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Today the term "Oriental Orthodox Churches" generally refers to a communion of six independent ancient eastern Churches.(1) The common element among them is their non-reception of the christological teachings of the Council of Chalcedon, which was celebrated in 451.(2)  These Churches are the Armenian Apostolic Church,(3) the Coptic Orthodox Church, the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, the Syrian Orthodox Church, and the Malankara Orthodox Syrian Church in India.(4)  In addition, an independent Orthodox Church of Eritrea was established following that country's independence from Ethiopia in 1993.  All are members of the World Council of Churches and have committed themselves to the contemporary ecumenical movement.  In total, there are probably about thirty million Oriental Orthodox faithful in the world today.(5)


	In the 1960s, these Churches began a process of rapprochement with both the Catholic and Orthodox (6) Churches. This paper examines the renewed relationship of the Oriental Orthodox Churches with the Catholic Church, which took place through unofficial theological consultations, visits between popes and hierarchs of these Churches, and official theological dialogues with the Coptic Orthodox and Malankara Orthodox Syrian Churches.  The paper begins with a chronological presentation of the way in which the ancient christological dispute has been addressed and shows how major progress has been made as a result of the symbiotic relationship that developed between theologians meeting unofficially on the one hand, and church leaders meeting officially on the other. The second section focuses on ecclesiology, in which significant divergences remain to be resolved, despite the mutual recognition of each other as Churches.





1. Christology


The Oriental Orthodox said little about christology in their earliest encounters with Pope Paul VI. But the pope seems to have been convinced that the ancient disputes over christo logical terminology should no longer prevent the two Churches from professing their faith in Christ together. (7)  In his welcoming speech to Armenian Catholicos Khoren I of Cilicia in May 1967, Pope Paul said:





With you We give glory to the one God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; with you We acclaim Jesus Christ, Son of God, Incarnate Word, our Redeemer, the founder and head of the holy Church, his mystical body. (8)





	During his visit to Armenian Patriarch of Constantinople Shnork Kalustian in July 1967, Pope Paul pointed out the importance of the Council of Ephesus' teaching as the basis of the unity of the two Churches:





It is a great consolation to meditate upon the vision of Christ presented to the Church and to the world by that holy assembly. That vision, too, we share in common. God, made man for our salvation, is the God we confess in our Creed and preach to the world. (9)





	And in his speech to Armenian Catholicos Vasken I (Etchmiadzin) in May 1970, Pope Paul stated that the different expressions of the one faith are due in large part to non-theological factors:





If we have come to divergent expressions of the central mystery of our faith because of unfortunate circumstances, cultural differences and the difficulty of translating terms worked out with much effort and given precise statement only gradually, then research into these doctrinal difficulties must be undertaken again in order to understand what has brought them about and to be able to overcome them in a brotherly way. (10)





	The pope went on to quote Nerses IV, a twelfth-century Armenian Catholicos, who wrote that the term "two natures" would be acceptable insofar as it indicates the absence of any confusion of humanity and divinity in Christ, against Eutyches and Apollinaris. Pope Paul then asked: "Has the time not come to clear up once and for all such misunderstandings inherited from the past?" (11)


	In the Common Declaration signed at the end of Vasken's visit, both Churches made a clear commitment to encourage theological research into the remaining difficulties:





They exhort theologians to devote themselves to a common study leading to a deepening of their understanding of the mystery of our lord Jesus Christ and of the revelation brought about in him. . . . For their part, the Pope and the Catholicos will try to do all that is possible to support these efforts and will give them their pastoral blessing. (12)





	The Pro Oriente foundation in Vienna took up this challenge and sponsored a historic series of discussions between theologians of the two communions. The first "Non-Official Ecumenical Consultation between Theologians of the Oriental Orthodox and the Roman Catholic Churches" took place in Vienna in September 1971. In the communique issued at the end of the meeting, the theologians affirmed that a common basis had been found in the apostolic traditions and the first three ecumenical councils. After rejecting both Eutychian and Nestorian christologies, they expressed their common faith in Christ in these words:





We believe that our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ, is God the Son Incarnate; perfect in his divinity and perfect in his humanity. His divinity was not separated from his humanity for a single moment, not for the twinkling of an eye. His humanity is one with his divinity without commixtion, without confusion, without division, without separation. We in our common faith in the one Lord Jesus Christ, regard his mystery inexhaustible and ineffable and for the human mind never fully comprehensible or expressible.


