Statement by Cardinal Leonardo Sandri, Prefect of the Congregation for the Oriental Churches, to the Consulta of the Order of the Holy Sepulchre, Rome, Monday 1 December 2008. 

Your Eminences,

Your Excellencies, 

Reverend Fathers,

Knights and Ladies of the Order of the Holy Sepulchre,

1. I would like to express to His Eminence John Cardinal Foley, Grand Master, His Beatitude Fouad Tawal, Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem and Grand Prior, and to all the other distinguished Officers of the Order my most heartfelt thanks for the invitation to this Consulta. To all the Knights and Ladies of the Holy Sepulchre do I extend expressions of gratefulness on the part of the Catholic Orient for the impressive support provided to Jerusalem and the Holy Land. 
I voice these words of thanks on behalf of the Oriental Catholic Churches as well as the superiors and officials of the Dicasterium. The Order and the Cardinal Grand Master in particular reserve prompt and friendly attention to us, acknowledging the mission entrusted by the Holy Father to the Congregation for the Oriental Churches in the territories of its competence, beginning from the Holy Land. 
As president of ROACO (Assembly of Works Assisting the Oriental Churches) I can attest to the same degree of gratitude towards the Order on the part of the its historical agencies.   

Your generosity towards the ecclesial community living the Catholic faith in the Holy Places, and especially for the community gathered around the Patriarch of Jerusalem, constitutes grounds for satisfaction and hopefulness for the universal Church. 
“All were born in her” recites Psalm 86. We are all debtors towards the Holy City for the spiritual motherhood she offers as witness of the Christian origins, and we are so pleased that the Order of the Holy Sepulchre stands out in the gratitude extended by the Church at large. 

2. When visiting the Congregation for the Oriental Churches on 9 June 2007, His Holiness Benedict XVI defined the Oriental Churches as “living custodians of the Christian origins, without which there is no future for the universal Church”. 

Partaking of this mission is a most singular manner is the community of the Latin Patriarchate of Jerusalem situated at the very heart of the Catholic East. In fact, it is the task of the Patriarchate to coordinate the concrete ecclesial life of the Holy Land in a spirit of fraternity and service, and with respect for the prerogatives of the other components (Custody of the Holy Land in the first place, and the Oriental Catholic Churches of the various rites present and active there). In this way the Catholic community, united within, may in concord act in harmony with the other Churches and Christian ecclesial communities present in the Holy Land, thereby exercising that mission set forth by the Ecumenical Council Vatican II in the decree “Orientalium Ecclesiarum”: be a bridge for ecumenical dialogue and for encounter and possible collaboration with Judaism and Islam.   

3. The witness of the Oriental Catholic Churches receives a specific contribution from the silent yet impressive message which the Holy Places offer to the entire world, with the Holy Sepulchre doing so in such a special way. 

This is a message which the Congregation for the Oriental Churches and the Order of the Holy Sepulchre wish to grasp, and such a joint intention generates among them a truly efficient meeting of minds for the good of the Holy Land. 

We see this in the history of the Holy Land, and perhaps we could well reflect upon some of the most outstanding moments of that history. 

The destiny of the Christians of the Orient suffered a setback in 683 when the Patriarch of Jerusalem St. Sofronio handed over the keys of the city to Khalif Omar. In order for there to be an epochal change in the situation it proved necessary to wait for Eucharistic Congress celebrated in the Holy City between 13 and 28 May 1893. That assembly brought together all the Oriental Catholic Patriarchs, including the famous Greek-Catholic Malachite Patriarch Gregory II Youssef, and succeeded in convincing the Papal Legate, Cardinal Benoît-Marie Langénieux, that Catholics in the Middle East really were living in a deplorable state. The Cardinal Legate reported back to Leo XIII (2 July 1893), making no mystery of his clear sympathies for the Catholic and Orthodox Orientals alike, and already in 1894 the pope convened a Conference of the Oriental Patriarchs in Rome. That encounter led to what constitutes the magna charta of the rights of Oriental Christians, the Orientalium Dignitas (1894). That document also spurred the creation of the Oriental Congregation, which was founded by Benedict XV in 1917. 
Down through the centuries Jerusalem had nonetheless retained a central role for the three monotheistic religions, as well as a core position within Christianity due to the presence of all the traditions. Jerusalem was and is “the center of centers”. Upon taking a much closer look, however, we do note that Jerusalem has always suffered a sort of “outskirts condition”. Surrounded way back in time by super-powers such as the Assyrians and Babylonians, and in keeping with the profane laws of history, the community of Israel should have disappeared during the great exile and been absorbed by neighboring peoples. Due to the clamorous failure of the second revolt of the Jews against the Romans in 135, the latter changed the name of the city into Aelia Capitolina and decreed that any Jew even approaching the city was to be put to death. Jerusalem survived! From a Christian viewpoint we would have expected the City of Christ to become the capital of Christianity. Communication between head and members proved to be rather difficult, however, and Providence decided on Rome. Communication between Jerusalem and Rome was bolstered when the Latin Patriarchate of Jerusalem was erected around the same time as the creation of the Equestrian Order of the Holy Sepulchre. Both institutes experienced very sad events and changing fortunes, which neither one of them survived. And then both of them were revived in 1847.. 

