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Papal Visit

The official dialogue between the Catholic Church and the Coptic Orthodox Church started as a result of the first visit of a Pope of Alexandria to Rome since the Council of Chalcedon in AD 451.

His Holiness Pope Shenouda III, Pope of Alexandria and Patriarch of the See of Saint Mark, visited the See of Rome on 4  to 10 May, 1973 and was the guest of H. H. Pope Paul VI.

During this visit, His Holiness Pope Shenouda III received back an official relic of Saint Athanasius during the commemoration of the 16th centenary of the passing away of this great saint.

In his homily on that occasion, His Holiness Pope Paul VI mentioned the following:

How propitious is today’s liturgical reflection, celebrating as it does the glorious memory, as we have said of Saint Athanasius, the intrepid and undaunted defender of faith!  Saint Athanasius is a Father and Doctor of the universal church and thus merits our common commemoration … “The Word of God”, declares Saint Athanasius, “came himself, so that, being the Image of the Father, he might create man anew in the image of God” (cf. De Incarnatione, PG) 

During the same occasion, His Holiness Pope Shenouda III delivered an address in which he said:

As Saint Athanasius had struggled against Arianism, so Saint Cyril did for the defence of the faith against Nestorianism and professed the faith of Western and Eastern Christianity.  Like Athanasius he became a point of agreement not only in his faith but also in the proper and definite expression of faith which exemplify clearly the word of truth precisely and effectively.

The common traditional theology of Athanasius and Cyril stands as solid centre for the dialogue that we commit to a considerable number of theologians to go through in a spirit of faithful love.
  

On 10 May, 1973, the two heads of the Churches signed a Common Declaration (see Appendix I) in which they agreed to set up a joint commission,

whose function will be 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 and be able to proclaim together the Gospel ways which correspond to the authentic message of the Lord and to the needs and hopes of today’s world. 

First Meeting of the Commission

The plenary meeting of the Joint International Commission was held in Cairo on 26 to 30 March, 1974.

During its meeting the commission considered the progress made up to the present in theological studies with the view to seeing if further steps could be taken regarding our understanding of Christology and to determining points which need further clarification and study.  It was possible to move a step further in the presentation of the faith of our churches at this time in Jesus Christ the incarnate Son of God.  Recommendations concerning further theological studies to be undertaken by experts of both churches, as well as recommendations concerning the cooperation between the two churches in the practical field were agreed upon. 

Second Meeting of the Commission

The second meeting of the Commission was held in Cairo on 27 to 31 October, 1975. “ … the Commission has decided that theological studies be undertaken on the understanding of unity which existed in the undivided church in order to see what this has to tell us for the life of our Churches today.” 

In its “Common view” in the “Common Report” of its second meeting, the Commission stated:

The process by which it (the union) is achieved is that two Apostolic Churches, equally and with mutual respect, come into full communion again on the basis of faith, the traditions and the ecclesiastical life of the undivided Church of the first four and a half centuries. 

Third Meeting of the Commission

The third meeting of the commission was held in Vienna on 26 to 29 August, 1976.  In the “Common Report”, 

The participants felt it is useful to prepare a statement on Christology which could be a definitive presentation of their thought concerning the Christological understanding of both Churches.  Using material contained in the Common Declaration of Pope Paul VI and Pope Shenouda III and the Commission’s report of March 30, 1974, they unanimously agreed to the statement attached to this report.  This statement is submitted to the authorities of both Churches for their definitive judgement and use. 

Fourth Meeting of the Commission

The fourth meeting took place in Cairo on 13 to 18 March, 1978.  “In the course of its meeting the Commission discussed studies in the role of the council in the life of the Church and on the sacraments in their relation to the Church and the economy of salvation.” 

Principles and Protocol

On 23 June, 1979 (as published in the Vatican Information Service), the Principles and Protocol were prepared by the members of the Joint International Commission.  At the end of the Protocol (point no. 9) it is stated:

What is of particular importance is that a programme be planned and implemented as soon as possible for bringing to the attention of the clergy and laity of both Churches the principles which have been determined and the progressive action which can be taken to implement them.  No serious search for unity between our Churches can be carried forward without an informed and sympathetic participation of the whole Church.  It is recommended that the various proposals presented by the Joint Commission and the Local Joint Committee for achieving this and for ensuring cooperation among the hierarchies of our Churches be reexamined  and implemented. 

Interruption of the Dialogue

The dialogue was interrupted because of the situation in Egypt.  His Holiness Pope Shenouda III was put under house arrest in Saint Bishoy Monastery in the desert from 5 September, 1981 until 5 January, 1985.  During that period, His Holiness Pope Shenouda III received a copy of the Principles and Protocol mentioned above.