	We see that there are still differences in the theological interpretation of the mystery of Christ because of our different ecclesiastical and theological traditions; we are convinced, however, that these differing formulations on both sides can be understood along the lines of the faith of Nicea and Ephesus. (13)





	This text reveals an effort to avoid terminology which had been the focus of ancient disputes. Indeed, the words "person" and "nature" never appear. It is an effort to create a new vocabulary, using new concepts to express the one faith which underlies both traditional formulations.


	The importance of this theological breakthrough was quickly realized.


When the Syrian Patriarch Ignatius Yacoub III visited Rome one month later, Pope Paul was already echoing the findings of the Pro Oriente meeting when he said that theologians discussing the issue "are convinced. . . that these various formulations can be understood along the lines of the early councils, which is the faith we also profess." (14)


	This thought was also reflected in the Common Declaration, which was signed at the end of the Patriarch's visit:





Progress has already been made and Pope Paul VI and the Patriarch Mar Ignatius III are in agreement that there is no difference in the faith they profess concerning the mystery of the Word of God made flesh and become really man, even if over the centuries difficulties have arisen out of the different theological expressions by which this faith was expressed. (15)





	In May 1973 Coptic Pope (16) Shenouda III visited Pope Paul VI in Rome.


The profession of faith contained in the Common Declaration they signed at the end of the meeting had clearly benefited from the Pro Oriente formulation:





We confess that our Lord and God and Saviour and King of us all, Jesus Christ, is perfect God with respect to His divinity, perfect man with respect to His humanity. In Him His divinity is united with His humanity in a real, perfect union without mingling, without commixtion, without confusion, without alteration, without division, without separation. His divinity did not separate from His humanity for an instant, not for the twinkling of an eye. He who is God eternal and invisible became visible in the flesh, and took upon Himself the form of a servant. In Him are preserved all the properties of the divinity and all the properties of the humanity, together in a real, perfect, indivisible and inseparable union. (17)





	Despite the historic nature of this joint christological declaration, the theologians involved in the Pro Oriente consultations realized that more progress could be made. Christology, then, still figured strongly in their discussions at the second meeting which took place in September 1973. In the final communique, the theologians of both communions built on what had been said in the 1971 statement. They added that the mystery of Christ is incomprehensible, and that all concepts about him are limited. Thus correct christological formulations can be wrongly understood, and behind an apparently wrong formulation there can be a right understanding. This fact enabled them to affirm that "the definition of the Council of Chalcedon, rightly understood today, affirms the unity of person and the indissoluble union of Godhead and Manhood in Christ despite the phrase 'in two natures.' " (18)


	The statement also deals with problems of terminology:





For those of us in the Western tradition, to hear of the one nature of Christ can be misleading, because it may be misunderstood as a denial of his humanity. For those of us in the Oriental Orthodox Churches to hear of two natures can be misleading because it can be misunderstood as affirming two persons in Christ. But both sides agree in rejecting Eutychianism and Nestorianism. . . .


	Our common effort to clarify the meaning of the Greek terms hypostasis and physis in the trinitarian and christo logical contexts made us realize how difficult it was to find a satisfactory definition of these terms that could do justice to both contexts in a consistent manner. (19)





	The communique also calls for new terminology which would express more effectively the mystery of Christ for people today.


	Since 1973, popes and heads of Oriental Orthodox Churches have affirmed repeatedly that they share the same faith in Christ, an assumption taken for granted in most of their statements. For instance, during his visit to Rome in June 1983, Moran Mar Baselius Marthoma Mathews I, the Catholicos of the Malankara Orthodox Syrian Church of India, quoted Cyril of Alexandria's "one divine-human nature" formula as being part of the common faith of the two Churches. (20)


	Another significant christo logical text was issued in June 1984, at the conclusion of the visit of Syrian Orthodox Patriarch Ignatius Zakka I Iwas to Rome. The pope and patriarch maintained in their Common Declaration that past schisms "in no way affect or touch the substance of their faith," since the divisions arose from terminological misunderstandings. They then made the following joint confession of faith in the mystery of the Word made flesh:





