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THE PRO ORIENTE FORUM SYRIACUM

The Pro Oriente Foundation, an ecumenical foundation of the Archdiocese of 
Vienna, operates since 1964 as a bridge between the East and the West, between the 
Catholic Church and the Orthodox Churches, both Eastern (Byzantine) and Orien­
tal (non Chalcedonian). It functions unofficially to enhance the common witnes­
sing of the Eastern Christians o f the various denominations in a fast secularizing 
world. It succeeded in formulating, although unofficially, Christological agreement 
between the Catholic Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches. In order to help 
the various Churches of the Syriac tradition and to preserve their unique heritage, 
which is important for the whole of Christianity, the foundation has invited scho­
lars and experts to study the East and West Syriac tradition. Since 1994 it enga­
ged in a new venture in bringing together all the Churches of the Syriac tradition. 
It was done by setting up a Syriac Commission, comprising representatives from 
all the nine Syriac Churches and the members of the Pro Oriente Foundation1.

Twenty Syriac Commission Meetings

The Syriac Commission of the Pro Oriente foundation met 20 times since 1994 
to plan the various Syriac Consultations. It was the responsibility of this Com­
mission to plan the programmes. The Pro Oriente Foundation financed the pro­
ject. Under the auspices of this Commission there were seven Consultations.

The Seven Consultations

The first three Consultations discussed Christology in the Syriac tradition 
and the next three on the Sacraments (mysteries or raze) in the Syriac tradition. 
The 7,h Consultation focused on the Petrine ministry. The meeting was held at

1 See G. Chediath, Pro Oriente Syriac Diatogue, „Studia Oecumenica” 2 (2002), 27ff.
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Changanassery, Kerala, India, in October 2004. The participation was not com­
plete. Because o f various reasons, some of the members did not take part in the 
consultation. The Syriac Commission decided to convene eventually two more 
meetings on the same topic. The Papers and joint Communiqués of the first six 
Consultations were published under the title Syriac Dialogue. Some of them we­
re also translated into Arabic and French. The first two topics were rather com­
prehensively treated and are excellent studies from the Syriac perspectives. 

Abrupt end of the Syriac Commission and the Syriac Dialogue

As the Syriac Commission was preparing an 8th Consultation on the Petrine 
Ministry, unexpectedly there emerged certain crucial developments in some of the 
Syriac Churches. The three Oriental Orthodox Churches in the Middle East, the 
Coptic Orthodox Church, the Syriac Orthodox Church of Antioch, and the Arme­
nian Apostolic (Orthodox) Catholicate of Cilicia (Lebanon), made a mini-union in 
the Oriental Orthodox family o f Churches and decided in their gathering to ma­
ke all the ecumenical agreements jointly. Some viewed it as a move of the Coptic 
Church to block all the further ecumenical agreements with the Assyrian Church 
and alienate and isolate them. The Oriental Orthodox Churches suggested to Ro­
me for a Catholic-Oriental Orthodox official dialogue. When it was set up, both 
the Malankara Orthodox and the Syrian Orthodox Churches communicated the 
Pro Oriente Foundation that they are withdrawing from the Syriac Commission. 
The communication was made by the Coptic Church. The members also expres­
sed their unwillingness to participate as representatives of their Churches. Ho­
wever they communicated their willingness to participate as individual members 
provided the meetings do not deal with ecumenism and theological matters!!!!

At the same time the Assyrian Church also officially communicated that she 
is suspending her ecumenical secretary, who was participating in the meetings 
and also suspending all the ecumenical dialogues for the moment. The suspen­
sion took place on the same day when it was decided to sign a Common official 
Declaration on the Sacraments between the Catholic Church and the Assyrian 
Church of the East. It was a tragic event in the life o f the Church of the East and 
its ecumenical relations with the Catholic Church. The day could not be remem­
bered without much grief by all those who love the Church o f Christ and its unity 
and mission in the world. Thus abruptly the Syriac Commission and Consulta­
tions came to a dead end.

During the last meeting of the Syriac Commission in February 2006 in Ro­
me, the decision was taken to dissolve the Syriac Commission and constitute 
a new one not on the basis of representation from the Syriac Churches, but as in­
dividual experts in Syriac tradition. The Pro Oriente was free to choose the par­
ticipants. Accordingly in October 2006 in a meeting of the invited participants
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from the various Syriac Churches in Vienna, a new forum for coming together 
was constituted

Pro Oriente Forum Syriacum

In the Press Release after the meeting one reads the following: „On October 18 
-19,2006, a meeting of 14 expert scholars from nine countries of the Syriac Church 
tradition took place in Vienna. A new endeavor called Pro Oriente Studies o f  the 
Syriac Tradition was started. For this purpose a Forum Syriacum has been formed 
which consists o f an expanded circle of expert scholars in Syriac studies.