With this its status of being both privileged and abandoned, center and periphery at the same time, Jerusalem remains the symbol of the Redeemer, who even though He was God did not hesitate to take upon Himself the human condition in order to uplift His brothers by adoption to divine dignity. 

The message which the Congregation for the Oriental Churches and the Order of the Holy Sepulchre wish to continue embracing together is therefore this: the human countenance God assumed and the historical traces left by this event in the stones of the Holy Land, and in the living stones of the Christian communities, must also continue to shine forth today for good, and above all for the peace of humankind at large, ideally called together in Jerusalem to strengthen the hope of one day being seated in the heavenly Jerusalem.

4. Dear friends, members of the Order of the Holy Sepulchre, most cordially do I wish to perorate ever closer communion of intent and purpose so the Oriental Catholic Churches and the Ecclesial Community of Jerusalem may always be worthy of the message they bear.
The five wounds of Christ which the members of the Order bear as their emblem evoke the ‘via crucis’ that Jerusalem has shared with its Lord. 

Partaking in these stations of the cross were the Oriental Catholic Churches together with the Latin community. Thus did they share as well in the hopes fanned by each one of these sufferings.
Just like the blood shed by martyrs, the blood of the Oriental Churches was the seed of Christians and remains as a wellspring of hopefulness. Our two institutions must most generously serve this mission of hope entrusted to the Christian Orient and in particular to Jerusalem.
The historical events that befell the Holy City did not desecrate it. The yearning to visit it and share its mystery was not suffocated by the passing of centuries. The presence of the Franciscans nourished this yearning because St. Francis himself was the one who so ardently sought that presence. Dating back to him is an uninterrupted sharing of life with the Holy City, which became glorious as a result of the trials and hopes shouldered with equally admirable readiness such as to foster radiant emulation on the part of other orders and congregations. 
On 19 March 1895, less than two years after the Eucharistic Congress in 1893, Leo XIII created a commission of cardinals to promote a gathering of the so-called dissident Churches. The renowned experts serving as consultants to that commission included the Abbot of Grottaferrata Arsenio Pellegrini for Italo-Albanian matters, and the Barnabite Cesare Tondini de’Quarenghi for Russian affairs. This commission worked for as long as Leo XIII lived. Its 22nd and last session dates back to 20 July 1902. 
Interesting and worthy of note is what we read in the minutes of these meetings, especially the first one. Patriarch Youssef voiced his regrets not only about the lack of preparation on the part of the missionaries sent among the Oriental Catholics, but also the fact that in Rome “our rite” was being disfigured by Latinization. Patriarch Youssef’s heart was deeply troubled over the situation of the Greek College of St. Athanasius founded by Gregory XIII in 1576, and which was the oldest Oriental College in Rome. His concerns were soon laid to rest because Leo XIII himself redressed the situation in 1897, entrusting the College to the care of the Benedictines. 
In these events it is not difficult to glimpse yet an other contribution to the creation of the Congregation for the Oriental Churches and the Pontifical Oriental Institute. 


5. Historically speaking there is a constituent bond between our institutions and the ecclesial community of Jerusalem. Once again the psalm confirms that “all were born in her” (Ps 86)!  
It is therefore incumbent upon us to devote special attention and care to the Holy City and the Latin Patriarchate, even though it is not subject to Oriental right like the other patriarchates. In fact, it is situated at the epicenter of ‘oriental’ movements and can well offer unique possibilities for dialogue both within and outside Catholicism in ongoing contacts and collaboration with the Christian world and other religions. This care and attention may not be limited to sympathy alone. 

Needed first and foremost is prayer, but when prayer is genuine it gives life to concrete acts of solidarity. Just like in Rome, all the Oriental Churches and not only the Latin Church are represented in formal terms in Jerusalem, which is in need of joint projects shared by all. 
 
Concretely speaking, which projects?  

-
First of all the commitment to circumscribe the flight of Christians that evokes memories of the exodus at the end of the XIV century. 

-
This will be possible only by working resolutely for peace. Knights and ladies are faced with a difficult task, a task not to say impossible, a task quite different from the one dictated by the wisdom of ancient Romans, who were wont to say: si vis pacem, para bellum. Incumbent upon them is the task of knights and ladies of peace, witnesses of whom fortunately stand out in our day and age. Suffice it to cite the great Christian statesman Giorgio La Pira (+1977) and his conviction: si vis pacem, para pacem; or Blessed Mother Teresa of Calcutta, the worldwide ambassadress of charity with her ability to open unthinkable horizons of fraternity due to her spirit of peace rooted in profound adhesion to Christ.