In our turn we confess that He became incarnate for us, taking to himself a real body with a rational soul. He shared our humanity in all things but sin. We confess that our Lord and our God, our Saviour and the King of all, Jesus Christ, is perfect God as to His divinity and perfect man as to His humanity. This Union is real, perfect, without blending or mingling, without confusion, without alteration, without division, without the least separation. He who is God eternal and invisible, became visible in the flesh and took the form of servant. In Him are united, in a real, perfect indivisible and inseparable way, divinity and humanity, and in Him all their properties are present and active. (21)





	Catholic and Coptic representatives meeting at Amba Bishoy monastery in February 1988 reaffirmed the christological agreement with the Coptic Orthodox Church. They also adopted this more concise formulation which was intended to make the christological accord more accessible to the faithful:





We believe that our Lord, God and Saviour Jesus Christ, the Incarnate-Logos, is perfect in His Divinity and perfect in His Humanity. He made His Humanity One with His Divinity without Mixture, nor Mingling, nor Confusion. His Divinity was not separated from His Humanity even for a moment or twinkling of an eye. At the same time, we Anathematize the Doctrines of both Nestorius and Eutyches. (22)





	This progress on christology was noted with satisfaction by the participants at the fifth Pro Oriente consultation in September 1988. They went on to emphasize the following:





. . . that the great mystery of the Incarnation of the Son of God could not be exhaustively formulated in words, and that within the limits of condemned errors like Arianism, Nestorianism and Eutychianism, a certain plurality of expressions was permissible in relation to the inseparable and unconfused hypostatic unity of the human and the divine in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Word of God incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the Blessed Virgin Mary, consubstantial with God the Father in His divinity and consubstantial with us in his humanity. (23)





	Another christological agreement was reached at the first meeting of the new Joint International Commission for Dialogue between the Roman Catholic Church and the Malankara Syrian Orthodox Church of India, held at Kottayam in October 1989. (24)  The statement was officially approved by the authorities of both Churches and published on June 3, 1990. It includes this text on the relationship between Christ's humanity and divinity in paragraph 5:





Our Lord Jesus Christ is one, perfect in his humanity and perfect in his divinity, at once consubstantial with the Father in his divinity, and consubstantial with us in his humanity. His humanity is one with his divinity-without change, without commingling, without division and without separation. In the Person of the Eternal Logos Incarnate are united and active in a real and perfect way the divine and human natures, with all their properties, faculties and operations. (25)





	This put an end to any christological disagreement between 1;he Catholic and Malankara Orthodox Syrian Churches.


	A careful reading of the statements issued over the past twenty-five years indicates that the ancient christological dispute between the Oriental Orthodox Churches and the Catholic Church has been substantially resolved.  Even though different interpretations of the meaning of the Chalcedonian definition remain, the Churches have been able to set aside the old disputes and affirm that their faith in the mystery of Christ which transcends all formulations is, in fact, the same.





2. Ecclesiology


Progress has also been made in the area of ecclesiology, although certain differences remain to be resolved. The nature of an ecumenical council has figured prominently in the theological discussion, since the Oriental Orthodox have received only the first three of the seven ancient councils accepted by the Catholic and Orthodox Churches. The concept and exercise of primacy is another area of disagreement, especially since the Oriental Orthodox have no experience of primacy among their five independent Churches. Not even a limited form of primacy exists similar to the role that the Patriarchate of Constantinople plays among the Orthodox Churches. A third sensitive area is the existence of the Eastern Catholic Churches and the related question of proselytism between members of the two communions.


	Before examining these areas of disparity, it is necessary to review the way both Churches have consistently stated their recognition of the ecclesial reality of the other. Statements of this type are found at the very beginning of the series of visits between popes and Oriental Orthodox hierarchs. In May 1970, when Catholicos Vasken I visited Pope Paul VI, he said, "We have remembered, as in a reawakening, that we have been brothers for the past two thousand years." (26)  Paul VI responded:





Let us give thanks to the Lord together that day by day the profound sacramental reality existing between our Churches is made known to us, beyond the daily differences and the hostilities of the past. (27)





	And in their Common Declaration at the conclusion of the visit, the two church leaders affirmed that collaboration and research "must be founded . on reciprocal recognition of the Christian faith and of common sacramental life, on mutual respect of persons and of their Churches." (28)


	The Common Declaration of Paul VI and Coptic Pope Shenouda III in May 1973 stated that Catholics and Copts are rediscovering each other as Churches despite the divisions of the past:





