
 

The Tradition of the Church 
 

The teaching/ tradition of the Church is both written and unwritten 
 

Concerning the teachings of the Church, whether publicly proclaimed (kerygma) 
or reserved to members of the household of faith (dogmata), we have received 
some from written sources, while others have been given to us secretly, through 
apostolic tradition. Both sources have equal force in true religion. No one would 
deny either source - no one, at any rate, who is even slightly familiar with the 
ordinances of the Church. If we attacked unwritten customs, claiming them to be 
of little importance, we would fatally mutilate the Gospel, no matter what our 
intentions - or rather, we would reduce the Gospel teachings to bare words. 
 
For instance (to take the first and most common example), where is the written 
teaching that we should sign with the sign of the Cross those who, trusting in the 
Name of Our Lord Jesus Christ, are to be enrolled as catechumens? Which book 
teaches us to pray facing the East? Have any saints left for us in writing the words 
to be used in the invocation over the Eucharistic bread and the cup of blessing? As 
everyone knows, we are not content in the liturgy simply to recite the words 
recorded by St. Paul or the Gospels, but we add other words both before and after, 
words of great importance for this mystery. We have received these words from 
unwritten teaching. 
 
We bless baptismal water and the oil for chrismation as well as the candidate 
approaching the font. By what written authority do we do this, if not from secret 
and mystical tradition? Even beyond blessing the oil, what written command do 
we have to anoint with it? What about baptising a man with three immersions, or 
other baptismal rites, such as the renunciation of Satan and his angels? Are not all 
these things found in unpublished and unwritten teachings, which our fathers 
guarded in silence, safe from meddling and petty curiosity?1 

 
 

Basil’s explanations for three traditions 
 

For instance, we all pray facing East, but few realise that we do this because we 
are seeking Paradise, our old fatherland, which God planted in the East in Eden… 
 
We all stand for prayer on Sunday, but not everyone knows why. We stand for 
prayer on the day of the Resurrection to remind ourselves of the graces we have 
been given: not only because we have been raised with Christ and are obliged to 
seek the things that are above, but also because Sunday seems to be an image of 
the age to come… 

 
Also, every time we bend our knees for prayer and then rise again, we show by 
this action that through sin we fell down to earth, but our Creator, the Lover of 
Mankind, has called us back to heaven.2 

 

                                                      
1 On the Holy Spirit 27.66 (SVSPress pp.98-9) 
2 On the Holy Spirit 27.66 (SVSPress pp.100-1) 


