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Abstract. This paper aims to present, from a comparative perspective, the 
dualism underlying the teachings of the Paulicians and Bogomils. A theological 
study of this subject is inextricably linked to several important and still insufficiently 
explored aspects of the worldview of Paulicianism and Bogomilism. With regard to 
Paulician dualistic doctrine, the theological-apologetic analysis will be based on the 
24th title of Euthymius Zigabenus‘ “Dogmatic Panoply”. Concerning the Bogomil 
doctrine, the analysis will be conducted through the perspective of Presbyter 
Cosmas in his “Discourse Against the Bogomils” and the 27th title of Euthymius 
Zigabenus‘ work.

The publication will also briefly examine the ancient dualistic heresies of the 
East, which directly or indirectly influenced the teachings of the Paulicians and 
Bogomils. By comparing these two heretical movements, both of which were 
widespread in Bulgarian lands, the study outlines their fundamental dualistic 
principles and propositions while also identifying clear distinctions between them, 
particularly in terms of the nature of their dualism – whether extreme or moderate. 
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We live in a century marked by numerous paradoxes and contradictions. Modern 
civilisation is highly complex and differs significantly from all past civilisations and 
cultures (Bigovich 2003, p. 293). At the same time, many ancient myths, legends, 
and alluring neo-pagan religious concepts, in which the boundaries between good 
and evil, truth and falsehood are blurred or even erased, are being revived. The 
contemporary religious landscape is witnessing the resurgence and reinterpretation 
of various dualistic and heretical teachings that seek pseudo-spiritual realisation in 
the minds and hearts of modern individuals. We live in an era in which heresy is 
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no longer regarded as an aberration or innovation but is instead framed as “tolerant 
pluralism,” purportedly superior to “rigid” orthodox doctrine (Dragas 2006, p. 121). 

The approach to the issue under consideration is not only concerned with 
reconstructing certain aspects of the dualistic worldview of Paulicianism and 
Bogomilism, taking into account their uniqueness and specificity, but also with 
offering a contemporary theological-apologetic interpretation based on the 
polemical writings of Presbyter Cosmas (10th century), Discourse Against the 
Bogomils,1 and Euthymius Zigabenus‘ (c. 1050 – 1120) Dogmatic Panoply.2 
These writings contribute to an awareness of the significant danger posed by these 
inherently dualistic teachings, which are deemed heretical because they advocate 
conceptual, categorical, and value systems that are fundamentally opposed to 
Orthodox doctrine. Dmitry Obolensky is undoubtedly correct in observing that 
“dualism gave life to a large number of heresies from the time of all Christian 
antiquity until the end of the Middle Ages, where they were the Church‘s most 
dangerous adversaries, against whom she was forced to wage an almost continuous 
battle, both in Eastern and Western Europe” (Obolenski 1998, p. 16).

The Paulician doctrine during the time of Euthymius Zigabenus appears as a 
syncretic system incorporating elements from various religious and philosophical 
traditions of antiquity, with Manichaeism being particularly prominent. Euthymius 
Zigabenus explicitly states that Paulicianism is “part of the madness of the 
Manicheans” (Radeva 2015, p. 522). It follows a consistent line of reasoning that 
can be summarised as a categorical rejection of the belief that the natural order of 
this world is the work of God.

The cosmogonic Manichaean myth is founded on absolute dualism. Blessed 
Augustine (354 – 430) observed that the Manichaeans “introduced two natures—
one good, which they called God, and the other evil, which was not created by 
God” (Bojadzhiev 2023, p. 19)3. The founder of this doctrine, Mani (216 – 274), 
taught that there are two unbegotten, self-existent, and eternal gods who are 
fundamentally opposed to each other. The first is the god of good or light, while the 
second is the god of evil or darkness. Even before the creation of the heavens, the 
earth, and all things, these two opposing natures existed: one good and the other 
evil. The good nature, referred to as the Father of Greatness, resides in the Realm 
of Light, which consists of five abodes—reason, knowledge, thought, intellect, and 
consciousness. The evil nature, which Mani calls the King of Darkness, inhabits 
the Dark Realm, comprising five worlds: smoke, fire, wind, water, and darkness. 
According to this myth, the dark forces invaded the domain of the good god. The 
First Man waged battle against them but was ultimately defeated. The dark god 
then ruled over all humanity until the coming of Christ (Radeva 2015, p. 56). Mani 
taught that all physical matter is inherently evil, except for the spiritual elements 
trapped within it. Manichaeism spread throughout the Roman Empire from the late 
third century until its condemnation and subsequent persecution under Emperor 
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Justinian I (527 – 565). In Iraq and Persia, the movement survived until the tenth 
century, from where it spread to Central Asia and China (Radeva 2015, p. 60). 
Among all Gnostic teachings, Manichaeism is regarded as a pessimistic dualistic 
heresy. In his Hexaemeron written during the reign of Simeon I (893 – 927), John 
the Exarch included a passage commenting on the dualistic views of “the advocates 
of heretical perversions” (i.e., the Manichaeans – TN), who “are not ashamed to 
say that the devil is older than the Son”.  (John the Exarch 1981, p. 52.). Byzantine 
writers classified all later dualistic heresies, such as Paulicianism and Bogomilism, 
as “Manichaean.” 

Like the Manichaeans, the Paulicians believed that two opposing principles, good 
and evil, were at war in the universe. These principles were created independently 
of each other, with evil as the creator and ruler of the present, visible world, and 
good as the creator and ruler of the world to come (Angelov 1993, p. 83). Euthymius 
Zigabenus observes: „Their heresy consists not of one delusion, but of numerous 
and diverse [delusions]. They admit two beginnings, as do the Manichaeans. They 
say that one beginning is God, the heavenly Father, whom they acknowledge as the 
creator of the whole universe. They surrender to Him authority only over the future. 
The other [beginning] is the creator of the world, to whom they attribute dominion 
over the present“ (Radeva 2015, p, 524). This form of absolute dualism, derived 
from the Manichaean heresy, underwent a transformation within Paulician doctrine 
in the ninth century, most likely influenced by the teachings of Sergius, who called 
himself Tychicus (801 – 835). He replaced the term “evil god” with “devil,”  thereby 
assigning evil a lesser, subordinate role more aligned with orthodox concepts  
(Angelov 1993, p. 85). This transformation is also noted by Jordan Ivanov in his 
1925 study, where he writes: “Paulicianism is a transformed Manichaeism, adapted 
to Christianity” (Ivanov 1925, p. 10). A similar view was expressed by V. Kiselkov 
regarding Bogomilism: “As a religious doctrine, it does not contain any new 
elements, as everything within it is borrowed from Christian teachings, Eastern 
dualistic doctrines, and Byzantine iconoclasm” (Kiselkov 1921, p. 13). In his 
revised and expanded preface to the 1943 edition of Presbyter Cosmas‘s writings, 
he further clarifies: “However original the doctrine may appear at first sight, in 
reality, the Bogomil heresy represents a fundamental form of Eastern religious 
dualism, which entered our country through Byzantium, disguised under the forms 
of Manichaeism, Paulicianism, and Messalianism”  (Kiselkov 1943, p. 9).