These differences cannot be ignored. In spite of them, however, we are rediscovering ourselves as Churches with a common inheritance and are reaching out with determination and confidence in the Lord to achieve the fullness and perfection of that unity which is His gift. (29)





	During his visit to Istanbul in 1979, John Paul II spoke to Armenian Patriarch Shnork of "the unity which already exists between us." And in response, Patriarch Shnork indicated that both are parts of the one Church:





Such visits serve the praiseworthy purpose of deepening the love, respect, and mutual understanding between various parts of the Christian Church. We shall always pray that God may bless this renewal of relations, which is manifested through such visits. (30)





	This recognition of the full ecclesial reality of both Churches has been stated repeatedly during subsequent visits and in common declarations. For instance, in 1981 John Paul II made the following statement to Ethiopian Orthodox Patriarch Tekle Haimanot:





The contacts which we have reestablished are now enabling us to rediscover the profound and true reality of this existing unity. Even the real divergences between us are being seen more clearly as we gradually free them from so many secondary elements that derive from ambiguities of language. (31)





	In later pronouncements, John Paul II and heads of Oriental Orthodox Churches have listed areas of cooperation which this rediscovered relationship makes possible. The Joint Communique issued at the end of the visit to Rome of Armenian Catholicos Karekin II of Cilicia in April 1983 encouraged cooperation in the theological formation of clerics and laity, catechetical instruction, practical solutions of situations of common pastoral concern, social action, cultural promotion, and humanitarian services. (32)


	In their Common Declaration (June 1984), Pope John Paul II and Patriarch Ignatius Zakka I Iwas considered the two Churches so close that they even envisaged cooperation in pastoral care, including some sacramental sharing:





It is not rare, in fact, for our faithful to find access to a priest of their own Church materially or morally impossible. Anxious to meet their needs and with their spiritual benefit in mind, we authorize them in such cases to ask for the sacraments of penance, Eucharist, and anointing of the sick from lawful priests of either of our two sister Churches, when they need them. (33)





	The historic nature of this declaration goes without saying. It is the first time in modem history that the Catholic Church and a Church separated from it have agreed to allow some forms of sacramental sharing.


	In addition, the same declaration envisages cooperation in the formation and education of clergy:





It would be a logical corollary of collaboration in pastoral care to cooperate in priestly formation and theological education. Bishops are encouraged to promote sharing of facilities for theological education where they judge it to be advisable. (34)





	All this was made possible because of the pope and patriarch's common wish:





. . . to widen the horizon of their brotherhood and affirm herewith the terms of the deep spiritual communion which already unites them and the prelates, clergy, and faithful of both their Churches, to consolidate .these ties of Faith, Hope, and Love, and to advance in finding a wholly common ecclesiallife. (35)





	Recent speeches and common declarations now frequently state that what unites the Churches is far greater than what divides them; these communications also list common elements such as belief in the Trinity, the mystery of Christ, the apostolic traditions, the sacraments, the Theotokos, and especially the first three ecumenical councils.


	In spite of all this, important areas of disagreement remain. Participants at the second Pro Oriente theological consultation in 1973 considered ecclesiological questions for the first time, and the third and fourth meetings were devoted entirely to this area. Ecclesiological issues also figured prominently at the fifth meeting.


	The communique of the second consultation treated the question of ecumenical councils and the relationship between the papacy and councils in a tentative way. The members agreed that the first three councils have a "greater degree of fullness" because of their wider acceptance by Christians.  Moreover, they "look forward to future regional and ecumenical councils with larger representation as the reunion of Churches is hastened by the working of the Holy Spirit." On the relationship between Pope and Council, they praised the notion of collegiality expressed in the documents of Vatican II as "a move in the right direction according to which the role of the bishop of Rome is seen within the Council and not above it." (36)


	The theologians were able to reach greater consensus on these issues in 1976 at the third Pro Oriente meeting. The communique described areas of agreement on the nature of the Church and the notion of conciliarity. The text begins by affirming that unity is Christ's gift to the Church. This is a unity which allows for a "multiplicity of traditions," in which "diversity has to be held together by basic unity in fundamental matters."


