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Joint Communique of the Seventh Syriac Consultation on “Primacy in the Syriac Tradition. Historical Research on the Concept and Practice of Primacy In the Churches of the Syriac Tradition up till the 15th Century”, Kerala 2004
1. The Seventh Non-official Consultation in the framework of the Syriac Dialogue, organized by PRO ORIENTE Foundation, Vienna, took place from October 4th to 7th 2004, at the Zion Retreat Centre of Kunnunthanam in Changanassery, Kerala, India, and was jointly hosted by the Syro-Malabar, the Malankara Orthodox Syrian and the Malankara Catholic Churches. The Syriac Dialogue, initiated by PRO ORIENTE in 1994, brings together all the Churches belonging to the wider Syriac Tradition with the aim of promoting a better knowledge of their common heritage and enabling them to offer their specific contribution in the search for Christian unity. This Seventh Consultation marks the beginning of the third phase of this dialogue: the first one dealt with Christology and the second with the sacraments in the Syriac tradition.

2. Participants came from the Assyrian Church of the East, the Ancient Church of the East, the Chaldean Church, the Syro-Malabar Church, the Maronite Church, the Syrian Orthodox Church, the Malankara Orthodox Syrian Church, the Syrian Catholic Church and the Malankara Catholic Church. Also present was an observer from the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, as well as expert scholars and staff of PRO ORIENTE.

3. At the opening session, His Grace Mar Joseph Powathil, Metropolitan of Changanassery, and Dr. Johann Marte, president of PRO ORIENTE, welcomed the participants. His Holiness Catholicos Baselios Mar Thoma Mathews II of the Malankara Orthodox Syrian Church and His Beatitude Mar Varkey Cardinal Vithayathil, Major Archbishop of the Syro-Malabar Church, honored the gathering by their presence and expressed their appreciation for the PRO ORIENTE initiative in bringing together the Churches of the Syriac Tradition. Messages were read from H.H. Catholicos-Patriarch Khanania Mar Dinkha IV (Assyrian Church of the East), H.H. Catholicos-Patriarch Mar Addai II (Ancient Church of the East), H.B. Patriarch Mar Nasrallah Cardinal Boutros Sfeir (Maronite Church), H.B. Patriarch Emmanuel III Delly (Chaldean Church). In his introductory paper Prof. Dr. Peter Hofrichter presented the work already done in the Syriac Dialogue. At the concluding session, His Grace Archbishop Cyril Mar Baselios, Metropolitan of the Malankara Catholic Church, addressed the participants. His Beatitude Catholicos Baselios Mar Thomas I of the Malankara Syrian Orthodox Church also intended to take part in the concluding session, but was prevented due to health problems. 

4. On Sunday, October 3rd, the participants were present in the liturgical services at the Syro-Malabar cathedral at Changanassery, at the Malankara Catholic cathedral in Tiruvalla and the Malankara Orthodox Syrian church in Kalloopara. In the afternoon they enjoyed a boat trip through the backwaters and were heartily received at the parishes of Champakulam and Pulinkunnu. Every evening the participants were invited to a dinner reception by the local churches, namely the Malankara Catholic Church, the Malankara Orthodox Syrian Church, the Syro-Malabar Church and the Malankara Syrian Orthodox Church as well as St Ephrem Ecumenical Research Institute (SEERI), Kottayam. The participants express their sentiments of deep gratitude to PRO ORIENTE foundation for the invitation and to H.G. Archbishop Powathil and to the staff of the Zion Retreat Centre for their generous and warm hospitality.

5. The participants coming from abroad were deeply impressed by the friendly relationships and the feeling of belonging together among the Christian communities in Kerala. The ecumenical atmosphere, which already marked the “Regional Symposium” in Kottayam in 1993, could also clearly be felt during this Consultation. In the meetings with representatives of different Churches, in our prayers and in our discussions, the longing for a fuller unity among Christians was repeatedly expressed.  Likewise the visiting participants were impressed by the peaceful inter-religious relations of the local Christians with Hindus and Muslims. 