Like Paulicianism, Bogomilism emerged from the Gnostic-Manichaean heresy, 
meaning that its adherents also viewed the material cosmos as the creation of Satan 
rather than God. They regarded this world as a prison in which spirits undergo 
multiple cycles of existence in an attempt to transcend it (in line with Gnostic 
thought). They preached salvation through inner enlightenment, the rejection 
of birth and death, the renunciation of procreation, and the denial of the flesh  
(Hart 2020, p. 151). According to their beliefs, God created “innumerable thousands 
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of angels” and appointed “a second after Himself and chief governor, Samael 
(Satanael).”4. God was also acknowledged as the creator of „heaven and earth,“ 
meaning they accepted the first verse of the first chapter of Genesis. However, 
their subsequent narrative became both illogical and blasphemous. They attributed 
to Samael (Satan) several divine characteristics, such as „image and raiment,“ a 
throne, the power to create, and reverence as a „second god.“ He was said to have 
conspired with many angels to rebel against God but was discovered, and all were 
cast down to the earth. Retaining his divine image and creative power, Samael 
(Satan) began to fashion an alternate world – a second heaven and a firmament, 
separating the waters from the face of the earth, creating Adam’s body, and so 
forth. However, he lacked the ability to create life and therefore petitioned God 
for a soul, promising that humanity would be shared and that its offspring would 
ultimately repopulate the heavens from which the fallen angels had been cast 
out. (Ekzarh Stefan 2012, pp. 65 – 66; Angelov, Primov, Batakliev 1967, p. 32). 
Presbyter Cosmas also refers to these beliefs, writing: “They must therefore be 
condemned, because they call the Creator of heaven and earth ‚Father‘ in name 
only and regard His creations as the work of the devil” (Prezviter Kozma 2017,  
p. 56). Similarly, Euthymius Zigabenus, in his Dogmatic Panoply, poses the 
rhetorical question: “And how would the good God fulfil the enemy‘s desire to send 
a soul into the body made by him, so that man might become common? So what 
has light to do with darkness?” (Zigabenos  PG 130, col. 1300; GIBI 1980, p. 56). 
In their confused, illogical, and often contradictory beliefs, the Bogomils ultimately 
reject divine foreknowledge and providence, while equating God in creative 
power and authority with Samael (Satan), whom they describe as “the unrighteous 
governor of the world” or “a fallen angel,” in the words of Elder Cosmas. (Prez-
viter Kozma 2017, p. 47; Angelov 1993, p. 125). Moreover, in following this line 
of reasoning about the world and its structure, the Bogomils arrived at the idea of 
the “second deception” of Samael (Satan), through which he obstructed humanity’s 
path to God. According to their beliefs, this deception was only “realised” by God 
at a later stage – after the fall of Adam and Eve, after Cain’s first murder, and after 
an unspecified number of generations had been “cruelly destroyed.” Only then did 
God “emit in the five thousand and five hundredth year a word from His heart, that 
is, a son and a god,” whom they identified with the Archangel (Angelov, Primov, 
Batakliev 1967, pp. 74 – 75). Thus, the Bogomils denied the role of God the Word 
in creation (cf. John 1:1 – 2), assigning Him a diminished status as a „necessary 
response“ to the actions of Samael (Satan). Their ideas are succinctly summarised 
by Elder Cosmas, who observes: “Not only on earth but also in heaven do they 
blaspheme, saying that all is according to the will of the devil” (Kisselkov 1943, 
pp. 42 – 43; Angelov 1948, pp. 6, 46). The dualistic conceptions of the Bogomils 
provoked his strong condemnation, leading him to declare that they were „worse 
than the demons“, since even demons did not deny that the world was created by 
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God: “What rabid man ever defied the Godhead or dared to blaspheme God‘s world 
like the heretics? And what do they say – that God did not create the heavens, 
the earth, and all visible things?” (Primov 1960, p. 97). In his Dogmatic Panoply, 
Euthymius Zigabenus categorically states that “Satan is not the creator of any of 
the creatures of the world” and further clarifies that “God has not made him ruler 
of the world nor lord of any creature in it” (Zigabenos  PG 130, col. 1300; GIBI 
1980, p. 56).

Proceeding from their dualistic beliefs, the Bogomils rejected church 
sacraments, rites, and symbols, as well as Orthodox places of worship. Presbyter 
Cosmas expressed his indignation, stating: “The churches – the heretics consider to 
be crossroads, and the liturgies and other services performed in them to be verbos-
ity” (Kiselkov 1943, p. 50). Their aversion to the temple of God was in keeping 
with their heretical worldview, according to which church buildings were under 
the power of Satan, who, together with his demons, dwelled within them. This 
belief is alluded to in the Discourse Against the Bogomils, where Presbyter Cosmas 
summarises: “Heaven, sun, stars, air, earth, man, church, crosses, and everything of 
God are given to the devil” (Kiselkov 1943, p. 43). A similar notion appears in the 
27th title of Euthymius Zigabenus’ Dogmatic Panoply: “They say that in all sacred 
temples dwell the devils, who have divided them according to their rank and power. 
For Satan of ancient times had chosen for himself the most illustrious temple in 
Jerusalem, and after its destruction, he appropriated for himself the excellent and 
universally renowned temple of Divine Wisdom in that queen of cities. For, they 
say, the Most High did not inhabit man-made temples, since He had heaven for His 
dwelling”  (GIBI 1980, p. 60; Angelov, Primov, Batakliev 1967, p. 77; Angelov 
1993, p. 183). 

