Report of the third PRO ORIENTE Study Seminar "Ecclesiology and the Unity of the Church" (Vienna, 1 - 5 July 1994).   
At the invitation of PRO ORIENTE a third study seminar was held in Vienna, in the Bildungshaus Lainz, from 1 - 5 July 1994, on the theme "Ecclesiology and the Unity of the Church". Its purpose was to continue the work started at the two previous study seminars on "Primacy", in 1991, and on "Councils and Conciliarity", in 1992.   
The main theme this time was a comparative study of the ecclesiologies of the Catholic and the Oriental Orthodox Churches with special attention given to the place of the Oriental Catholic Churches. A number of specialists on this subject and theologians of the Oriental Orthodox and Oriental Catholic Churches took part in the presentations and discussions.  
The general theme was introduced by two presentations on "Ecclesiology and the search for communion between East and West": one from the Catholic side by Prof. Fr. Hervé Legrand OP (Paris) and one from the Oriental Orthodox side by Prof. Dr. Emil Maher Ishak (Cairo), of the Coptic Orthodox Church. 
Two general briefings were given to the participants as a contribution to the discussions: 
1. "The Current Theological Discussion of the Problems of Uniatism and Proselytism in the Framework of  the Theological Dialogue between Catholics and Orthodox", by Fr. Frans Bouwen PA (Jerusalem);2. "The Ecclesiological and Canonical Status of the Oriental Catholic Churches according to Vaticanum II and the Codex Canonum Ecclesiarum Orientalium (1991)", by Prof. Richard Potz (Vienna).   
"The role of the Oriental Catholic Churches in the Search for Communion  between East and West", was introduced by two representatives of the Oriental Orthodox Churches: Archbishop Mar Gregorios of Aleppo of the Syrian Orthodox Church of Antioch, and Archbishop Mesrob K. Krikorian of Vienna of the Armenian Apostolic Church of Etchmiadzin, as well as by two representatives of the Oriental Catholic Churches: Fr. Makarios Tawfiq (Cairo) of the Coptic Catholic Church, and Archbishop Mar Joseph Powathil of Changanacherry of the Syro-Malabar Church.  
The discussions that followed the introductory papers were characterized by a spirit of fraternal openness, brotherly love and peaceful joy in the Holy Spirit. The main elements of the common reflection can be summarized in the following points. 
Both the Roman Catholic and the Oriental Orthodox families of churches seek unity on the basis of an Ecclesiology of communion. Communion, though having a broad spectrum of meanings primarily signifies eucharistic communion in both our traditions. 
On each place where the Eucharist is celebrated in the one faith and around the bishop in the Apostolic succession the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church is present in its fullness. This local church is in communion with all other churches that celebrate the same Eucharist in the same Apostolic Faith. The links of communion are the bishops. The worldwide church ( Church universal) is a communion of local Churches, bound together at every level by ways of a conciliar fellowship. It is within this conciliarity that the presence and function of Primacy should be seen, at the local, regional and universal levels.  
Churches in full communion with each other are Sister Churches in the full sense of the word. In spite of the fact that the Catholic Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches are not yet in full communion, they have already so much in common regarding Apostolic Faith and sacramental life that they can call each other Sister Churches, although in a still imperfect way.  
We commonly recognize  that in each one of our traditions we have some difficulties in expressing church unity at the regional level or within the wider context of our communions. Having this problem in common, we believe that we can learn from each other and we hope that reflecting in common we shall find better ways to express the full catholicity of the One Church.  
For the time being, divergences appear between Roman Catholic and Oriental Orthodox traditions in understanding the wider character of ecclesial communion. 
While the Roman Catholic Church can qualify itself as a communion of churches, it sets the principle of communion with the Bishop of Rome as successor of Peter as an essential condition for this ecclesial authenticity of the churches and their communion. The concepts of the universal church and universal primacy of the Bishop of Rome are integral to this understanding of communion.  
The Orthodox Churches maintain the principle of eucharistic communion ín one faith between this local churches in a conciliar context as a sufficient expression of the ecclesiology of communion. Integral to this communion is the catholicity of the church understood as the fullness of truth which includes historical and geographical elements. In a situation of true unity it is this mutual communion among this churches that becomes the essential and visible sign of the ecclesial authenticity of churches. It does not require any exclusive authentication by any one See within this communion.  
