Statement of the Second Study Seminar of PRO ORIENTE between theologians of the Roman Catholic Church and the Oriental Orthodox Church on Councils and Conciliarity - Vienna, June, 26 to 29, 1992
In view of the fact that the first PRO ORIENTE Study Seminar on Primacy in June 1991 felt the need for further study and clarification of certain issues, a second Study Seminar on Councils and Conciliarity was held at the Bildungshaus Lainz, Vienna from June 26th to 29th, 1992. The meetings were chaired jointly by Bishop Mesrob Krikorian and Fr. Frans Bouwen. Papers were presented by Rev. Tadros Y. Malaty on Ecumenical Councils and the Trinitarian Faith; by Prof. Hans-Joachim Schulz on The Great Councils - The Different Degrees of their Realization of Ecclesial Conciliarity and their Incorporation in the Respective Tradition; and by Fr. Khalil Kochassarly OP on Councils and Conciliarity in the Life of the Churches. 
H.Em. Franz Cardinal König was present for part of the meeting and the participants expressed their gratitude for His Eminence's leadership and inspiration and also to PRO ORIENTE for the hospitality for this Study Seminar. 
COMMUNIQUÉ
Introduction
The Vienna Conversations have helped to clarify a considerable area of agreement between the Roman Catholic Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches, on the subject of Councils and Conciliarity. Some differences, however, remain, to be further discussed and clarified, in order that the consensus may become more comprehensive. 
Areas of Unofficial Consensus
The main points of agreement emerging from the unofficial Vienna Conversations may be briefly summarized as follows: 
(1) The Church is by its very nature conciliar, being an icon in the created order of the ineffable Holy Trinity, three persons in one ousia, bound together in the perfect communion in love. Conciliarity means more than councils. Conciliarity is communion (koinonia). Communion in conciliarity can continue even during long periods when no formal ecumenical councils are held. 
(2) This communion has two essential dimensions - (i) the vertical-transcendent communion of all members with the Triune God in the Lord Jesus Christ by the Holy Spirit and, (ii) the horizontal communion of all members in all time and all space with each other, a special aspect of which is the communion of the Church on earth with the heavenly Church. Without either of these dimensions the church would not be the Church. 
(3) This communion is above all a communion of love; where love is not present, communion cannot be real. 
(4) This communion is participation in the Body of the one Lord Jesus Christ, the incarnate Son of God, crucified, dead and risen, ascended and seated at the right hand of the Father; it is effected by the Holy Spirit, through faith and baptism-christmation, through the Eucharist, and through sharing in the Apostolic teaching and witness, guarded, authenticated and pastored by the episcopate with the presbyterate and the diaconate, and through loving service to each other and to the world. 
(5) Conciliarity belongs to the essence of the Church. This conciliarity is expressed at various levels - in the eucharistic communion of the local church (diocese), with the bishop or bishops, and with the whole Church Catholic in all time and all space, as well as in local, national, regional and universal synods. In the local parish, the presbyter, as vicar of the bishop, is the focus of conciliarity. He exercises the ministry in conciliar fellowshiop with his people, - the ministry of (i) worship, prayer and intercessions, (ii) of pastoral building up of the people, and (iii) of loving service to the world - all three aspects being marked by conciliarity. 
(6) The ecumenical councils of the Church Catholic are an important expression and instrument of conciliarity. The Apostolic Council of Jerusalem, described in Acts of the Apostles 15, is unique and in a class by itself because of the presence of the Holy Apostles. This council, because of its uniqueness is usually not included in the list of ecumenical Councils. The first three ecumenical Councils Nicaea (325), Constantinople (381) and Ephesus (431) accomplished, through the Holy Spirit, a clarification of the Apostolic faith and have become the basis of the present Christological consensus between the Roman Catholic Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches. The Niceno-Constantinopolitan Symbol of Faith remains an unreplaceable foundation and expression of the faith of the Church. 
(7) Unlike the Eucharist, there is no prescribed time-rhythm for the convening of ecumenical councils. They are held according to need, as and when necessary. Neither is there any prescribed procedure, acceptable to all churches, for convoking an ecumenical synod. In the case of the first ecumenical Councils, the emperor was the convener and provided transport and hospitality. This cannot be a norm for all times and situations. 
(8) Though a large number of councils were held during the period from 325-431 A.D., only three have been accepted as ecumenical and have come to enjoy universal pre-eminence. A council becomes ecumenical, not primarily by virtue of its representativeness or of a specific procedure followed, but when faithful to the one Apostolic Tradition of the Church, it is received and recognized by the churches everywhere as ecumenical. An ecumenical council is thus a living and ongoing process which begins with its convoking and is completed when there is worldwide recognition and appropriation by the churches. 
(9) The Holy Spirit leads the Church into all truth, and the councils have played a major role in elucidating the revelation in the Lord Jesus Christ. Even when many members of the Church occasionally went astray as happened in the fourth century  Arian domination, the Holy Spirit led them back to the truth. The Church is thus indefectible, but can be called infallible only in a strictly qualified sense. There is no a priori guarantee that a council convoked to be ecumenical would not stray from the Truth and make wrong decisions. But the Holy Spirit always leads the Church into all truth and brings back those who have gone astray, after they have repented. An ecumenical council can play a major role in such bringing back, but it is not indispensable to the process. Indefectibility of the Church is a gift of the Spirit and not something automatically operative. Infallibility is a term of more recent origin, and in the Roman Catholic church is applied primarily to dogmatic formulations. 