Faced with such speculative interpretations, Euthymius Zigabenus presents an 
extensive polemic in his treatise Dogmatic Panoply, grounded in the traditional 
biblical teaching expressed in the opening words of Genesis: „In the beginning, God 
created the heavens and the earth“ (Gen. 1:1). Thus, the central tenet of Dogmatic 
Panoply is the doctrine that God is the Creator of the heavens, the earth, and 
everything within them. Euthymius Zigabenus unequivocally asserts that no other 
god exists who creates material reality as something separate from spiritual reality. 
In the spirit of the anti-heretical polemic of St Irenaeus of Lyons (130/140–203), 
expounded in his treatise Against Heresies, Euthymius affirms that this same God, 
the Creator of all things “visible and invisible,” brought all things into existence 
by His own intention and will. He freely determined His creative acts, for He alone 
is Lord, Creator, and Father. He alone sustains all that exists and is the sole First 
Cause of all things  (Tenekedzhiev 2008, pp. 208 – 209). 

The dualistic doctrines were condemned as early as the 10th century by the 
Patriarch of Constantinople, Theophylact (933 – 956), in a letter to the King of the 
Bulgarians, Peter (927 – 969), in which he anathematised all those who claimed that 
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“...the evil devil is the creator and ruler of matter and of this whole visible world 
and of our bodies” (Angelov, Primov, Batakliev 1967, p. 43). In contrast to dualistic 
heresies, particularly Paulicianism and Bogomilism, the Church regards the body 
as God‘s good creation (cf. Gen. 1:31), a fitting vessel for the spirit, and worthy 
of being “a temple of the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor. 6:19). Humanity, therefore, requires 
sanctification so that individuals may be restored to their true dignity – as bearers of 
divine glory and as transformed members of the Kingdom of God (Hart 2020, pp. 
267 – 268). Reflecting on the heretical teachings of the Bogomils, Exarch Stephen 
bitterly observes: “Instead of placing man in the dignity of master of the universe 
as the most rational and perfect creature on earth, as Christian doctrine teaches us, 
the doctrine of the Bogomils made man a slave to all superstitious legends” (Ekzarh 
Stefan 2012, p. 88).

The dualistic view of creation preached by the Paulicians and Bogomils, which 
held that the material, corporeal world was subject to the evil principle personified 
by Satan, inevitably led to the belief that Christ was purely a heavenly being,5 
incapable of assuming flesh from the material realm. As Euthymius Zigabenus 
records: “When, forced to admit that Christ originated from the Virgin... they say 
monstrous things: that He [Christ] received His body from heaven and only passed 
through her [the Virgin] as through a pipe” (Radeva 2015, p. 525). Consequently, 
they believed that He only appeared to take human form and only seemed to suffer 
on the cross.  For the Paulicians, Christ brought His body from heaven, and thus 
they denied the glory of the Theotokos, asserting that she did not give birth to 
the Lord and was therefore not worthy of veneration (Radeva 2015, p. 51). Their 
inconsistencies and contradictions regarding the Theotokos are further evident in 
the wording presented in Title 24 of the Dogmatic Panoply: “We believe in the 
holy Theotokos, into whom the Lord entered and from [whom] He came forth” 
(Radeva 2015, p. 525). The Paulicians adopted these beliefs from Manichaean 
doctrine, which taught that Christ assumed only an imaginary form of body and 
suffered merely in appearance. Consequently, according to them, His suffering on 
the cross had no redemptive significance. Only His teachings – misunderstood and 
incorrectly recorded by the apostles – held any true importance (Koev, Bakalov 
2001, p. 157). In this regard, the dualistic heresy of Paulician doctrine maintains 
that human salvation consists in liberation from the evil order of this world. Here, 
we encounter a pronounced Docetism, rooted in the belief that Christ’s heavenly 
origin implies only the appearance of the Incarnation. As a result, the Holy Virgin 
is not regarded as the Mother of Christ but is instead identified with the “Heavenly 
Jerusalem.” (Radeva 2015, p. 64).

The vulgarised form of Docetism found in Bogomil doctrine is met with a 
decisive and emphatic refutation in Euthymius Zigabenus‘ Dogmatic Panoply, which 
reaffirms both the indisputability and originality of Christian historical realism. His 
exposition of the Bogomils‘ docetic views provides a revealing insight into their 
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audacious and unrestrained flights of imagination. According to the Bogomils, Jesus 
Christ: “descended from heaven and was infused through the right ear of the Virgin, 
receiving flesh that was only seemingly corporeal and resembling a human body. 
In reality, however, it was incorporeal, and He emerged again from where He had 
entered, without the Virgin perceiving either His entrance or His exit. She simply 
found Him inside the cave, wrapped in swaddling clothes.  And He carried out His 
work in the likeness of flesh, doing and teaching what is recorded in the Gospels, 
yet only appearing to endure human suffering. He was crucified and supposedly 
died, then rose again – completing the scene, revealing the drama, and taking off the 
mask…“ (GIBI 1980, p. 57; Angelov, Primov, Batakliev 1967, p. 75). Their denial 
of the human nature of Jesus Christ leads them to a distorted understanding of the 
Incarnation of God: “The Son was clothed in flesh – an incorporeal and divine 
flesh that requires no nourishment...” (Angelov, Primov, Batakliev 1967, p. 77).  
In his anti-heretical work, Euthymius Zigabenus accurately observes that the 
Bogomils‘ doctrine of “incorporeal flesh,” along with their denial of Christ’s true 
birth from the Virgin, was borrowed from “the Manichaean folly and from similar 
heresies before it.” (GIBI 1980, p. 58). Following their heretical belief that Jesus 
Christ could not belong to the material world – that is, to human nature – they arrive 
at even more blasphemous and absurd ideas: “The heretics assert that this ‚Word 
and Son‘ is the Archangel Michael. ‚And his name shall be called,‘ they say, ‚the 
Messenger of Great Counsel.‘ He was called an archangel because he was more 
godlike than all the angels, Jesus because he healed every disease and affliction, and 
Christ because his body was anointed.” (Angelov, Primov, Batakliev 1967, p. 75). 
Here, they were likely influenced by the Corpus Aeropagiticum, particularly the 
treatise On the Celestial Hierarchy, where it is emphasised that Christ, as the God 
of revelation, is called the “Angel of the Great Counsel” (Sv. Dionsij Areopagit  
2001, p. 31). A similar connection is noted by Euthymius Zigabenus in his treatise 
denouncing the Bogomils, in which he states that they identified the Son of God with 
the Archangel Michael, specifically as “the Angel of the Great Counsel” (Zigabenos  
PG 130, col. 1301; Florovski 2009, pp. 160 – 161). This theological interpretation 
led the Bogomils to an ambiguous and distorted conclusion – that it was entirely 
possible for Christ to be an angel not only in ministry but also in nature. Euthymius 
Zigabenus records that, according to the Bogomils, “the Archangel Michael was by 
nature the Son of God and Lord, who, in human form, took care of the salvation 
of human beings” (Zigabenos  PG 130, col. 1305; GIBI 1980, p 58). Thus, they 
not only denied the human nature of Jesus Christ (as seen in Paulicianism) but 
also diminished His divine nature, reducing it to that of an angel – essentially a 
created being. In response, Euthymius Zigabenus poses the rhetorical question:  
“... if the Archangel is created and is a slave, as are all the heavenly powers, how 
is he by nature a Son and consubstantial with the Father?” (Zigabenos  PG 130,  
col. 1305; GIBI 1980, p 58). From its earliest days, the Church, drawing on the 
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New Testament, has affirmed with absolute conviction the fullness and reality of 
Christ’s human nature, while never regarding Him as merely a man. The confession 
that Christ is God in no way undermines the recognition of the completeness of His 
human nature (Florovski 2009, p. 322).