Continuation of the Dialogue

When Pope Shenouda III, at the beginning of 1985, was able to resume completely his functions, steps were taken by both sides to re-launch dialogue between our two churches.

While he was still confined to his residence, His Holiness Pope Shenouda III made known his wish to meet Father Duprey on this matter and he sent to Rome Amba Arsanios, Bishop of Minia, to make contacts and to put forward proposals.

From May 22 to May 24, a delegation visited Cairo.  The members of the delegation were Fr Duprey, Secretary of the Secretariat, Fr Emmanuel Lanne, OSB, a Consultor of the Secretariat, and Fr Gérard Daucort, also from the Secretariat.  The delegation was received twice by Pope Shenouda who expressed his firm determination to continue the dialogue and to advance along the path leading to full communion.  Having received only a short time before the Arabic translation of the “Principles for guiding the search for unity between the Catholic Church and the Coptic Orthodox Church” and the accompanying “Protocol”, His Holiness Shenouda III announced to the delegation his intention of communicating the text to and of having it studied by his Synod.

During his visit to the Secretariat, Amba Arsanios had proposed the preparation of a common statement whose aim would be “a purification of the memory” in the same spirit as that made by Pope Paul VI and His Holiness Patriarch Athenagoras I, in 1965.  This project was submitted to Pope Shenouda who discussed it with the delegation. 

On 13 January, 1986, His Holiness Pope Shenouda III received a letter from His Eminence Cardinal Willebrands, President of Secretary of Christian Unity in the Vatican, regarding the Principles and the Protocol, the draft declaration of “Purification of Memories” including the lifting of anathemas, and the nomination of the members of the Joint Commission.  In the same letter, he mentioned the translation of the Common Declaration of 1973 into Arabic, as well as the Principles and Protocol, and its distribution to the bishops of the Coptic Orthodox Church (see Appendix II).

The following is an excerpt of the response sent by the General Secretary of the Holy Synod of the Coptic Orthodox Church:

His Holiness Pope Shenouda III, received with appreciation your letter of 13th January 1986.

On the mixed meeting of the Holy Synod Commissions on “Faith and Education” and on “Ecclesiastical Relations” headed by H.H. Pope Shenouda III, on 11th Feb. 1986, your letter was read, and the draft declaration of “Purification of Memories” was studied and discussed thoroughly.

The result of this preliminary study will be introduced to the Holy Synod meeting on 21st June 1986, to have an official reply which will be sent to your grace immediately. 

The Holy Synod of the Coptic Orthodox Church, presided over by His Holiness Pope Shenouda III, held its subsequent meeting on 21 June, 1986.  The resolution of the synod concerning the official dialogue with the Catholic Church was that any previous agreement could attain its final official form if it is accepted by the Holy Synod, and that an agreement  on Christology together with a proposed agenda for the dialogue could be sent in a letter addressed to His Eminence Cardinal Willebrands at the Vatican.  An extract of this letter (which is attached in Appendix III in its entirety) is presented below:

The raising [lifting] of Anathemas needs reaching solutions for the differences in theological concepts concerning the faith of our Churches.  In its Forehead we consider the following issues:

1. Problems of Christology.

2. Procession of the Holy Spirit.

3. Purgatory.

4. Immaculate Conception.

5. Indulgences.

6. Mixed Marriages with Non Christians.

7. The Body of the Coptic Catholic Church in Egypt.

Concerning the first point, we assume to have an official agreement between our Churches with the following statement:

“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 Change, nor Confusion.  His Divinity was not separated from his Humanity even for a moment or a twinkling of an eye.
At the same time, we Anathematize both Nestorius and Eutyches and their Doctrines.”

In case your Church can accept this statement which was almost agreed upon in Vienna (Pro-Orienta) in September 1971, we can proceed on to the next point in our Theological Dialogue toward the One Faith of the Church.

The following was issued in the publication titled, The Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity: Vatican City:Information Service, no. 67, 1988 (II), p. 75:

Now, good contacts have been re-established and local joint commissions have been formed.  Amba Bishoi, bishop of Damiette and secretary general of the Coptic Synod, came to Rome with Amba Boula, his Auxilary.  Sent by Pope Shenouda, these two bishops held talks at the Secretariat for promoting Christian Unity.  Ways to resume the work of the joint international commission in the near future were agreed upon. Fr. Dupey went to Cairo in August 1987 for talks with Pope Shenouda III and with members of the catholic hierarchy on the matter.

