Joint Communiqué of the Fourth Non-official Consultation on Dialogue within the Syriac Tradition on Sacraments, Vienna March 2000 
 Building on the three earlier Non-Official Consultations on Dialogue within the
Syriac Tradition (1994, 1996, 1997), PRO ORIENTE (Vienna) had invited participants from nine different Churches of the Syriac tradition  to meet together from 29 February to 2 March 2000 for the Fourth non-official Syriac Consultation, on the topic of Sacra​ments in the Syriac Tradition.
At this Consultation the East Syriac tradition was represented by: 
- the Church of the East (Assyrian Church of the East and Ancient Church of the East),
- the Chaldean Church,
- the Syro-Malabar Church,
and the West Syriac tradition by
- the Maronite Church,
- the Syrian Catholic Church,
- the Malankara Orthodox Syrian Church,
- the Malankara Catholic Church.
Unfortunately the participant from the Syrian Orthodox Church, Archbishop Mar Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim, was prevented by ill health from attending and giving his paper in person.
All the participants take the opportunity to express their profound thanks to the PRO ORIENTE Foundation and to its staff for organizing and arranging the Seminar, and for continuing the most valuable work of PRO ORIENTE after the much lamented death of its President, Mr Alfred Stirnemann. The participants wished to express their profound appreciation of all the work of Mr Alfred Stirnemann, as General Secretary and then President of PRO ORIENTE in the service of ecumenical relations. 
It was a special privilege for the Seminar to have Cardinal Franz König, the Founder of PRO ORIENTE, present on the first day to open the proceedings, and to have present at lunch on the second day Cardinal Christoph Schönborn, Archbishop of Vienna and Chairman of the Board of Trustees of PRO ORIENTE, and the Acting President of PRO ORIENTE, Dr. Johann Marte. It was also an honour for the members of the Seminar to be invited to a reception by His Excellency the Ambassador of Lebanon, William Habib. They would also like to thank the staff of Pallotti Haus for their friendly welcome and hospitality.
In the course of the Fourth Consultation five papers were read and there was good opportunity to discuss the issues raised by them at length. The titles of the papers read were:
- Understanding Church of the East Sacramental Theology: The Theodorian Perspective (Mar Bawai Soro); 
- Maronite Sacramental Theology (Father Elie Khalifé-Hachem); 
- Baptism, Confirmation and Eucharist in the Church of the East (Corbishop Michael J.Birnie);
- The Sacrament of Initiation (Baptism) in the West Syrian Tradition (Father Johns Abraham Konat);
- Sacraments of Initiation in the Syro-Malabar Church (Father Joseph Chalassery).  
The subject for the first day was “Sacraments in General”. The Syriac term corresponding to ”sacrament” is raza (East Syriac)/rozo (West Syriac), but since the connotations and range of meaning of this term are far closer to those of the Greek mysterion, it might be preferable, in certain contexts at least, to represent raza/rozo as ”Mystery”, rather than ”Sacrament”, or to leave it in transliteration. Although Syriac raza/rozo can just mean ”secret” (as in the Aramaic of the Book of Daniel), there are two main religious contexts where it has a technical sense: in exegesis it corresponds approximately to ”type”, ”symbol” (in the patristic sense of the word where an ontological link is understood as existing between the symbol and the reality it symbolizes), and in liturgy, where the (plural) raze/roze are par excellence the Eucharistic Mysteries. In both cases raza/rozo denotes a visible sign endowed with a ”hidden power” (St Ephrem) which, in the case of the raze/roze in Scripture and in the natural world, serves as a vehicle for the disclosure of a divine reality, and, in the case of the Eucharistic Mysteries/Qurbana/ Qurbono, as a means and vehicle of salvation.
