Joint Communiqué of the Sixth Non-Official Syriac Consultation

„Sacraments in the Syriac Tradition – Part III“, Vienna 2003
1. Continuing its efforts to provide mutual ecumenical understanding between all the Churches of the Syriac tradition, Pro Oriente invited the Sixth Non- Official Syriac Consultation to Vienna from March 7 to 11, 2003. This Consultation concluded the second phase of Pro Oriente ’s Syriac Dialogue, and it was the third one on the subject of „Sacraments in the Syriac Tradition“. The ecumenical dialogue of this particular meeting focused its discussion upon Eucharist, Priesthood/Holy Orders and Penance.

2. Participants came from the Assyrian Church of the East, the Ancient Church of the East, the Chaldean Church, the Syro-Malabar Church, the Syrian Orthodox Church of Antioch, the Malankara Orthodox Church, the Maronite Church of Antioch, the Syrian Catholic Church of Antioch, and the Malankara Catholic Church. Also present were observers from the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity and the Anglican Church, as well as expert scholars and staff of Pro Oriente.

3. The Consultation began with a common opening prayer in the presence of H.E. Cardinal Christoph Schönborn, Archbishop of Vienna and chairman of the Board of Pro Oriente. Participants listened as representatives read letters of greetings and blessings from H.H. Catholicos-Patriarch Khanania Mar Dinkha IV, H.H. Catholicos-Patriarch Mar Addai II, H.H. Catholicos Baselius Marthoma Mathews II, H.B. Patriarch Cardinal Nasrallah Boutros Sfeir, H.B. Patriarch Ignatius Peter VIII Abdel-Ahad, H.E. Major Archbishop Cardinal Varkey Vithayathil, and H.E. Metropolitan Archbishop Cyril Mar Baselios as well as a short and touching letter by Fr. Louis Sako, Chaldean member of the Syriac Commission, who could not participate due to the present political situation in Iraq. Each day began with a prayer, arranged by the various Syriac traditions (i.e Syrian Orthodox Church, Syrian Catholic Church/Maronite Church, and Church of the East).

4. On Sunday participants took part in the Holy Mass in the Catholic parish church of Oggau, where Mar Joseph Powathil delivered the homily. After being entertained to lunch by the parish priest Fr. Mathias Rainer and the mayor in a local restaurant, by invitation of Bishop Paul Iby, they enjoyed a visit in the countryside of Burgenland. The cultural program included a visit to Rohrau, the birthplace of Joseph Haydn and the picture gallery of the Harrach family, where they where hospitably received by Countess Stephanie Harrach.

5. In the course of the Consultation the following papers were read and discussed:

· Eucharist presented by Chorbishop Michael J. Birnie, Mar Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim, Fr. Elie Khalife Hachem;

· Holy Orders/Priesthood by Fr. K.M. George, Mar Bawai Soro, Fr. Thomas Mannooramparampil;

· Penance by Mar Yakoob Daniel, Mar Julius Mikhael Al-Jamil, Fr. Louis Sako (read by Chorbishop Pierre Youssif).

6. The first of the three topics was the Eucharist. Three papers were read, dealing with the main structures and drawing attention to certain distinctive features of the different traditions, of the Church of the East, the Syrian Orthodox Church and the Maronite Church.

7. All the different liturgical traditions have developed and changed over the course of the centuries. This process has resulted in several consequences of relevance for ecumenical understanding:

(a) Some early common elements have become obscured over time. A notable example of this occurs in the almost identical anaphoral prayers to be found in the Anaphora of the Apostles Addai and Mari (Church of the East) and the Third Anaphora of St Peter („Sharrar“; Maronite), pointing to a common ancestor. In this case, the Sharrar, having once been the main Maronite anaphora in use, is today restricted to the presanctified liturgy (Rshom koso).

(b) As a result of the theological controversies between the different Churches in the past, specific language or terminology has sometimes been incorporated. An example of this, to be found in the Creed is the addition, after the mention of Mary, of the term Yoldat Aloho (Bearer of God) in the Syrian Orthodox tradition.

(c) Another kind of addition, or alteration, behind which there is an underlying controversial purpose, concerns „latinizations“ which have been introduced, whose aim has been to „remedy deficiencies” perceived in the Syriac liturgical rites. An example of this would be the provision of a coherent Institution Narrative in anaphoras which originally lacked this (notably, Addai and Mari in the East Syriac, Xystus in the West Syriac tradition). In this connection the recent recognition by the Catholic Church of the validity of the archaic Anaphora of Addai and Mari, transmitted without an Institution Narrative, is ecumenically highly significant.