Also in, The Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity: Vatican City: Information Service, no. 76, 1991 (I), pp. 33, it states:

In February 1988, Fr. Pierre Duprey, Secretary of the Secretariat (now Pontifical Council) for Promoting Christian Unity, traveled to Cairo in order to organize the resumption of the work of the Joint International Commission between the Coptic Orthodox Church and the Catholic Church.  The Commission held its last meeting in March 1978 … 

Fr. Duprey’s trip to Cairo included a meeting with several members of the international commission at Amba Bishoy Monastery, and the drafting of a brief Christological formula summarizing the essence of the Common Declaration signed in 1973 by Pope Paul VI and Pope Shenouda III …

The Official Christological Agreement

The Christological statement approved and proposed by the Holy Synod of the Coptic Orthodox Church, was signed in the meeting of 12 February, 1988 at Saint Bishoy Monastery in Egypt.  But a certain amendment was requested by the Catholic side to state that, “we anathematize the Doctrines of both Nestorius and Eutyches” instead of saying, “we anathematize both Nestorius and Eutyches and their Doctrines.”  Thinking that the two expressions would lead to the same result, the Coptic Orthodox side accepted the amendment, and the Holy Synod accepted the Communiqué of the meeting of 12 February, 1988, which is attached in Appendix IV.

In the meeting of the Holy Synod of the Coptic Orthodox Church presided over by His Holiness Pope Shenouda III on 28 May, 1988, it was decided to add to the official dialogue, “The Teaching of the Second Vatican Council Concerning the Salvation of Non Believers.”  The decision of the Synod was expressed in a letter handed to His Grace Bishop Duprey on 26 April, 1990 in Saint Bishoy Monastery.  His response was that the Catholic side “would accept that this subject also be treated by the Joint Commission.” 

Fifth Meeting of the International Joint Commission Between the Coptic Orthodox Church and the Catholic Church

The February 1988 meeting prepared the way for the convocation of the fifth session of the Joint International Commission at Amba Bishoy Monastery from 3 to 8 October 1988.  Responding positively to a proposal of the Coptic Orthodox Church Holy Synod, the theme considered at this meeting was the Mystery of Redemption and its consequences for the last ends of the human person, together with its implications for the teaching of both Churches.  The theme was discussed on the basis of papers prepared on this subject by both sides. 

Apart from discussing the issue of Purgatory mentioned above, the Commission also worked on the “filoque” controversy, and papers were presented from both sides.  The report (found in Appendix V) prepared on the first topic included:

I. 
Elements of Agreement;

II. 
Elements for Guiding the Discussion of Points of Disagreement;

III.
Presentation of the Points Specific to the Coptic Orthodox Church; and

IV.
Presentation of Points Specific to the Catholic Church

Sixth Meeting of the Commission

Subsequently, the Joint International Commission between the Coptic Orthodox Church  and the Catholic Church met again at Amba Bishoy Monastery as a guest of His Holiness Pope Shenouda III.  At this sixth session, which took place from 23 to 27 April 1990, the members of the Commission reflected together on the history of the “filoque” controversy; biblical, theological, and patristic aspects of the procession of the Holy Spirit; and the addition of the formula “filoque” (and the Son) to the text of the Nicaean-Constantinopolitan Creed.  As was the case at the fifth session, the discussion of the topic was based on working documents drafted by the Coptic Orthodox and Catholic members of the Commission. 

Seventh Meeting of the Commission 

The Joint International Commission between the Coptic Orthodox Church and the Catholic Church held its seventh session at Amba Bishoy Monastery from April 18 to 24, 1991 as guest of His Holiness Pope Shenouda III … Prolonged discussions were held concerning both Churches beliefs about “the situation of the departed Christians’ souls after death”.  Although the Coptic Orthodox Church does not accept the doctrine of Purgatory, yet many important points on other aspects of the discussed subject were recognized and expressed in the statement of the Commission.  The results of this study are now being submitted to the authorities of both Churches for their consideration and action (see Appendix VI-A)

In addition, the Commission continued its dialogue concerning the Holy Trinity, and in particular the procession of the Holy Spirit.  Papers from both sides were discussed and the dialogue is continuing. 

Eighth Meeting of the Commission

“In pursuit of the ongoing international discussions between the Catholic Church and the Coptic Orthodox Church, the two delegations met at Amba Bishoy Monastery, as guests of the Coptic Orthodox Church, from Tuesday 25th to Saturday 29th of February 1992.” 
  The discussion on the procession of the Holy Spirit was continued.  The report of the meeting included:


- Introduction; 

- The Coptic Orthodox Position;

- The Catholic Position;

- The Local Joint Pastoral Committee; and 

- Conclusion

The Holy Synod of the Coptic Orthodox Church, presided over by His Holiness Pope Shenouda III, noticed in its meetings on 3 June, 1990, 25 May, 1991 and 13 June, 1992, that no agreement had been reached with the Catholic Church concerning the issues of “Purgatory” and the “Procession of the Holy Spirit”; and that the Coptic Catholic Church in Egypt was practicing proselytism – the factor that caused the dialogue to cease at that stage.