	The communique goes on to speak of the identity of the local and universal Churches:





One and the same Church, for there cannot be more than one, is manifested both locally and universally as a koinonia of truth and love, characterized by eucharistic communion and the corporate unity of the episcopate.  The unity of the Church has its source and prototype in the unity of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, into which we have been baptized. (37)





Conciliarity is described as the following:





. . . the understanding of the Church as koinonia, so essential to the nature of the Church as the Body of Christ, and so clearly visible in the structure of its life and leadership from the very inception. (38)





	The communique considers the councilor synod both as a single event and as a continuing structure of the Church's life. Insofar as it is an event, the theologians stated:





[We] could not agree on how and by whom such a worldwide council of our Churches should be convoked and conducted, nor could we agree completely on the procedure for the reception of past or future councils. (39)





	Nevertheless, they agreed that Churches have the right to convoke a council in this manner:





. . . whenever found necessary and possible though there is no necessity to hold ecumenical councils at given intervals as a permanent structure of the Church. We recognize the need of structures of coordination between the autocephalous Churches for the settlement of disputes and for facing together the problems and tasks confronting our Churches in the modern world. (40)





	The question of councils was taken up again in the communique issued by the fifth consultation in 1988. It reaffirms that the first three ecumenical councils provided the basis for the common faith of Catholics and Oriental Orthodox and acknowledged that the Oriental Orthodox are "not in a position formally to accept" the Council of Chalcedon and the ones following it. However, further study of the later councils was recommended. The communique also examined the nature of the reception of conciliar teaching and recognized it as a complex process that sometimes does not include formal reception of conciliar decisions as such. (41)


	The fourth consultation (September 1978) discussed two more problems which divide the Catholic and Oriental Orthodox Churches: the notion of primacy and the status of Eastern Catholic Churches. Primacy was taken up again at the fifth meeting.


	The communique of the fourth consultation describes primacy in the context of what it calls three integrally related elements in the life of the Church: primacy, conciliarity, and the consensus of the believing community. It recognizes, however, that "their relative importance has been differently understood in different situations."


	The Oriental Orthodox understand primacy as being "of historical and ecclesiological origin," while Catholics see it as part of "the divine plan for the Church." Yet both sides acknowledge that primacy is connected with the continuing guidance of the Holy Spirit within the Church. The Catholic teachings about the primacy of the bishop of Rome "are to be understood in the context of their historical, sociological and political conditions and also in the light of the historical evolution of the whole teaching of the Roman Church, a process which is still continuing." (42)


	The Oriental Orthodox, on the other hand, "have not felt it necessary to formulate verbally and declare their understanding of primacy though it is clearly implied in the continuing life and teaching of their Churches." (43)


	The consultation called for more research and reflection on primacy "with a new vision for our future unity." With regard to infallibility, both sides affirmed that it "pertains to the Church as a whole." But they could not agree on "the relative importance of different organs in the Church through which this inerrant teaching authority is to find expression."


	The participants stated that Catholics and Oriental Orthodox should strive toward the following goal:





. . . full union of sister Churches~with communion in the faith, in the sacraments of the Church, in ministry and within a canonical structure. Each Church as well as all Churches together will have a primatial and conciliar structure, providing for their communion in a given place as well as on regional and worldwide scale. (44)





	The statement goes on to address the focus of such communion and the role that Rome might play in it:





The structure will be basically conciliar. No single Church in this communion will by itself be regarded as the source and origin of that communion; the source of the unity of the Church is the action of the triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. It is the same Spirit who operates in all sister Churches the same faith, hope and love, as well as ministry and sacraments. About regarding one particular Church as the center of the unity, there was no agreement, though the need of a special ministry for unity was recognized by all.


	This communion will find diverse means of expression-the exchange of letters of peace among the Churches, the public liturgical remembering of the Churches and their primates by each other, the placing of responsibility for convoking general synods in order to deal with common concerns of the Churches, and so on. (45)





	At the fifth consultation in 1988 the members recognized that both the Catholic and Oriental Orthodox Churches possess some form of primacy, always related to the conciliar nature of the Church. In the Catholic Church the Bishop of Rome's primacy serves the unity of all the Churches; the Oriental Orthodox experience primacy within each of their five independent Churches, not at a level above them. Members of the consultation recommended further study of this question and acknowledged that in practice some form of both central coordination and local autonomy was needed. (46)