In contrast to the docetic views of Christ found in various heretical teachings – 
such as Docetism, Gnosticism, and Manichaeism of the 1st–3rd centuries, as well 
as Paulicianism and Bogomilism of the 7th – 13th centuries – Christians affirm that 
the saving revelation of God is realised through the body, life, suffering, death, 
and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, who is the God-Man, the Son of Man, and 
the Son of God. For this reason, Christians do not regard the Gnostic-Manichaean 
heresy and its later expressions in Paulicianism and Bogomilism as mere variations 
of their faith, but rather as attempts to deprive their God-revealed religion of its 
very foundation. St. Jerome (circa 347 – 420) observes that as early as the time of 
the holy apostles, when the blood of Christ had not yet dried in Judea, some were 
already proclaiming that His body was only imaginary – „phantasma Domini cor-
pus asserebatur“ (Hieronymus PL 23, col. 186; Marinov, Velichkov 1959, p. 333). 
The earliest response to Docetism is already evident in some of the epistles of St 
John the Theologian. He warns: “...for many deceivers are entered into the world, 
who confess not that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh. This is a deceiver and an 
antichrist.” (2 John 1:7; cf. 1 John 4:3). The docetic beliefs of the Paulicians and 
Bogomils result in a cutting asunder and distortion of the Church‘s doctrine of the 
God-Man, as they separate Jesus from Christ. This dualistic position ultimately 
denies the possibility of the God-Man nature and, more broadly, the Godhead itself, 
thereby rejecting the possibility of the salvation of fallen human nature (Florovski 
2009, p. 304).

In Bulgarian history, the Bogomil heresy was condemned and repeatedly 
anathematised at the Church Council of 1211, whose decisions are recorded in 
the Synod of the Bulgarian Church, also known as the Synod of Tsar Boril  
(1207 – 1218). In Bulgarian history, the Bogomil heresy was condemned and 
repeatedly anathemaed by the church council of 1211, whose decisions are reflected 
in the Synod of the Bulgarian Church, also known as the Synod of Tsar Boril  
(1207 – 1218). The council declared the following: “To Pope Bogomil, who, under 
the Bulgarian King Peter, adopted the Manichaean heresy and spread it throughout 
the Bulgarian land, adding to it that Christ our God was only seemingly born of 
the Holy Virgin Mary, the Mother of God, and seemingly crucified, and that He 
ascended with deified flesh, leaving it in the air; to his former and present disciples 
who uphold this belief and call themselves apostles – anathema... To the thrice-
accursed Bogomil... and to the rest of his disciples and followers who blaspheme 
that Christ‘s Incarnation was merely an illusion and that He did not receive His 
flesh from our holy and most pure Lady – to all these, anathema.” (Bozhilov, Toto-
manova,  Biljarski 2012, pp. 302, 311; Podbrani izvori 2004, pp. 253 – 254).
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An echo of the polemic waged at various times against the Docetists, Gnostics, 
Manichaeans, Paulicians, and Bogomils can be found in the liturgical texts of the 
Orthodox Church. One such example is Glory, and Now, O Lord, I Cried Out (to 
Thee), Mode 5, from the Vespers of 6 February, which proclaims the historicity and 
reality of the Incarnation of God: „Search the Scriptures, as Christ our God said 
in the Gospels, for in them we find Him being born, being swaddled in swaddling 
clothes, being laid in a manger and nursed with milk, receiving circumcision and 
being carried by Simeon – not in thought and not in an imaginary form, but truly 
appearing to the world. To Him let us cry out, ‚O eternal God, glory to You.” (Minej 
fevruarij  2021, p. 103). In this way, Orthodox worship affirms the truth of the 
Incarnation – that the Lord Jesus Christ enters history seemingly as a phantom, 
“disguised” in human form merely to teach humanity how to free their spiritual 
selves from the so-called humiliating “prison” of the body, as the Paulicians and 
Bogomils claimed, but as the God-Man, granting redemption and salvation to the 
whole human race (Hart 2020, p. 384).

The aforementioned propositions in the heretical doctrines of the Paulicians and 
Bogomils clearly reveal their dualism—the dual nature of their existential principles 
and the ontological-value polarity that stands in direct opposition to the Church’s 
professed belief in “one God, the Father Almighty, who created the heavens, the 
earth, the seas, and all things, and in one Jesus Christ, the Son of God, incarnate for 
our salvation...” (Sv. Irinej Lionski 2021, pp. 97 – 98).

The Discourse Against the Bogomils and the Panoplia Dogmatica clearly and 
emphatically highlight the close association of Paulicianism and Bogomilism with 
dualistic doctrine. Their dualism, whether absolute or moderate, is genetically 
linked to Manichaean teachings, which often serve as an “ideological conduit” for 
any doctrine that regards matter as the creation of evil. At the same time, both works 
draw a sharp distinction between certain behavioural tendencies of the Paulicians 
and the Bogomils. The militant Paulicians exhibit radically different behaviour 
from the Bogomils, whose doctrine is rooted in secret preaching, asceticism, and 
clandestine activity (Radeva 2015, pp. 61, 479). 