In a liturgical context, originally the term raze/roze was confined to the Eucharistic Mysteries: since baptism concluded with these, this (together with forgiveness of sins and holy oil) was effectively included in this overall term. In the light of this understanding, which was common to all the Syriac Churches prior to the divisions of the fifth and following centuries, the liturgical raze/roze were confined to these Mysteries par excellence, these being the raze/roze which provided the means for salvation for the entire Christian community, effected through the ministry of the ordained priesthood. Later, however, and perhaps under the influence of Dionysius the Areopagite (late 5th century), the term raza/rozo came to be extended in a liturgical context to other liturgical rites, although the identity of these differed between the different Syriac traditions, and sometimes within the same tradition. Thus, in the Syrian Orthodox, Syrian Catholic and Ma​ronite Churches the term was extended to refer also to the Myron, and in the Church of the East to the malka, or Holy Leaven. In the various medieval enumerations of raze/ roze there is no regular fixed number given, although under later western influence the symbolic figure of seven sometimes became the norm; even so, the contents of these lists was not uniformly fixed among the Syriac Churches.
One of the consequences of the difference in connotation between the terms sacrament and raza/rozo was that the Syriac tradition as such has never developed an equivalent of western sacramental theology or any clear distinction between sacraments and sacramentals.
Despite a number of outward differences, there is no essential difference from western tradition in the basic understanding of the underlying meaning and theological content of the various sacraments/raze/roze.
Sacraments are celebrations of mdabranutha/mdabronutho (Economy of Salvation), namely God’s plan in Jesus Christ to save humanity by offering his divine grace through those rites which the Church recognizes as holy raze/roze. Jesus Christ, by his own sacrifice on the Cross made atonement for our sins and brought about reconciliation with God. Thus he brings God’s forgiveness and redemption to the world and renews God’s covenant with all humanity. Through the celebration of raze/roze the Church is built up as the Body of Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit. The believer is given participation in the death and resurrection of Christ and in the life of the Kingdom to come. A distinctive emphasis of the Church of the East is the following: the work of the Holy Spirit simultaneously confers the earnest, or pledge, of immortality and empowers the human person to deal with sin successfully and live in obedience before God.
The topic for discussion on the second day was ”The Sacraments of Initiation (Baptism, Confirmation, Eucharist)”. It emerged very clearly that this western terminology, with Sacraments in the plural, did not correspond to the situation in the Syriac tradition, where historically the rite incorporated all three elements into a single celebration; in particular, there was no separation between the baptismal immersion and the post-im​mersion anointing (to which the later western notion of Confirmation corresponds).
In the case of both the Baptismal Rite and the Eucharistic Mysteries it is important to treat the rite as a whole, and not as distinct units in an excessively analytical manner: thus it is misleading to try to isolate particular moments when (for example) the gift of the Spirit is conferred in Baptism, or whether it is the Institution Narrative or the Epi​clesis which effects the consecration.
Special mention was made of the richness of the symbolism of baptism in the Syriac tradition and the close connection between Christian baptism and the baptism of Christ in the Jordan. Among those elements considered in the papers, particularly significant were the entrance of the newly-baptized into the life of the Holy Trinity, and their incorporation into the full life of the Church. It was also noted that all the Syriac communities use the reading from St John’s Gospel (2:23-3:8) in the baptismal rite, where the emphasis is on the “new birth” of the baptized, though eventually St Paul’s emphasis on death and resurrection in Baptism was incorporated within the tradition as well.  
An important point which was noted, but not further explored, was the fact that on occasion interaction between the liturgical rites of the different Syriac Churches still took place after the divisions between them had occurred.
The participants strongly encourage PRO ORIENTE to continue the most valuable initiative of a dialogue within the Syriac Tradition. For future consideration and study they suggest the following as possible topics:
- rites which are identified and listed differently as raze/roze by the individual Syriac Churches (Penance, Marriage, Anointing of the sick, Holy Leaven, Myron, Sign of the Cross);
- the interaction between the different liturgical traditions and their consequences;  
- the theology and practice of mission in the Churches of the Syriac tradition in both  historical and contemporary experience;  
- priesthood.   
In conclusion, these days provided a unique and most useful opportunity, provided by PRO ORIENTE, for members of the different Churches of Syriac tradition to discuss and learn directly from each other about each others’ understanding of the Sacraments. It was extremely gratifying to discover the large amount of agreement between the traditions of the different Syriac Churches over essentials.
(Quelle/Published in: Syriac Dialogue 4, Vienna 2001)