The integral connection between ecclesiality, catholicity,conciliarity, primacy and unity cannot be underestimated. The holistic nature of unity as understood in Western and Eastern traditions demands that we consider these elements not in isolation, but in their constant mutual interactions.  
A deep awareness of the undivided church is ingrained in our different ecclesiological positions. The vision of one church arises from the reality of the one Body of Christ.  
The concept and practice of primacy and in particular the nature of the interrelation between primacy and conciliarity at the universal level constitute one of the main and most sensitive points of difference between the Catholic and Oriental Orthodox Churches. Common reflection and research should continue in order to clarify the principles and to come to a commonly acceptable practice.  
The quality of the relations between the local Churches and the worldwide Church, in full respect for the distinct identity and the legitimate diversity of the traditions is intimately linked with the interrelations between primacy and conciliarity, especially on the universal level. 
Some form of primacy is recognized in the present historical life of all our churches. While in the Roman Catholic traditions primacy of the bishop of Rome is understood to be the guarantee and indispensable condition of communion between local churches, in the Oriental Orthodox traditions primacy arises out of the experience of communion, without the concept and practice of jurisdiction. In the Oriental Orthodox view primacy at different levels is consequential to communion within and between local churches. Although primacy may in turn pastorally nourish this existing communion, in the form of a ministry for unity it is not the condition of existence or criterion of authenticity of the communion among local churches.  
The Roman primacy understands itself as a binding test of authentic ecclesial communion and it appears to the Oriental Orthodox to be of mainly jurisdictional character. 
The traditional expressions used to qualify primacy in the Orthodox tradition like primacy of honour, primacy of love and primacy among equals - all pointing to the same reality - presuppose eucharistic communion and conciliar consensus as conditions. They do not suggest  neccessarily any jurisdictional character.  Primacy can be the expression of conciliarity but not vice versa.  
It is against the background of the tragedy of the division within the one Body of Christ and the untiring efforts of the churches to fulfil the will of Christ that "they may be one", that the origin and history of the Oriental Catholic Churches have often to be seen. Without questioning the sincerity of the intentions of the persons involved, it is now possible to say that these efforts did not succeed to restore unity. On the contrary they led often to new divisions and to new sufferings.  
Now that fraternal relations have been re-established between the Catholic Church and all of the Oriental Orthodox Churches, it is desirable that the Oriental Catholic Churches be integrated in this common search for unity. 
Thus we are glad to see that in fact, the respective Oriental Catholic Churches have been fully involved in the official dialogue that the Catholic Church has initiated with the Coptic Orthodox Church, the Malankara Syrian Orthodox Church and the Malankara Orthodox  Syrian Church. Likewise we hope that similar dialogue may whenever possible, emerge with the other Oriental Orthodox Churches.  
This integration of the Oriental Catholic Churches in the common search for unity is possible and profitable only if certain conditions are fullfilled. In the first place, every proselytism, every aim of expansion of one church at the expense of the other or every purpose of the passing of people of one church to another should be clearly eliminated. Pastoral, educational and social activities that involve faithful of the other church should not be undertaken without the knowledge, the approval and the cooperation of the authorities of that church. Moreover, the aim should be to come to a mutual consultation and collaboration beyond a mere peaceful living side by side.  
We welcome fully the directives given by the church authorities in this sense, as well as the common principles and practical rules evolved in the dialogues between the Catholic Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches,  between the Catholic Church and the Eastern Orthodox Church.  
It was stressed that the declarations of principles are not sufficient. Experience shows that there is often a wide gap between the texts and their implementation in the life of the Churches. First, it is of great importance that the principles agreed upon and the decisions taken at the level of authority are in fact communicated to the bishops, the priests and the faithful on all levels. Secondly, concrete ways and means should be explored, according to the different local circumstances, to promote a real change in mentality and attitude in the relations among our Churches. There is also hope that the Churches will be able to take concrete steps aiming to lift and to remove the feelings of suspicion of proselytism that weigh on them and hinder mutual trust. In certain places, the creation of joint local workgroups or commissions maybe advisable in order to facilitate implementation and to evaluate the situation in common. 