The dualistic heretical teachings of the Paulicians and Bogomils constrain and 
distort the Church’s centuries-old theological tradition, seeking to interpret Truth 
according to the “elemental spiritual forces of this world” (Col. 2:20) rather than 
according to Christ. 

NOTES
1. The Discourse Against the Bogomils, written in the second half of the 10th century, 

is the earliest apologetic-polemical work in Old Bulgarian. It begins with a brief 
historical overview of various heresies, after which the author proceeds to his 
primary objective: exposing the heresy of priest Bogomil and his followers, 
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which had recently emerged in Bulgaria, in order to protect those insufficiently 
versed in Christian doctrine from their influence. The work consists of two 
parts. The first is polemical, presenting and criticising the fundamental beliefs 
of the Bogomils regarding the creation of the world, the role of the devil, the 
rejection of church hierarchy, and Christian symbols. The second part is didactic 
in nature, addressing certain deviations and harmful practices among the clergy 
and medieval society. See Petkanova 2003, p. 65 – 66; Petkanova 1986, p. 333 
– 340.

2. The Dogmatic Panoply is an authoritative anti-heretical compendium comprising 
28 chapters (titles) and a substantial doctrinal preface of seven chapters. It was 
composed by the Constantinopolitan scholar and monk Euthymius Zigabenus 
between 1111 and 1115 at the order of the Byzantine Emperor Alexius I 
Komnenos (1081 – 1118). This work is among the most significant contributions 
to the dogmatic-polemical corpus of Byzantine literature. To some extent, The 
Dogmatic Panoply serves as a continuation of the dogmatic writings of St John 
Damascene (675 – 749). See more in Angelov, Primov, Batakliev 1967, p. 73 
– 74.

3. In his Confessions, Saint Augustine writes: “But others say that Thou hast neither 
made them nor even joined them together, such as all flesh down to the smallest 
animal and all that clings by the root to the earth, but that the enemy‘s thought 
and other nature, not created by Thee but opposed to Thee, creates and forms 
them in the lower parts of the world...”. In: Avgustin 1993, с. 275.

4. This variation in form arises from different spellings of the name in the Πανοπλία 
Δογματική, where it appears as Satanael, and in Euthymii Zigabeni De Haeresi 
Bogomilorum Narratio, where the name Samael is used – TN.

5. In these formulations of the teachings of the Bogomils and Paulicians, the 
influence of Gnosticism is evident, particularly in the sharp distinction drawn 
between the temporal, earthly Jesus and the heavenly, eternal Christ. Gnostic 
dualism undermines the very foundation of Christology. If matter – especially 
the human body – is not the product of the divine will but of another, opposing 
principle, then it follows that neither matter nor the human body can serve as a 
means for the revelation of the supreme God. Consequently, Christ, who comes 
to reveal this God to humanity, must be entirely separate from the flesh. Stefa-
nov 2008, pp. 278 – 279.
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Abstract. Panoplia Dogmatica by Euthymios Zigabenos is undoubtedly the 
most important source for Bogomilism in Constantinople in the 12th century. The 
Title 27 offers a systematic exposition of this heresy, and gives a unique first-hand 
testimony from Basil the Physician, in the investigation of whom Zigabenos was 
engaged. One such first-hand testimony concerns the ritual that the Bogomils 
performed before the cross. The paper analyses it and establishes an inconsistency 
of Zigabenos’ interpretation with the words of the heresiarch, as well as internal 
contradictions in it. On this basis, a hypothesis is put forward about the real meaning 
of the Bogomil ritual before the cross. It symbolizes the choice of the true path – the 
path of the Bogomil, who chooses the cross of light over the demonic cross of death. 
At the heart of the Bogomil ritual is the bifurcation of this most important Christian 
symbol, which is directly related to their dualism.

Keywords: Bogomilism; heresy; dualism; cult; symbol; cross

Among the Byzantine sources on Bogomilism, Zigabenos’ “Full Armour of 
Belief (Panoplia Dogmatica)”1 takes a special place. Although it shares the ten-
dentiousness of similar polemical works, it is distinguished from them by its 
systematicity and concreteness. In fact, the Panoplia is the only systematic ex-
position of Bogomil doctrine that we have today (Hamilton, Hamilton, Stoyanov 
1998, p. 38). This stems from the purpose for which it was written. Both the em-
peror and his daughter Anna Comnena, whose work the “Alexiad” is an impor-
tant source for his fight against Bogomilism, highly valued Zigabenos’ learning 
and analytical abilities. That is why, Emperor Alexius I Comnenos personally 
assigned him to refute the main and most dangerous heresies from the history of 
the ancient church up to their time, exposing the errors contained in them in order 
to provide reliable armour in the hands of the Orthodox believers. However, the 
value of this work lies not only in its systematicity. Zigabenos participated in 
the investigation against the Bogomils and personally interrogated the heresiarch 
Basil, during which he took notes2. His testimonies are first-hand, which makes 
them particularly important.

https://doi.org/10.53656/phil2025-02S-04
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A. The Bogomil doctrine of the cross
Of particular interest among Zigabenos’ testimonies are those about the Bo-

gomil attitude to the cross. The insufficient testimonies from the mouths of the 
Bogomils themselves force us to turn to the anti-Bogomil polemic. I will briefly 
formulate the main points of the Bogomil view, as presented by its opponents.

Traditionally, it is reported that the Bogomils completely deny the cross (Bo-
rilov Synodik 2010, 15b11-14, 24b11-14). The following reasons are given for this:

1. The Bogomils deny the sacredness of the cross, because the Savior did not die 
on it, did not conquer death with his death, and therefore it is not an instrument of 
salvation. According to some testimonies, the Bogomils considered the death on the 
cross to be illusory. So Zigabenos says that Christ “was only seemingly exposed to 
the sufferings inherent in man, when he was crucified on a cross and “died”. And 
when he rose, he completed the scene, revealed the drama and, taking off the mask, 
captured the apostate, chained him in thick and heavy chains, and imprisoned him 
in Tartarus” (Panoplia 27.11 154,2-6 (Berke)). That is, the so-called “death on the 
cross” is only a performance that he played to expose Satan. This semblance of 
the Savior’s death among the Bogomils brought upon them the curse of Patriarch 
Theophylact: “For those who consider the cross and death of Christ and his resur-
rection to be apparent, a curse3“. For the same reason, they are also anathematized 
in the Boril Synod: “Our God Christ… was seemingly crucified, ascended the de-
ified flesh and left it in the air; to his former and present disciples, who claim this 
and call themselves apostles – anathema” (Borilov sinodik, 2010, pp. 121 – 122 
[13b20-14a4]).