6. The following papers were read:

– Primacy in the Syriac Tradition: a New and Open Discussion, by Fr. Frans Bouwen;

– Primacy in the Church of the East: Historical and Canonical Sources of the First Millennium, by Mar Bawai Soro (read by Mar Aprem);

– The Question of Primacy in the Syrian Orthodox Church of Antioch, by Chorepiscopa Dr. Adai Jacob;

– Historical and Canonical Perspective on Primacy as seen by the Maronite Church, by Fr. Elias Khalife-Hachem (read by Mar Boulos Matar);

– Historical and Canonical Perspective on Primacy in the Syro-Malabar Church, by Fr. Dr. Xavier Koodapuzha;

– Historical and Canonical Concept of Primacy in the Orthodox Tradition, by Fr. Mathew Koshy;

– Primacy in the Church of the East: Scriptural and Liturgical Sources of the First Millennium, by Mar Bawai Soro (read by Mar Aprem);

– Liturgical Perspective on Petrine Ministry: Reflections from the Malankara Catholic Tradition, by Fr. Dr. Mathai Kadavil;

– The Figure and Significance of St. Peter in the New Testament, by Fr. Dr. John Mathews;

– History of Papal Primacy in the West, by Prof. Dr. Peter Hofrichter.

7. The presentation of the biblical perspective confirmed a basic common understanding of the NT texts concerning the place and the role of St. Peter in the group of the Apostles, although some different emphases were expressed as to their significance for the life of the Church in the post-apostolic times. Some elements of the interpretation of these texts by the Syriac Fathers were also briefly shared. However, the participants believe that a more systematic study of this patristic interpretation could enrich our insights in the development of the Syriac Tradition on the role of primacy in the Church. 

8. During the discussion it became clear that in the liturgical tradition, both in the East Syriac and West Syriac Churches, the special importance attached to the person of St. Peter in the NT is reiterated. He is given the titles of head of the Apostles, foundation of the Church, holder of the keys of the Kingdom, rock and pillar. However, it is understood  that these images have also to be seen in relation to the other Apostles and collectively to the Apostolic College. St. Peter is mentioned several times in connection with St. Paul, and the importance of the see of Rome is attached to the martyrdom of St. Peter and St. Paul in Rome.

9. In the same way both the East and West Syriac canonical traditions stress St. Peter’s position, especially in the canonical collections of Abdisho of Soba in the East Syriac and Bar Ebraya in the West Syriac Churches in the 13th century. Even in the centuries of isolation these Churches did not alter substantially their view of St. Peter. 

10. We have to be well aware of the fact that these texts are differently read and interpreted in our different Churches of the Syriac Traditions, because of their historical situation. After the divisions that resulted from the christological controversies of the 5th and 6th centuries, most of these Churches have been compelled by the difficult circumstances to live in isolation from each other. They recognize a regional or patriarchal primacy, but, while not loosing the awareness of belonging to a worldwide communion, the concept of a universal primacy is not part of their living experience.   Furthermore, some painful conflicts in the past have been at the origin of feelings of mistrust and fear that render a new understanding of certain texts extremely difficult. So it became once more clear that there are many non-theological, i.e. historical, political and cultural, factors that prevent a better mutual understanding and fuller unity. For instance the participants referred several times to the negative consequences of Western interference in the life of the Churches of the Syriac Tradition. 

11. We have to be careful not to draw hasty conclusions according to our own traditions and sensitivities. Catholics should not apply immediately to the present position of the Bishop of Rome each reference to a preeminence of St. Peter, while the Orthodox should not minimize immediately such reference because of their non-acceptance of the Roman primacy in its present form.

12. In the light of the experience of the Seventh Syriac Consultation and with the conviction that the Syriac Tradition has a specific and unique contribution to offer in this field, the participants strongly recommend that PRO ORIENTE continues the study on primacy and the service of communion at the different levels of the Church in the Syriac Tradition. In particular, they present the following suggestions:

1. A systematic study of the interpretation of the biblical texts related to the position and the role of St. Peter in the Church according to the Fathers of the East and West Syriac Traditions, like Aphrahat, Ephrem, Narsai, Jacob of Sarug, Philoxenus of Mabbug, Babai the Great and the exegetes of the Syriac Churches in the later centuries.

2. A direct and if possible inter-disciplinary study on the non-theological factors, which in the past led to the various divisions and today prevent a new approach and interpretation of some important texts and events in history in the search for a better mutual understanding and full communion. 