	This lack of full agreement on the function of conciliarity and primacy within the Church explains why these topics are almost never mentioned in the speeches and common declarations issued as a result of visits between popes and heads of Oriental Orthodox Churches. The 1973 Common Declaration of Pope Paul VI and Pope Shenouda III contains the broad sentence, "We have, to a large degree, the same understanding of the Church, founded upon the Apostles, and of the important role of ecumenical and local councils." (47)  The fact that nothing more specific could be said indicates the continuing divergence in the two Churches' understanding of this important area in ecclesiallife. In fact, after the 1973 meeting between Paul VI and Shenouda III, there were no visits between a pope and the head of an Oriental Orthodox Church for six years. The next contact occurred when a Coptic Orthodox delegation visited John Paul II in 1979. The delegation carried a letter to John Paul in which Shenouda expressed his concern about the lack of progress in the area of ecclesiology.





	The 1973 Common Declaration set up a special Joint Commission between the Catholic and Coptic Orthodox Churches to "guide common study in the fields of Church tradition, patristics, liturgy, theology, history and practical problems, so that by cooperation in common we may seek to resolve, in a spirit of mutual respect, the differences existing between our Churches." (48)  By 1979, this commission had met four times in Cairo (49) and continued to make progress in the area of christology but not ecclesiology, as Pope Shenouda wrote in his letter to John Paul:





In ecclesiology only very little real progress has been reached. This is why we thought it appropriate to delegate an official delegation of six members of the official Commission, in order to enhance the negotiations between our two Churches, which seem to have stopped at a point without reaching further steps of real progress in the achievement of the unity of our two Churches. (50)





	In his speech to the delegation, Pope John Paul responded to some concerns raised in Pope Shenouda's letter. Although he did not address the question of conciliarity, he did speak on the role of the papacy in the dialogue:





I know that one of the fundamental questions of the ecumenical movement is the nature of that full communion we are seeking with each other and the role that the Bishop of Rome has to play, by God's design, in serving that communion of faith and spiritual life, which is nourished by the sacraments and expressed in fraternal charity. A great deal of progress has been made in deepening our understanding of this question. Much remains to be done. I consider your visit to me and to the See of Rome a significant contribution towards resolving this question definitively. (51)





	One could raise a question about how Pope John Paul understood the visit of the Coptic delegation to Rome as "a significant contribution towards resolving this question definitively." Perhaps this statement gives an example of the kind of communion he would envisage taking place after the reestablishment of unity: occasional official visits between heads of sister Churches to inform the universal primate about the lives of their Churches, or the type of communion outlined in the fourth Pro Oriente communique.


In the same speech, Pope John Paul emphasized that the re-establishment of communion between the Churches would not imply a loss of the identity of either of them:





Fundamental to this dialogue is the recognition that the richness of this unity in faith and spiritual life has to be expressed in diversity of forms. Unity-whether on the universal level or the locallevel-does not mean uniformity or absorption of one group by another. It is rather at the service of all groups to help each live better the proper gifts it has received from God's Spirit. . . . With no one trying to dominate each other but to serve each other, all together will grow into that perfection of unity for which Our Lord prayed on the night before he died. (52)





	Unfortunately, the political situation in Egypt worsened soon after this visit, and Pope Shenouda was placed under house arrest by President Sadat in September 1981. This brought the dialogue between the Catholic and Coptic Orthodox Churches to a virtual standstill. It was only after Pope Shenouda's release in January 1985 that the commission could resume its work. (53)





	In their Common Declaration of June 1984, Pope John Paul II and Syrian Patriarch Ignatius Zakka I Iwas added significant new elements to the developing ecclesiological consensus between the two Churches. This declaration draws from the work of other interconfessional dialogues, and it places the Eucharist at the center of its understanding of the Church. Here the Eucharist is shown to be much more than one of the seven sacraments that Catholics and Syrian Orthodox have in common:





Sacramental life finds in the holy Eucharist its fulfillment and its summit, in such a way that it is through the Eucharist that the Church most profoundly realizes and reveals its nature. . . . The other Sacraments. . . are ordered to that celebration of the holy Eucharist which is the centre of sacramental life and the chief visible expression of ecclesial communion. This communion of Christians with each other and oflocal Churches united around their lawful Bishops is realized in the gathered community which confesses the same faith. (54)





	This is the first time that a common declaration makes such a connection between Church, Eucharist, and bishop. It represents an ecclesiological advance which needs to be amplified in future statements.