(10) A council is coming together (synodos) of the Church; bishops represent the fullness of the local church, but presbyter, abbots, deacons and laity also are present and help the discussion at ecumenical councils. Bishops sign the decrees of the councils as representatives of the local churches; but all believers can take part in various ways in the deliberations, even if all cannot be present. All members of the churches have received the gifts of the Holy Spirit and have a responsability to use these gifts for the upbuilding of the Church, and therefore in the conciliar process. 
Point to be further clarified
1. Ecclesiology forms an essential part of Christology in so far as our understanding of Christ includes Soteriology; for it is through the Church that the salvation in Christ is mediated to us. In the Vienna Conversations serveral differences in perspective have emerged in the ecclesiological area; for this reason there is much work to be done, before our present remarkable Christological consensus can be complete and ready for action by the churches. 
2. The major ecclesiological difference has to do with the role of the Church of Rome and her Bishop in the unity of the Church Catholic and in relation to councils. Here it may be useful to place the positions of the Roman Catholic Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches side by side, and reflect further on how these differences can be overcome. Even in the areas of present disagreement we find a significant sector of agreement. 
3. The Roman Catholic Church teaches that communion with the See of Rome is essential to the unity of the Church Catholic, and that outside that communion the Unity of the Church is incomplete. The Oriental Orthodox Churches, as does the Roman Catholic Church, insist on eucharistic communion, the episcopate and the unity of the Apostolic faith as essential elements for the Church. Both sides regard agreement of all churches as necessary for the unity of the church. The disagreement is on the insistance on communion with one particular See or bishop as absolutely essential and uniquely indispensable. But the progress so far in the ecumenical process has facilitated greater mutual understanding, dialogue and cooperation among our churches. 
4. The Roman Catholic Church teaches that there is a special Petrine office, related to but distinct from the office of the other Apostles. This special office of Peter is regarded as divinely instituted as essential for the unity of the Church. The Oriental Orthodox Churches teach that all the Apostles received the same gifts and the same authority from our Lord, and that there is no distinct Petrine, Pauline and Thomasian or other apostolic office, though some churches are known by the name of their founder. The apostolic office is one and shared by all the apostles. Both sides agree that the Apostolic College is one and that the Episcopal Episcopal college in the Church is the continuing presence of the one Apostolic College. The disagreement is on a unique, distinct and exclusive Petrine office, divinely instituted within the Apostolic College. 
5. The Roman Catholic church teaches that the college of bishops, to which the Bishop of Rome belongs and who is its head, would be incomplete without him, and cannot act without his consent and approval. In the Oriental Orthodox Churches also the presence and role of the Primate is becoming increasingly essential for the functioning of the Episcopal Synod. The Oriental Orthodox position is that the consent of any one particular bishp is not indispensable for the validity or acceptance of the ecumenical conciliar decrees, although consent of all bishops would be desirable. The disagreement is about the indispensability in a unique manner, of the consent of one particular bishop of a particular See. 
6. There is thus an inseparable relationship between conciliarity and primacy. The Roman Catholic pratice has been for someone other than the Pope (though on his authority) to preside in the council, the decisions of the council becoming valid only by subsequent ratification by the Pope. In the Oriental Orthodox Churches the Pope, Patriarch, Catholicos or other primate presides in the council of his church or of all the Oriental Churches together, but he has no independent right or authority apart from his synod or above it to ratify or refuse to ratify the decisions of an ecumenical council. The role of a primate in relation to a council needs to be further clarified in mutual discussions, since primacy is a living reality in all our churches though understood and exercised differently in the different churches. 
7. As far as a universal council is concerned, the Roman Catholic Church has developed clear procedures for convoking, conducting and confirming a council. If, however, we are to think of a future council after communion has been restored between the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Churches, a new procedure will have to be jointly evolved, faithful both to the tradition of the Church and to the needs and possibilities of th time and upholding the conciliar principle at the levels of convoking, conducting and  confirming. 
8. The notion of infallibility does not belong to the tradition of the Orthodox Church, whether in connection with a prelate or a council or a dogmatic declaration. The Roman Catholic teaching on Papal infallibility has been subject to substantial study and reformulation in recent times; the historical form in which that doctrine developed at Vatican I was reaffirmed at Vatican II. This study and reformulation should proceed further in an ecumenical context. 
9. There is disagreement between the Roman Catholic church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches on the status of councils after 431 A.D., regarded as ecumenical by the Roman Catholic Church. The Oriental Orthodox are unable to accept these councils as ecumenical or binding. If there is anything of value in these later councils, these could be discussed between the Oriental Orthodox and the Roman Catholics; the former can benefit from their decisions if they are found useful and not inconsistent with their own tradition. The suggestion has been made that some of these councils can be regarded simply as General Councils of the Roman Catholic Church. Only the first three Councils would be regarded as ecumenically binding and pre-eminently the expression of the faith of the Apostolic Church. 
Conclusion 
The work done so far has, by grace of God, produced amazingly positive results. More work needs to be done, in order to reduce the areas of disagreement. The Holy Spirit always leads the churches into all truth, and has been with us in our work together. The same Spirit will continue to bless our future efforts also, and lead us to that unity for which our Lord prayed. 
(Quelle/Published in: Booklet 5, Vienna 1993)