The Dialogue on Family Bases

The visit of His Grace Bishop Walter Casper (now His Eminence Cardinal Casper) to Egypt on 27 March to 2 April, 2000; and with His Holiness Pope Shenouda on 28 March in Cairo, reactivated the desire of the restoration of the official dialogue with the Catholic Church.  The desire of His Holiness Pope Shenouda III was to resume the dialogue on the basis of becoming involved as an entire family of Oriental Orthodox Churches.

The Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity was encouraged to invite one representative from each Oriental Orthodox Church to a preparatory meeting at the Vatican, by addressing its invitation to the Heads of those Churches, seeking their response and approval.

The preparatory committee met last January in Rome, setting the agenda and methodology of the dialogue, and planning for the present first meeting of the Joint Commission.

Christological Agreement and Challenges

The Christological official agreement that was signed between the Catholic Church and the Coptic Orthodox Church was approved by the Holy Synod of the Coptic Orthodox Church, and welcomed by His Holiness Pope John Paul II in a letter sent from him to His Holiness Pope Shenouda III, dated 30 May, 1988 (see Appendix VIII).

This agreement in now being challenged by the Official Christological Agreement between the Catholic Church and the Assyrian Church of the East, which was signed in November, 1994 (see Appendix IX).

The Third Ecumenical Council at Ephesus (431), Saint Cyril of Alexandria together with his teachings, the Divinity of Jesus Christ, and our belief that the Virgin Saint Mary is the Mother of God (Theotokos), are being attacked in the dialogues, presentations, lectures, and on the Website of the Assyrian Church of the East.  At the same time, Nestorius is being venerated as a saint in their liturgies and publications.  In brief, we offer the following examples:

[1.] The magazine, “Catholic International”, 
 in May 1999, published an article and presented it as text as published in the semi-annual bulletin of Centro Pro unione, n. 54, Fall 1998.  The title of the article is, “Mary in the Catholic-Assyrian Dialogue: An Assyrian Persepective”, and the following is written:

At the Centro Pro Unione, a center in Rome conducted by the Franciscan Friars of the Atonement, a conference co-sponsored by the Ecumenical Society of the Blessed Virgin Mary was held Oct. 26, 1998 on Mariology in the ecumenical dialogue between the Catholic Church and the Assyrian Church of the East.  In his keynote address, Assyrian Bishop Mar Bawai Soro, secretary general for his Church’s Commission of Inter-Church Relations and Education Development, explores the possible convergences between the two Churches’ teachings about specific Mariological themes – the titles Theotokos (“God bearer) and Christokos (“Christ bearer”), the Immaculate Conception, and the Assumption.  The bishop also reflects on the possible reasons for the two Churches’ different ways of formulating their teaching about these themes.  In the end, the Assyrian prelate suggests that divergences in formulation do not necessarily mean any difference in belief in “the content and meaning of the apostolic faith.”  Nor, he argues, should “uniformity of dogmatic expression form one of the prerequisites for restoring communion.” 

Introduction

The condemnation of Nestorius and his teachings at the Council of Ephesus (431) declared a fissure in the lives of our Churches for centuries.  Today this seemingly insurmountable theological rupture has been overcome by the Common Christological Declaration of November 1994.  No longer wilt the cries of Theotokos be used as a source of division ; and now the appellation Christokos can finally have its proper dignity.

This centuries long antagonism between the Greco-Roman Church and the Church of the East grew out of a dispute which arose over the proper employment of Marian terminology, namely, Theotokos and Christokos, in describing the Incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Of course, it was an ecclesio-political dispute between the Sees of Alexandria and Constantinople that eventually manifested itself in the theological contention and personality clash between Cyril of Alexandria and Nestorins of Constantinople, at the Council of Ephesus (431).  This dispute ignited one of the most disruptive and destructive controversies in Christendom, which spread throughout the entire Church in the Persian Empire.  This horrible history indicated the importance of our subject matter and the need to treat differing views with charity and the need to seek understanding of the divergent formulations used by different peoples in different cultures and places.
(See Appendix XI).


[2.] On the website: www.cired.org which displays the title, “Holy Apostolic Assyrian Church of the East: Commission on Inter-Church Relations and Education Development”, the following article is published: 

“St. Nestorius’ Counter Anathemas Against Cyril”

New Advent Catholic Website

http://www.knight.org/advent.”

1. 
If any one says that the Emmanuel is true God, and not rather God with us, that is, that he has united himself to a like nature with ours, which he assumed from the Virgin Mary, and dwelt in it; and if any one calls Mary the mother of God the Word, and not rather a mother of him who is Emmanuel … let him be anathema (see Appendix XII)

Conclusion

As we are entering a new and a historical phase of the Theological Dialogue, we hope that the Holy Spirit may guide us to maintain the faith, handed once to the saints, and work sincerely for the unity of the church by the grace of God our Saviour. 
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