There is not only need for dialogue between the Churches of the East and West. There is perhaps still a greater need of dialogue between East (Oriental Orthodox) and East (Oriental Catholic) on the local level. Together they have the same history and the same tradition. They live side by side most of the time and are confronted with the same difficulties and challenges.  
The fact that the Oriental Orthodox Churches and the respective Oriental Catholic Churches have a different and at times conflicting reading of their common history can cause misunderstanding and mistrust. Efforts for a common reading of history would therefore be very helpful to facilitate mutual acceptance and collaboration.  
It is an encouraging sign that some Oriental Orthodox and Oriental Catholic Churches are already involved in dialogue and collaboration in the frame of national or regional ecumenical organizations, like for instance the Middle East Council of Churches. 
It is not yet entirely clear what other role the Oriental Catholic Churches can play in the search for communion between East and West. In fact, it is generally accepted that the present status of the Oriental Catholic Churches in the Catholic Communion is essentially of a provisional nature.That is clear as well from the texts of Vatican II as from the Codex Canonum Ecclesiarum Orientalium (1991). Their present status cannot be a model of possible future relations between the Oriental Orthodox Churches and Rome in case of unity. 
Nevertheless the Oriental Orthodox Churches do not remain unaffected in front of certain direct interventions of the authorities of Rome in the life of the Oriental Catholic Churches. Sometimes they are for them a cause of concern raising the question of liberty in the church, and whether a real respect for diversity in unity is concretely possible, because of the ways the Roman Primacy is being exercised . A more harmonious development in this field could help to dissipate certain apprehensions.  
The Oriental Catholics think that they still have a role to play within the Catholic Church in the search for unity between East and West. Their presence in the Catholic Communion can help the Latin Church to discover in  an even more concrete ways that she does not on her own represent the whole Christian tradition, that diversity exists and is an enrichment for the Church of Christ. In this way, they think that they have the task to open the Catholic Communion to the diversity of the East and to prepare it to welcome the Oriental churches and their traditions as authentic, rich and important.  
At the conclusion of the Study Seminar some concrete suggestions were made for future study or action, in PRO ORIENTE or elsewhere, to facilitate a harmonious development of the relations between the Oriental Orthodox and the Oriental Catholic Churches in the search for full communion between the Catholic Church and the family of Oriental Orthodox Churches:  
1. The method of organizing study seminars should also in the future be  maintained , however there could be an introductory part  in them, in order to reconsider those parts of previous Study Seminars, which treated similar subjects and strict chairing should prevent repetition of already studied problems.  
2. As the problem of Primacy seems to be the most difficult of all, this subject should be approached from different sides in order to consider various approaches such as: Jurisdiction (episcopate, primacy and synod ;distinction between the powers of ordination and jurisdiction);Local and Universal Church - ethnicity and Church;  the Petrine office as seen in the Second Vatican Council; Infallibility of the Church.  
3. Symposia of Church historians and teachers of history in Church seminars should be convened in view of a common reading of history.  
4. Common research work on controversial questions, such as the origins of the Oriental Catholic Churches.  
5. Study on not outspoken emotional reservations as a motivation to uphold division among Christians.  
6. A common study of obstacles to unity on the local level, encouraging the dialogue between the Churches on the local level, especially by establishing information flow ( information service and exchange of documents to promote a better understanding of the other side).  
7. Elaboration of hypothetical models of unity with a view on future ecumenical possibilities at least on the local level.  
8.  Working out of the best model of future union among the Churches with special attention on practical problems.  
The visit of His Eminence Cardinal Hans Hermann Groër at the last session of the Study Seminar was welcomed cordially by the participants. Words of greetings were exchanged  by His Eminence and the chair. The presence of the Cardinal  was regarded as a sign of encouragement for the ecumenical dialogue.  
All the participants express their gratitude to PRO ORIENTE for this occasion of being together as brothers in the One Lord, working in the One Spirit for the Unity of the One Church to the Glory of the One Father.
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