	Another question concerning relations between Catholics and Oriental Orthodox focuses on the Eastern Catholic Churches. Until recently, Rome has presented its relationship with the Eastern Catholic Churches as a model for the relationship that should exist between the Catholic Church and any eastern Church that might come into communion with it. (55)  The Oriental Orthodox, however, often take great offense at the very existence of these Churches, which are frequently the direct result of Catholic missionary activity among the Oriental Orthodox faithful. They see in this a denial of the ecclesial reality of the Oriental Orthodox Churches by the Catholic Church and claim that some Eastern Catholics continue to proselytize even now among the Oriental Orthodox faithful.





	The first mention of the Eastern Catholic Churches in encounters between popes and Oriental Orthodox hierarchs is found in the speech Paul VI delivered in the presence of Armenian Catholicos of Cilicia Khoren I in May 1967. Perhaps not attuned to Oriental Orthodox sensitivities in this matter, the pope expressed his affection for the Armenian tradition by recalling the Decree for the Armenians of the Council of Florence, the foundation of the Armenian College in Rome, the Armenian Catholic presence in Venice, and highly placed Armenian Catholics in the Roman Curia. (56)  He made similar references in a speech during the visit of Catholicos Vasken I of Etchmiadzin in 1970. (57)


	Oriental Orthodox concern about the activity of Eastern Catholics was mentioned indirectly in the Common Declaration of Paul VI and Shenouda III in 1973, which rejected all forms of proselytism as incompatible with the relationship that should exist between the two Churches:





. . . We reject all forms of proselytism, in the sense of acts by which persons seek to disturb each other's communities by recruiting new members from each other through methods, or because of attitudes of mind, which are opposed to the exigencies of Christian love or to what should characterize the relationships between Churches. Let it cease, where it may exist. (58)





	This statement was a response to Pope Shenouda's complaint that Coptic Catholics were proselytizing among Coptic Orthodox in Egypt. The Coptic Catholic Patriarch was reminded of this statement in a letter from Pope Paul soon thereafter.59 	This issue has not been taken up in any of the speeches and common declarations since 1973. However, the fourth Pro Oriente meeting of 1978 made the following statement:





The Oriental Catholic Churches will not even in the transitional period before full unity be regarded as a device for bringing Oriental Orthodox Churches inside the Roman communion. Their role will be more in terms of collaborating in the restoration of eucharistic communion among the sister Churches. The Oriental Orthodox Churches, according to the principles of Vatican II and subsequent statements of the See of Rome, cannot be fields of mission for other Churches. The sister Churches will work out local solutions, in accordance with differing local situations, implementing as far as possible the principle of a unified episcopate for each locality. (60)





	The position of the Catholic Church which emerges from these statements is twofold. While it affirms the right of the Eastern Catholic Churches to exist, it also gives assurances that Catholics are not to proselytize among Oriental Orthodox Christians. Even so, many Oriental Orthodox remain suspicious of the true intentions of their Eastern Catholic counterparts and continue to feel that these Churches are made up of their own faithful who have been unjustly taken away from them.


	The contemporary relationship between the Catholic and Oriental Orthodox Churches is unique, and the resolution of the christological divergences between the two communions is unprecedented. In no other ecumenical relationship has a dogmatic disagreement of this type been overcome so unequivocally, and with such official approbation. This was achieved without any official bilateral dialogue taking place. (61) The interplay of unofficial theological consultations and official pronouncements made by Church leaders proved to be an effective means of resolving a centuries-old problem.


	At the same time, the lack of any clearly defined ministry serving the unity of the various Oriental Orthodox Churches has necessitated a rather piecemeal process by which levels of agreement with individual Churches differ. The lack of a specific christological accord with the Armenian or Ethiopian Churches somewhat relativizes the importance of the accord reached with the Copts, Syrians, and Malankaras. Nevertheless, progress has been substantial and provides real hope for the future.


	Ecclesiology remains the area of greatest disagreement. It is doubtful that any of the Oriental Orthodox Churches will accept a form of unity with the Catholic Church that does not fully respect their administrative independence. And the Catholic Church must decide if full communion with another Church necessarily means that the Bishop of Rome must have unlimited authority to intervene in the affairs of the other Church. These issues will provide ample material for research and reflection in the years to come as the relationship between these Churches reaches greater maturity. ~





Notes
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