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Introduction

There is nothing more visible in the Church than $acraments (mysteries). Most
of us relate to the Church identify our membershiphe Church by the frequency with
which we celebrate the sacraments. Sometimes aedoene excuses “I am not a good
Christian” usually meaning “lI don't attend the Eadktic celebration every often.” Yet
even for the person who has drifted away from kefind richer participation in the life of
the Churchthe sacraments continue to be the most visibleesgposn of communion with
the Church That may be one of the reasons why a baptisEucharistic celebration of
anniversaries continues to have such an appeavar less than fervent faithful member
of the Church of the East. The sacraments arentygt visible sign of our participation in
and identification with the Church.

The Meaning of the Word Raza

The Syriac nouriraza literally means secret, or anything having a secretive or
mystical meaning; further synonyms are: type, #gwign, symbol and likeness. This
Syriac technical term also means mystery (sacrgmant when used in the plural, it
refers to the Holy Eucharist. The termazi is a loanword from the Semitic modification
of the Old Iranian razah (neuter), meaning solifuatébeing alone.” However, the term is
more frequent in Middle Persian; known as Pahlawvmodern Persian it has the meaning
of ‘hidden,’ or ‘secret?

The Western Churches use the Latin tsanramentun{sacrament) which means
“to make holy.” It was a legal term belonging ke language of Roman jurisprudence. It
referred to the oath taken by a Roman soldier upsmeenlistment in the army (a pledge to
set himself apart for this service. Tertullian @&25) applied the word to Baptism,
asserting that each Christian’s reception of tteethius enlisted him in Christ army. From
that time onsacramentunor sacrament was applied in the Church of the \Weanhother
rites believed to have been instituted by Christ.

The Greek Churches were employing the tengsterion(mystery) which had a
deeper meaning than sacrament and appeared icripeuges.
“In the Synoptic Gospelnysterionrefers to the “the secrets of the kingdom of heave
(Mt 13:11, Mk 4:11, Lk 8:10) which Jesus revealotigh parables. In St. Paul’'s writings
mysterionoften refers to Christ (1Cor 2:7-10, Rom 16:25-€6] 1:26-27; 4:3; Eph 1:9-
10; 3:3-12, 1Tim 3:16) who reveals the divine walsave all people, who himself is the
mystery through whom all things are restored, arib wwells in those who believe.
Christ crucified is the supreme manifestation oiGavisdom (1 Cor 2:1, Col 2:2).

Thus, the wordmysterionappears in the Scriptures and signifies God’s entir
scheme of redemption — the new creation of allublothe life, death resurrection and

1 S.P. BROCK (ET & intro.)Ephrem: Hymns on Paradis€restwood 1990, 42. The Arameans
borrowed this term from the Persians, probablyrduthe period of Cyrus’ conquest of Babylon (538)BC
They became subject to the Persians and had arhengPRersian officials, soldiers and citizens. That
word also passed into Hebrew is clear from the tiaat it appears twice in the book of the WisdonBeh
Sira, in passages 8:18 and 12:11, written somedimend 200 BC. However, it is used in a seculasse



glorification of Christ. From the Eastern Christipoint of view the mysteries of the faith
(sacraments) reflect the whole Mystery of what gams to be in Christ.St. Chrysostom
writes, “It is called a mystery because what weevel is not the same as what we see, but
we see one thing and believe another” (PG 61:51).

Sacraments are Real

When we talk about the mysteries, we need to lindehat what is taking place in
the sacramental signiisal, even though it is a distinct and unique realityis true that all
of us have different ideas of what is real, andrf@any people there is a temptation to
consider only sensible things as re#ket even here we recognize that there is a quatlity
existence beyond the concret®emories are real We cherish them and many times
relive them Our historical reenactments, often in the form@mories and reflections,
autobiographical and biographical, all bear testiyntw the powerful reality of memory.

Imagination is also a form of reality, even thoughdefinition we are able with a
vivid imagination to expand the limits of our daiéxperience. Increasingly with new
technology we deal with what is termed virtual ftgal While it is not the same as what is
actual in our lives; nonethelessitual reality is a recognized form of existeng®las part
of a rapidly growing area of entertainment

Sacramental presence is also a unique kind oftyealt is not limited to the
concrete data and sensible materials of this woltdthe same time, it is much more than
memory, imagination, or virtual reality. Sacramental presence combines sensible,
concrete, experiential elements with the spiritaiadl supernatural dimension of lif&hus
Mysteries are material, visible signs that pointaid bear within themselves, the spiritual
and invisible reality of grace (namely, the preseotGod).

