, practices, and historical events
provide essential insights into the cultural and political developments of Eastern Europe
and the broader Christian world. As students engage with the topic in AP World History,
they gain a deeper understanding of the intricate tapestry of human history shaped by
faith, tradition, and community.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Eastern Orthodox Christianity?

Eastern Orthodox Christianity is a branch of Christianity that developed in the Eastern
Roman Empire, characterized by its adherence to the traditions and teachings of the early
Church, and its emphasis on the sacraments, liturgy, and the authority of ecumenical
councils.

How did Eastern Orthodox Christianity differ from
Western Christianity?

Eastern Orthodox Christianity differs from Western Christianity primarily in its theological
perspectives, liturgical practices, and governance, with Eastern Orthodoxy rejecting papal
supremacy and emphasizing the role of ecumenical councils.

What historical events led to the schism between
Eastern Orthodox and Western Christianity?

The Great Schism of 1054 was a pivotal event that formalized the division between Eastern
Orthodox and Western Christianity, driven by theological disagreements, political conflicts,
and cultural differences.



What role did the Byzantine Empire play in the
development of Eastern Orthodox Christianity?

The Byzantine Empire was instrumental in the development of Eastern Orthodox
Christianity, serving as a center for theological development, the spread of Christian
doctrine, and the establishment of a distinct Eastern Christian identity.

What are some key beliefs of Eastern Orthodox
Christianity?
Key beliefs of Eastern Orthodox Christianity include the importance of the sacraments, the

veneration of icons, the belief in the Holy Trinity, and the concept of theosis, which
emphasizes the transformation of believers into the divine likeness.

How is the Eastern Orthodox Church organized?

The Eastern Orthodox Church is organized into a communion of autocephalous (self-
governing) churches, each led by a bishop or patriarch, with the Ecumenical Patriarch of
Constantinople regarded as a symbolic leader.

What is the significance of the liturgy in Eastern
Orthodox Christianity?

The liturgy in Eastern Orthodox Christianity is highly significant as it is central to worship
and communal life, reflecting the theological beliefs of the Church and serving as a means
of experiencing the divine presence.

How has Eastern Orthodox Christianity influenced
culture in Eastern Europe?

Eastern Orthodox Christianity has profoundly influenced culture in Eastern Europe through
its contributions to art, literature, music, and architecture, with many countries
incorporating Orthodox traditions into their national identities.

What challenges does Eastern Orthodox Christianity
face in the modern world?

Eastern Orthodox Christianity faces challenges such as secularization, inter-religious
dialogue, maintaining unity among diverse national churches, and addressing
contemporary social issues while preserving traditional beliefs.
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