However, once the Bogomils desacralize the cross, in their eyes it is just wood 
and, like any wood, can be used as material for more useful things. Thus, Cosmas 
the Presbyter testifies that “heretics cut up crosses and make tools out of them” 
(Kozma, Beseda, 488b, Popruzhenko 1936, 5, 13-14).

2. The second motive for the denial of the cross, according to anti-heretical 
testimonies, contradicts the first, insofar as it does not deny the death on the cross. 
According to the Bogomils, it is hated by God because the Jews crucified his son 
Jesus on it. And if someone kills the king‘s son with a tree, can this tree be pleasing 
to the king? (Kozma, Beseda, 490ab, see Popruzhenko 1936, 6,23-7,4). This is 
stated even more directly in the anonymous anti-heretical treatise, which has come 
down to us in the MS Sen. 33 from the 15th century. There, it is stated, that the 
Bogomils do not honor the cross because it is a murderer of the Lord (Delatte 1927, 
318,30 sq.). Therefore, this instrument of deicide cannot be venerated.

3. The third main motive for denying the cross is that it is the work of the devil. 
According to Jesus in the Secret Book, “when Satan learned that I was coming to 
this world, he sent his angel and took pieces of three trees and handed them over 
to the prophet Moses for my crucifiction on a cross. (Ivanov 20242, p. 75)” Also in 
the Sermon of Cosmas we read: “They blaspheme not only the earth, but also the 
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heavens, saying that everything is at the will of the devil. They give the sky, the 
sun, the stars, the air, the earth, man, the church, crosses and everything divine to 
the devil. (Kozma, Beseda, 509b, see Popruzhenko 1936, 26,3-5)”

As can be seen, the anti-Bogomil testimonies are contradictory. The first 
contradiction that we noted is in the denial or recognition of the Savior death on the 
cross. However, it is not the only one. There is another, second contradiction, this 
time related to the third motive for the denial of the cross. We saw that the Bogomils 
associate it with the devil. Then it is not clear how his servant demons can be afraid 
of the cross – of his master work. However, we also have such testimonies. Cosmas 
the Presbyter testifies that according to the Bogomils, demons are afraid of the 
cross of God (Cosmas, Beseda, 488b, Popruzhenko 1936, 5,13). In his “Dialogue 
against Heresies” Simeon of Thessalonica writes that according to the Bogomils, 
the most honorable cross of the Lord is terrible for demons (PG 155, 73B).

In light of what has been said, the question arises whether the contradictions 
outlined in this way can be overcome. For the first, this is more difficult. Still, it 
could be said that the contradictory opinions are expressed in a different respect. In 
reality, death on the cross does not exist. The crucifixion is only a staging of God to 
expose Satan. In the end, he turns out to be his instrument. On the other hand, such 
a death on the cross exists in the devil‘s plan, and Orthodox Christians, for whom it 
is real, are slaves to this plan and therefore the Savior dead is real to them. A logical 
option with regard to the second contradiction is to assume that according to the 
Bogomils there are two crosses – the cross of the crucifixion, revered by Orthodox 
Christians, and the true cross, the cross of light, revered by them. The first is an 
instrument of the devilish forces, who imagine that with it they can kill the Lord 
and it is dear to them. They are its creators and accept it as something of their own. 
In reality, however, its creation is according to the plan of God, who through the 
cross exposes the diabolic power. Therefore, ultimately, the demons must fear him, 
because the cross is their persecutor.

There is however a problem. Some testimonies speak against.such a division 
of the cross into a cross of light, which according to the Divine plan is an expeller 
of demons, and a cross of crucifixion, which is work of the devilish forces and 
serves their plan. Presbyter Cosmas writes: “Out of fear of people, they go to 
church and venerate the cross and the icon, as those of them who returned to 
our true faith tell us, saying: “We do all this for people, and not from the heart. 
We secretly keep our faith. (Kozma, Beseda, 503a, Popruzhenko 1936, 19,3-7)”  
Euthymius of Periblepta also testifies to the Bogomil hypocrisy: “And they 
also make crosses, but not from faith, but blasphemously and with boldness 
(ἐμπαικτικῶς καὶ ὑβριστικῶς) just for show and deception (πρὸς ἔνδειξιν καὶ 
ἀπάτην ). If the demon-possessed Bogomils worship the cross only out of 
hypocrisy and for mimicry in front of the Orthodox,  there is no “true cross” for 
them other than the cross of the crucifixion4.



47

The Bogomil Ritual before the Cross and its Doctrinal Foundations

On the other hand, some historical artifacts testify to a veneration of the cross among 
the Bogomils. There are symbolic images of the cross on tombstones in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, as well as on the rings worn by the Bogomils. These images show a 
significant difference with the Orthodox tradition. Crosses are specific. They are “crosses 
of light” and, under the influence of Manichaeism, symbolize Christ as the eternal Sun. 
They depict Christ, not his physical death. They depict him as “gates”, as a “path” to 
the spiritual world (Kutsli, 2010, p. 162). They also symbolize the cosmic mission of 
Christ, “who restrains the Cosmos through the word” (Ibid.). As the publications of 
L. Stefanova and E. Ivanov in this miscellany demonstrate, similar images are also 
present in Greece, Serbia and Bulgaria. In his research, Soloviev proceeds from similar 
observations and claims that the Bogomils rejected the cross only as an instrument 
for the execution of Christ (Solov’ev, 1948, 1959). That is, they deny the cross of 
Orthodox Christians, and not the “true” cross, introducing their own understanding of 
this important Christian symbol5. Some indications of this understanding can be found 
in a testimony by Euthymios Zigabenos in the Panoplia 27.

