
While ecumenism in the context of Christianity as a whole denotes a positive development 
that transcends politics, the insistence on using the ecumenic title in the context of the 
Fener Greek Patriarchate denotes a negative development that represents the 
Patriarchates reckless ambition to transform itself into the Vatican of Eastern Orthodoxy.

The visit by Pope Leo XIV, the spiritual leader of the Roman Catholic Church and head of 
state of the Vatican, to Türkiye in November 2025 was carried out and concluded in a 
positive atmosphere, and subsequently receded from global headlines as various 
geopolitical developments played out around the world at the end of the year 2025 and 
2026 that we have just entered. The Pope, as is customary from a head of state visiting 
Türkiye, first met with Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and other high ranking 
Turkish officials. He subsequently met with various religious leaders of Türkiyes Christian 
communities[1] within the context of the main purpose of his visit, which was to 
commemorate the 1700th anniversary of the First Council of Nicaea (modern day İznik 
district of the city of Bursa in Türkiye).[2]

The First Council of Nicaea holds a critically important place in Christianity, as 1700 years 
ago, Christians leaders of the time came together under the auspices of the Byzantine 
(Eastern Roman) Emperor Constantine I to discuss and come to an agreement on 
conflicting Christian teachings. The resulting [Nicene Creed] became a foundational 
statement of Christian orthodoxy, shaping the theology of mainstream Christianity for 
centuries.[3] It is for this reason that the First Council of Nicaea is considered an 
ecumenical event in Christian history, meaning an event that promoted solidarity and 
unity amongst Christians.[4]

Ecumenism has been a consistent trend in the Christian world that stretches back for 
decades. Pope Francis, Leo XIVs predecessor, was a firm believer in ecumenism, and 
[saw] a fractured Christianity that is unable to cope with the challenges and ills of todays 
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world, and thus desperately [sought] ways to bring together the Catholic, Orthodox, and 
Protestant Christians of the world, preferably under the moral leadership of the Roman 
Catholic Church.[5] Pope Leo XIV seems intent on carrying on Francis legacy in this 
regard, as ecumenism was the central theme in all of his gatherings with Christian leaders 
during his visit in Türkiye. For example, during the prayer service organized in İznik near 
the archaeological excavation of the Basilica of St. Neophytus, where historians believe 
First Council of Nicaea took place, Leo XIV stated:

This Christological confession of faith is of fundamental importance in the journey 
that Christians are making towards full communion. [ ☀崀  in the ecumenical context 
we can also say that, although we Christians are many, in the one Christ we are one. 
Consequently, with an awareness that we are already linked by such a profound 
bond, we can continue our journey of ever deeper adherence to the Word of God 
revealed in Jesus Christ, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, in mutual love and 
dialogue. In this way, we are all invited to overcome the scandal of the divisions that 
unfortunately still exist and to nurture the desire for unity for which the Lord Jesus 
prayed and gave his life […]

Today, the whole of humanity afflicted by violence and conflict is crying out for 
reconciliation. The desire for full communion among all believers in Jesus Christ is 
always accompanied by the search for fraternity among all human beings. In the 
Nicene Creed, we profess our faith in one God, the Father. […][6]

It is perfectly normally and indeed commendable for Christians around the world to spend 
the effort to reconcile their denominational differences. The problem arises when the 
quest for ecumenism intersects with politics and results in the violation of the sovereign 
rights of a state. This is clearly evidenced in the Joint Declaration signed by Pope Leo XIV 
and Patriarch Bartholomew, head of the Fener Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul, on 29 
November 2025 during Leo XIVs visit to Türkiye. Although the Joint Declaration is primarily 
religious in content, it explicitly refers to Patriarch Bartholomew as the Ecumenical 
Patriarch and his church as the Ecumenical Patriarchate, a categorization that both 
Turkish officials and scholars have firmly rejected on countless occasions on the grounds 
that it violates the letter and spirit of the 1923 Lausanne Peacy Treaty, the founding 
document of the Republic of Türkiye. According to the said treaty, the Fener Greek 
Patriarchate is tasked with serving the religious needs of the Orthodox Greek (Rum in 
Turkish) citizens of Türkiye and is required to abstain from all political activities both at 
home and abroad.[7]

While ecumenism in the context of Christianity as a whole denotes a positive development 
that transcends politics, the insistence on using the ecumenic title in the context of the 
Fener Greek Patriarchate denotes a negative development that represents the 
Patriarchates reckless ambition to transform itself into the Vatican of Eastern Orthodoxy, 
which entails a state within a state in Türkiye, and which would consequently violate the 
Lausanne Treaty and Türkiyes state sovereignty. Since the Patriarchate is steeped in a 
belligerent form of Greek nationalism and has served as a conduit for attempts at foreign 
meddling in the past, the Turkish state tolerates the presence of the Patriarchate purely 
out of respect for its the Orthodox Greek citizens and out of international political 

AVİM Avrasya İncelemeleri Merkezi
Center for Eurasian Studies 2



considerations.[8] With each passing year, Patriarch Bartholomew unfortunately insists on 
further alienating himself and his church from the Turkish state and public, all for the sake 
of gaining recognition for the ecumenic claim.

It is inconceivable that Pope Leo XIV, head of state of the Vatican known for carrying out 
carefully considered foreign policies, would not have known about Türkiyes sensitivities on 
this issue. Therefore, Pope Leo XIV knew about Turkish sensitivities, but chose to 
disregard them for the sake of pleasing Patriarch Bartholomew and pulling the Fener 
Greek Patriarchate closer to the Roman Catholic Church.

 

*Picture: Pope Leo XIV (in red/white clothing) standing alongside other Christian religious 
leaders during a ceremony held near the archaeological excavation of the Basilica of St. 
Neophytus in İznik (Bursa/Türkiye) to commemorate 1700th anniversary of the First 
Council of Nicaea
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