(d) The terms used to describe the Mystery of what is effected in the Bread and Wine at the consecration vary greatly from one anaphora to another, even within the same tradition. In general, the later the date of an anaphora, the more elaborated will be the terms used in the epiclesis.

(e) Terminology used in a particular liturgical tradition may be explicable (and hence applicable) only when seen in the light of wider developments in a particular Church tradition. Thus, notably the term “transubstantiation,” essential from the point of view of western Eucharistic theology in the scholastic tradition, is not a term that is particularly meaningful or useful in the context of liturgical theology as it has developed in the Syriac traditions.

(f) Furthermore, with the Syriac Churches, different developments and emphases in the various commentary traditions will sometimes provide an explanation for terminology that otherwise seems puzzling. Thus in the commentary tradition of the Church of the East the eucharistic celebration as a whole is understood as a re-presentation of the entire salvation history (mdabbranutha) in chronological sequence. This particular concept of the movement helps to understand why, in the East Syriac tradition, the Bread and the Wine can be described as the Body and Blood even at points prior to the consecration.

8. The paper by Mar Gregorios was also concerned with the ecumenical dimensions of the Holy Eucharist. While the Common Declaration (1984) between Pope John Paul II and Patriarch Mar Ignatius Zakka I Iwas, does not allow for a common celebration of the Holy Eucharist until such time when there was “a complete identity of faith” between the two Churches, nevertheless the Pope and the Patriarch authorized the faithful of both Churches “to ask for the Sacraments of Penance, Eucharist, and Anointing of the Sick from lawful priests of either of our Sister Churches,” in cases where a priest of their own Church was not available.

9. In the Syriac tradition there has always been a strong emphasis on Christ as the heavenly Physician who provides his Church with the healing “Medicine of Life/Salvation” in the form of the Holy Eucharist. In the light of this, the Church of the East, as presented by Mar Bawai Soro, sees such instances of sharing in the Holy Eucharist, not just as exceptions made by ‘economy’, but as the very means of the process of healing and reconciliation.

10. The papers on Priesthood covered the traditions of the Malankara Orthodox Church, the Assyrian Church of the East, and the Malabar Catholic Church.

11. All the different Churches of Syriac tradition have basically the same concept of an apostolic priesthood, with a fundamental threefold ministry of bishop, priest and deacon. In later commentary tradition there has been influence of the ninefold Ecclesiastical Hierarchy (based on the poetic vision of the Celestial Hierarchy) attributed to Dionysius the Areopagite (c. AD 500).

12. In the liturgical and commentary traditions, various ways are found of expressing the relationship of the two Old Testament models of priesthood, that of Levi and that of Melkizedek, to the priesthood of Christ and to the Christian priesthood. Likewise, numerous divergencies in the practice and the functions of the different orders have grown up over the course of time.

13. Unlike the situation in the Roman Catholic Church, the orders of Reader, Subdeacon and Deacon for the most part have retained their own specific characteristics and functions, and are not just viewed as steps to the priesthood.

14. The third topic was Penance (tyabutha/tyobutho). The three papers concerned the traditions of the Ancient Church of the East, the Syrian Catholic Church and the Latin tradition as practiced by the Chaldean Church. Although themes of repentance and forgiveness in general are pervasive in the liturgical texts of all the Syriac Churches (and in the West Syriac tradition, closely associated with the offering of incense), specific sacramental rites and practices have been developed for dealing with repentance from serious sins. In the earlier Syriac tradition the emphasis in these rites had been on themes of healing, whereas from the Middle Ages onwards they had taken on a more judicial character, especially in those Churches under Roman Catholic influence. Subsequent to Vatican II, however, there has been a change of emphasis within the Catholic Churches, from penance to reconciliation.

15. All the Syriac Churches recognize the importance of the Sacrament of Penance/Reconciliation. This is an area where the different Syriac Churches could very profitably consult together to discuss how best to meet the various pastoral problems concerning penitence that they face in common.

16. Unlike the case with certain of the Sacraments discussed in the previous Syriac Consultation (Syriac Dialogue 5), the three Sacraments covered in the present Consultation are traditionally celebrated by all the Syriac Churches.

17. After the completion of the three Consultations on the “Sacraments in the Syriac Tradition”, the Syriac Dialogue, sponsored by PRO ORIENTE, plans to study the biblical, liturgical, patristic and canonical understanding of primacy in the Churches of Syriac Tradition. 

18. Participants once again express to PRO ORIENTE their deep gratitude appreciation for organising this unique opportunity of increasing mutual understanding between all the different Churches of Syriac tradition. 
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