B. Zigabenos on the Bogomil ritual before the cross
In the Panoplia Zigabenos reports on a peculiar ritual of the Bogomils, revealing 

their attitude to the cross. His testimony is unique and has no analogue in any other 
historical source. It was recorded from the mouth of the heresiarch Basil, after 
which Zigabenos gives his commentary. This gives it authenticity, at least in that 
part of it which conveys the words of the heresiarch, given Zigabenos̕ tendency to 
expand the Bogomil doctrine with elements from other heresies of that time and 
to turn the name Bogomil into a label and a synonym for heretic in general. In the 
earlier text De haeresi Bogomilorum narratio6, only the first part is present without 
the subsequent commentary. Let us first look at the full text of the testimony in the 
Panoplia, and then will proceed to its analysis:

After that the one, who was exposed as the leader of the heresy, was asked by us why 
the demon-possessed (οἱ δαιμονῶντες) rush to the cross and bark (καθυλακτοῦσιν7), and 
he replied that the cross is loved most of all by the demons who dwell in them, because 
it is their work, and said that they themselves prepared it for the murder (εἰς ἀναίρεσιν) 
of the Savior. Sometimes they theatrically commit an outrage upon it (καθυβρίζειν 
τοῦτον ἐν ὑποκρίσει) and often voluntarily (ἑκουσίως) flee from him, so that, seeing 
this, people might rather honor him as an enemy and a persecutor of demons (ὡς ἐχθρὸν 
καὶ διώκτην τῶν δαιμονίων). 

However, according to us, the truth is not like that. They are attracted by the power 
of the cross (ὑπὸ τῆς τοῦ Σταυροῦ δυνάμεως) and against their will (ἄκοντας). After 
all, the barking and convulsions of the body in those obsessed by demons, as well as 
the shaking, are evidence of the torment of the demons. They are commiting an out-
rage upon the cross because it is an enemy and flee because he is a persecutor. Panopl.  
PG 27.15, 1312A,9-B,9 [27.19 p.163,1-13 (Berke)]”
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As can be seen, Zigabenos’ testimony consists of two parts. In the first, he 
conveys the words of the Bogomil leader, Basil (see Panoplia 163, 1-7 (Berke)). 
Presented analytically by points, its content is as follows:

1. The actions described are performed in front of the people present. The 
commiting an outrage is said to be ἐν ὑποκρίσει – i.e. in a theatrical, staged way. It 
happens not on regular bases but sometimes.

2. These actions have a symbolic meaning and contain an instruction for the 
public – to venerate the cross rather as a persecutor of demons and their enemy.

3. The ritual includes a) movement towards the cross; b) commiting an outrage; 
c) retreat from the cross.

a) Those possessed by demons rush to the cross, attracted by it as a demonic 
work. Their demonic possession is demonstrated by making animal sounds 
(barking). The Bogomils would hardly present themselves in this way. Rather, they 
expose traditional Christians – they are who is attracted by the cross of crucifixion, 
the instrument for the murder of the Lord!

b) Commiting an outrage upon the cross. It is not specified what it consists 
of. The verbs ὑβρίζειν and καθυβρίζειν are used, which can mean both outraging 
actions and foul words.

c) Retreating from the cross, which shows its true nature – not a demonic 
instrument of murder (for crucifixion) that attracts those possessed by demons, but 
on the contrary, a persecutor of demons that makes them flee.

The second part of Zigabenos’ testimony contains his interpretation of the 
meaning of the Bogomil ritual before the cross [Panoplia, p.163, 8-13 (Berke)]

The main points in it are as follows:
1. Zigabenos states that Bogomils possessed by demons approach the cross, but 

not because it is the work of demons, but against their will – they are attracted by 
the holy power of the cross.

2. The outrage upon the cross is an expression of the attitude towards it of the 
demonic forces, for whom it is an enemy.

3. The retreat from the cross shows his holy power to cast out demons.
If we were to present in a generalized way the differences between the words of 

the heresiarch and their interpretation by Zigabenos, we could present them in the 
following table:
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The heresiarch Zigabenos

— Those possessed by demons flock 
to the cross of their own free will, as if 
to something related, because it is a 
demonic work.
— The Orthodox are possessed by 
demons.
— Those who turn away from the cross 
flee not condemned and driven away 
by it, but of their own free will and this 
happens those present to be showned in 
what sense they should venerate it.
— The cross is only an enemy and 
persecutor of demons, and if it is to be 
venerated, then only as such.

— Those possessed by demons flock before 
the cross against their will, attracted by its holy 
power.

— The Bogomils are possessed by demons.

— Before the cross, those who turn away 
from it testify to their demonic possession and 
are driven away by it. There is no mention 
of some public and a message to the people 
present at all.
— The cross is not only an enemy and a 
persecutor of demons, but above all an 
instrument of salvation.

C. Dissonances in Zigabenos’ testimony
1. It seems absurd that the Bogomils should depict themselves rushing 

towards the cross with a barking that exposes them as possessed by demons. In 
this way, they rather present the opposing side. Zigabenos could have resorted 
to a frequently used polemical technique – to turn the blade of the attack against 
those who carry it out: in fact, it is not we, but you who are possessed by 
demons!

2. In his interpretation of the ritual before the cross, Zigabenos presents 
the Bogomils as a satanized crowd of vandals, whose actions have nothing 
to do with Christianity. However, this exposes them not as heretics, but as 
degenerates. At all times there have been rabble who desecrate the symbols of 
faith, but they are perceived not as heretics, but as low-class elements. Then, is 
Zigabenos not showing a tendency for apologetic distortion, and can we accept 
his interpretation as historically accurate?

3. It seems strange that after the holy power of the Cross manages to attract 
the demoniacs, instead of keeping them with it and sanctifying them, they are 
exposed, condemned and expelled. Does Zigabenos equate the actions of the 
cross with the actions of the emperor, who has predisposed and attracted Basil 
the Physician to himself in order to test his heresy and condemn him? It is 
before the emperor that the heresiarch reveals all his demoniacness. Does this 
analogy not reveal an ideologeme in the minds of the Byzantines, for whom the 
emperor is the vicar of Christ on earth and his actions have a sacred character? 
Then is the action of the holy cross of exponing and persecuting the heretics 
similar to them? If so, there is a predetermined scheme in the interpretation, 
which is another reason to doubt its historical reliability.
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D. Strengths and weaknesses in Zigabenos’ testimony
1. We owe to Zigabenos the most complete information about the Bogomil 

heresy compared to all Byzantine sources. In particular, only in him do we find 
a description of actions before the cross, which were in public, and the words of 
the heresiarch quoted by him indicate the presence of a symbolic meaning for the 
instruction of those present.