-
Needed are ‘infrastructures’ for peace, the first of which is education understood as formation more than information. Education must enter into the system for the promotion of peace in a capillary manner, involving ever broader sectors of society. Needed are schools, scholarships, and educational programmes able to dispel prejudices. Needed are means and resources so Oriental Catholics may come and study in Rome, but also so westerners may come and study in the Orient. Studying ‘on site’, or in the ‘Orient’ is compulsory for students attending the Pontifical Biblical Institute of Rome, while due to a lack of funds this is not the case for those doing oriental studies in Rome. Education demands what could be called life structures, In order to unite their country, for example, the ancient Greeks came up with the idea of the Olympic games. Educational genius and insight will have to give thought to moments of ordinary life so peace may take root in the depths of hearts and become mentality, willingness and action for peace in the young generations. 


-
A special place among the joint projects for building peace will have to be occupied by endeavors to safeguard Christian culture in all its forms and expressions: e.g. the languages, as well as the artistic and spiritual heritage so seriously threatened. Promoted in this way is the human element with leverage exercised by the common platform of dialogue which is man as such, thereby reestablishing contact between the center and the periphery. The martyred Oriental Catholic Churches reveal an ability inherent in their selfsame nature to continue living despite all the trials of history. What they need now, however, is special support. The hidden treasures of their spirituality constitute a wellspring of human and divine energy, a recharging of human nature transformed by grace. These treasures deserve to be safeguarded and brought into the limelight for the good of humankind at large.

6. The commitment illustrated above requires coordination, and responding to such a call most efficiently are the organs of the universal Church. 

 I would like to mention the Congregation for the Oriental Churches and the diverse entities of the Roman Curia, while by no means forgetting the Pontifical Oriental Institute, which is at the service of the universal Church especially as regards the organization of knowledge about the Christian Orient. 
The Latin Patriarchate and the Order of the Holy Sepulchre are cordially invited to bolster relations with the Pontifical Oriental Institute. Its premises in Rome constitute the setting deputed to favor interior dialogue between the Christian east and west, between Christians of various denominations, as well as interreligious dialogue. The fact that in the motu proprio Orientis catholici, the foundational document of the Pontifical Oriental Institute, Benedict XV spoke of the need to begin courses of  “istitutiones islamicae” bore witness to a sensitivity to which we must pay tribute today. In this regard it is necessary to invest the energies of both mind and heart most intensely, and then support these energies generously with material assistance. Cultural exchange, international symposiums and personal contacts between the pastors of the Churches in the Holy Land and the Pontifical Oriental Institute in Rome will be able to produce abundant fruit for the present and the future of the Land of the Lord.   
Let us not forget: born of a congress was the magna charta of the eastern Catholics, and perhaps, as we have seen, the selfsame Congregation and the Pontifical Oriental Institute. 
When the famous wall fell in 1989 a poisonous spine was removed from the heart of Europe. When we find a solution of peace for Jerusalem we will have removed a spine from the heart of the world and human history. 
It is incumbent upon Knights and Ladies to do their part, and I am well aware of their generous resolve in this regard. I ask for their help so eastern Christians may never abandon this endeavor to which they alone are called upon to correspond.
7. Dear friends of the Order of the Holy Sepulchre, I was in the Holy Land this year from 24 February to 2 March and had an opportunity to meet with the heads and officials of the Latin Patriarchate of Jerusalem, the Custody of the Holy Land, and the other Oriental Catholic Churches active in Israel, Palestine and Jordan. I also paid a visit to the Greek Orthodox Patriarch and the Apostolic Armenian Patriarch. Much appreciated by local Christians as a tangible sign of consolation were the solemn entrances into the Holy Sepulchre, the Basilica of the Nativity (with the opening for the occasion of the main passage in the awesome wall of division) and the Basilica of the Annunciation, also because of the participation of ecumenical representatives. In the productive meeting with the Catholic Ordinaries of the Holy Land that took place during those days the main problems came to the surface: e.g. peace, the relentless emigration of Christians, the concrete difficulties within the Catholic community, as well as in ecumenical and interreligious affairs. We did not fail to take note of signs of hope and to acknowledge the love of the universal Church, which our Congregation strives to keep ever alive through every possible endeavor of a religious, spiritual, cultural and material nature, always enhancing the historical Colletta pro Terra Sancta in this regard. 
This was the ideal way I wished to mark the beginning of my service to the Oriental Churches from the Holy Land, both out of gratitude and in order to manifest its absolute importance for all Christians. 

Readily evident no matter where I went was the contribution of the Order of the Holy Sepulchre, which is essential in the fields of education and health care. 

The roots of your commitment are undoubtedly spiritual, because they have always given proof of a  perseverance that only faith in Christ is able to generate. 

This stands forth as a guarantee of further efficacy and continuity, and above all of how truly dear to our hearts must be: human promotion never separated from the Christian vision. 

As set forth so clearly in the propositions well described in the Instrumentum Laboris, I trust and hope you will reiterate and deepen the Christian spiritual rooting of your identity. 

I assure you of my prayers and extend my best wishes for the work of this Consulta, pleased as I am on this most meaningful occasion and duty bound to acknowledge the indispensable spiritual and material support offered to the Holy Land by the Equestrian Order of the Holy Sepulchre. 

Thank you.
His Eminence Leonardo Cardinal Sandri

Prefect of the Congregation for the Oriental Churches