The founding members of the Forum Syriacum are:
Metropolitan Mar Aprem, India,
Metropolitan Mör Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim, Syria,
Metropolitan Kuriakose Mar Theophilos, India,
Metropolitan M ar Joseph Powathil, India,
Archbishop Mör Julios Mikhael al-Jamil, Italy,
Archbishop Mar Paul Matar, Lebanon,
Archbishop Mar Louis Sako, Iraq,
Bishop Mar Bawai Soro, USA.,
Archdeacon Khoshaba Georges, Great Britain,
Father Frans Bouwen, Israel,
Father [Prof. Dr.] Geevarghese Chediath, India,
Father [Prof. Dr.] Baby Varghese, India,
Prof. Dr. Dietmar Winkler, Austria,
Dr. Ahö Shmunkäshö, Austria,
Mgr. Dr. Johan Bonny, Vatican (Observer).

The new Forum advises and consults the Pro Oriente Foundation to develop 
appropriate studies and helps to coordinate the research projects. Within the Fo­
rum Syriacum there should also be an exchange of current developments o f the 
Syriac Churches, to strengthen the solidarity of those who belong to the Syriac 
tradition. Concerning the theme and method for research, Pro Oriente Forum Sy­
riacum chooses topics for research and the appropriate approaches to study them. 
This includes individual studies, regional study groups in the Middle East, In­
dia and elsewhere, and the scholarly exchange in academic conferences called 
„Pro Oriente Colloquia Syriaca” The Proceedings of the Pro Oriente Colloquia 
Syriaca as well as other related studies will be published in a new series called 
„Pro Oriente Studies o f the Syriac Tradition”

The Forum Syriacum elaborated a work plan with research topics which in­
clude: Church history (i.e. non theological factors for division and the common 
reading o f history). Syriac Churches encountering other religions and other cui-
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tures (i.e. inculturation and immigration), liturgy and spirituality and monasti- 
cism. At the first Colloquium Syriacum taking place in Vienna November 5-10, 
2007 the following theme will be studied: „Syriac Churches encountering Islam: 
past experience and future perspectives” Thus the Forum Syriacum also reacts 
to the intrinsic and external challenges with which the Christians from the Mid­
dle East are confronted today”.

Forum Syryjskie Fundacji Pro Oriente

Streszczenie

Artykuł w syntetyczny sposób przedstawia historię funkcjonowania Komi­
sji Syryjskiej przy wiedeńskiej fundacji Pro Oriente oraz perspektywy nowych 
form organizacyjnych dla dotychczasowych prac poświęconych tradycji syryj­
skiej. Wspomniana Komisja w czasie ostatniego spotkania w lutym 2006 r. w Rzy­
mie, w związku z powstałymi trudnościami w relacjach pomiędzy niektórymi 
Kościołami tradycji syryjskiej, powzięła decyzję o samorozwiązaniu i powołaniu 
nowego ciała. Jego ukonstytuowanie nastąpiło w październiku 2006 r. na spotka­
niu w Wiedniu. Przyjęło ono nazwę Forum Syryjskiego (Forum Syriacum). Jego 
członkowie w liczbie czternastu osób zostali dobrani nie w oparciu o kryterium 
reprezentacji Kościołów tradycji syryjskiej, lecz jako indywidualni eksperci wy­
wodzący się z tejże tradycji. Zadaniem Forum Syryjskiego będzie wymiana in­
formacji na temat bieżącego rozwoju Kościołów tradycji syryjskiej, wzmacnianie 
ich solidarności, a przede wszystkim prowadzenie studiów i badań nad tradycją 
syryjską oraz organizacja konferencji naukowo-akademickich, którym nadano 
nazwę „Colloquia Syriaca”. Rezultaty konferencji będą publikowane w nowej se­
rii zatytułowanej „Pro Oriente Studies of the Syriac Tradition” Pierwsze Collo­
quium Syriacum odbędzie się w dniach 5-10 listopada 2007 r. w Wiedniu. Jego 
tematem będzie kwestia doświadczeń i perspektyw w relacjach Kościołów tra­
dycji syryjskiej z islamem.

R. Porada