2. Zigabenos is a brilliant Christian apologist. His work “Full Armour of Be-
lief” gives an answer to all the main heresies that troubled Christians for a whole 
millennium.

However, what is a virtue in the Christian theologian-apologist creates difficulties 
in using him as a historical source. His testimonies should be perceived critically, 
provided that his goal was not so much to inform about the Bogomil heresy as to 
expose and discredit it. For this purpose, tools that are not inherent to a historian 
also help.

Our project on the Bogomils is scientific and aims to give as objective a picture 
of medieval Bogomilism as possible, in order to compare its contemporary epigones 
with it. This implies distancing oneself from the testimonies of the apologists and 
analyzing their objectivity.

E. A possible solution to the problems in Zigabenos’ testimony
Considering that, for apologetic purposes, Zigabenos turns the accusation of 

the heretics against the Orthodox, that they are possessed by demons, against 
them, which distorts Basil’s words, we have every reason to seek an interpretation 
different from what he offers us.

1. The Bogomils do not depict themselves rushing to the cross with barking 
and do not expose themselves in such an elementary way. With these actions 
they represent traditional Christians worshipping the cross of crucifiction, which 
according to Bogomil ideas is a demonic instrument of murder; they worship it 
because it is the work of the demons who have possessed them.

2. A spectacle is sometimes played out in front of the cross, in which this 
instrument of death is theatrically outraged upon. This cannot be done by the crowd 
of barking Orthodox believers. The demonic spirit in them should rather recognize 
it as a demonic work related to itself. They have no reason to outrage upon it. Here 
it is time to pay attention to the words of the heresiarch that this outrage is done 
“sometimes”. What if have they once reached the cross, the truth is revealed to 
them – the true cross is that of the Bogomils? But not all of them accept it. Those 
who remain orthodox and therefore possessed by demons outrage upon it and on 
their own free will run away. This does not happen always, because many accept 
the way of Bogomilism.

3. The subsequent actions of those who have not chosen Bogomilism indicate 
the path that must be followed. Before the eyes of the community, they turn 
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away from the  true cross. The traditional Christians voluntarily flee from him 
realizing that it is their enemy and persecutor of demons. This is the way it to 
be venerated.

4. In this way, the actions before the cross symbolize the choice of the true path 
– the path of the Bogomil, who chooses the cross of light over the demonic cross 
of death. 

F. The bifurcation of the cross in the context of Bogomil dualism
An important point in the words of the heresiarch, as quoted by Zigabenos, is 

that the denial of the cross of death does not cancel the veneration of the cross that 
drives away demons – the sanctifying cross. The observations we made on his tes-
timony provide another argument in support of the thesis that the Bogomils have 
not completely rejected the symbol of the cross. They rejected it only as an instru-
ment for the murder of Christ. This explains why images of crosses are found on 
the tombstones of the Bogomils. These images are diverse: crosses of light, crosses 
with vines, crosses of lilies, “Christomorphic” crosses (Kutzli, 166). The use of 
the cross in Bogomil burials is hardly due only to their desire to mimic as Ortho-
dox Christians due to fear of persecution, or to mislead the pagan Christians and 
more easily to seduce them, as some testimonies speak of. These “true” crosses are 
under dualistic Manichaean influence and symbolize Christ as the light and good 
principle, opposing the dark and evil principle – Satan. They depict Christ and his 
cosmic mission, but in no way his death. The Bogomils distance themselves from 
the Christian cross of the crucifixion and in its place place another “spiritual” cross, 
which they believe is the true one.

Conclusions and summary
The interpretation presented here is a hypothesis for which it is difficult to provide 

decisive arguments. Yet it is at least good in that it provides an answer to discrepan-
cies in Zigabenos‘ testimony that have not attracted the attention of researchers until 
now. Although heretics, the Bogomils are believers, not ordinary vandals. Least of 
all, they would have exponed themselves as  possessed by demons. Therefore, what 
we learn from Zigabenos that they performed in public is not an act of vandalism, but 
a ritual subordinated to their dualistic doctrine. A ritual symbolizing the choice of 
light and good over demonism and evil. This is symbolized by the choice of the true 
cross, with which the Bogomils remain. This does not happen always. Those who 
serve demons and do not accept the Bogomil teachings remain unchanged – they 
approach the cross of the crucifixion, attracted by its demonic essence, themselves 
demonstrating their possession by demons. However, when the true cross shines, 
replacing the Orthodox one, a part of them, who does not accept it and does not 
embrace Bogomilism, decide to leave and remain possessed by the devil’s forces.  
The right choice does not happen always and that is why a  theatrical outrage upon 
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cross is sometimes (but not always) performed, symbolizing the evil choice of 
those who remain Orthodox. At the heart of the Bogomil ritual is the bifurcation of 
the cross, which is directly related to their dualism.

NOTES
1. The work Panoplia most likely dates back to 1114. See RIGO, A. 2009, p. 32. It 

is also possible that it was written two decades later. See Parpulov, Г., Kusabu, 
H. 2019, 66 – 67. 

2. See the testimony of Zigabenos himself at the end of Panoplia, where he shares 
the pain and inner resistance with which he listened to Basil the Physician, 
for which reason he “willingly passed over many things and wrote down only 
fragmentary words. PG 1332A,7-12 [184,11-14 (Berke)]” The translation from 
Greek here and throughout the article is mine.

3. Patriarh Teofilakt do Petӑr, tsar na Bӑlgariya. – Angelov, D., Primov, B., 
Batakliev, G. 1967, p. 43.

4.  Euthymii monachi coenobii Peribletae epistula invectiva contra Phundagiagitas 
sive Bogomilos haereticos. – Ficker, 1908, 28, 5 – 7.

5. See SOLOVIEV, A.V., 1959; GRUBER, H., 1965; KUTSLI, R., 2023 [in 
Bulgarian translation].

6. Written for the council of Constantinople 1110 – 1112 (PBE 17, 449) and then 
supplemented and transformed, it served as the basis for the Title 27 in the 
Panoplia.

7. They are barking, not cursing, like in the translation in GIBI 10, p. 65. As 
stated in Zigabenos‘ interpretation, making such animal sounds testifies to their 
possession by demons.
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