A Sacrament Accomplishes What it Symbolizes

To properly understand what a sacrament is, we t@eecognize what we mean
by a symbol and the various ways in which a synechal be used.

Symbols and signs stand for something not preséifiey point the way. A
wedding ring, for example, is a sign of maritaldevbut it is not the love itself. A lighted
candle in church may be a sign of personal devphahnit is not the devotion itself. A box
of chocolates given on Mother’s Day may be a syndfch child’s love for his or her
mother, but it is not the love itselfSymbols serve a purpose. They speak to us of
something beyond the symbol itself.

A sacrament is a very special kind of symbol gnsiWhat is unique a bout a
sacrament is that it not only points to what is do&y it but also realizes what it
symbolizes In the sacrament of baptism, for example, théemwsymbolizes the washing
away of sin and the restoration of new life, thendywith Christ and rising to share in his
resurrection. At the same time, it also beginadoomplish what it indicates.

Because mysteries actually accomplish what theyosyize,they are unique signs.
Because they put us in contact with God in suchyatvat God’s grace touches us, they
are holy signs In a very real sense, the transcendent, sgistyaernatural world of God,
God’'s grace and everlasting life, intersects witls timited world and limitations in a
sacrament.



Theodore of Mopsuestia (d. 428) maintains that rttysteries consist of visible
elements that make present invisible realitiesr Htim, “every sacrament consists in the
representation of unseen and unspeakable thingsghrsigns and emblems.”

Christ isthe Main Founder of the Mysteries

As a fundamental principle, Christ is the chiedtpgonist of the mysteries, which
are enacted in the context of the liturgical cedbn of the Church in the various
sacramental rites. According to Timothy Il, thesteyies of the Church are those means
of conferring grace instituted by Christ and hisciples, and fulfilled in the Church—the
proper place for dispensing the mysteries, throtnghmediation of the priesthood. The
Syriac fathers consider the Church to be a trueainoicthe heavenly Church and the place
where the dispensation of Christ takes place. s€poured into the Church all the riches
of grace and truth gained through his death angmesion.

The visible Church is also the great sacramehis a living continuation on earth
of its divine founder. Jesus is truly the Son ofdGbut equally an individual man, the Son
of Mary. In a like manner, the Church is the pneseof Christ and the Holy Spirit, a
bearer of heavenly gifts, yet it is also very hunraits existenceThe sublime mission of
the Church is carried out through human agentsddimg their work those human agents
perform sacred ceremonies that we call the mystersing ordinary realities of human
life: bread, water, wine, oil, gestures, and word3ust as the Word of Gook took on a
human body and became man, so too the Church,ahinaing presence of the Risen
Lord, takes on the flesh of the liturgy to contirthe work of Jesus. The Church uses
words, sings symbols and all forms of reality tea@aoplish her work—just as her divine
founder did. We call this mysterious working ofd@Gograce through human words and
actions the liturgy. The Church continues to ddatp what Christ accomplished in his
death and resurrection. Even the means are thees&digns words and symbols manifest
and accomplish the work of salvation.

TheValidity of the Mysteries

Abdiss’ provides three elements that constitute the lesknof each of the seven
mysteries render them efficacious: First, a truesp, who has attained the priesthood
rightly, according to the requirements of the Chur&econdly, the word and command of
the Lord of Mysteries, whereby He ordained eachheim. Thirdly, right intention and
confirmed faith on the part of those who partakehaim, believing that the effect of the
mysteries takes place by a heavenly potver.

The validity, therefore, of the each of the sewgysteries (sacraments) is based on
three essential elements: their source, mediatdrraceiver. The mysteries should be
established or constituted by Christ or accordmgtite word and command of the Lord'—
the source of the Church’s mysteries. The priesilyister of the mysteries, as mediator,
should have valid ordination acquired accordinghe canons of the Church. Finally, the
one receiving the sacrament must have a right ioteand disposition in its reception, a
firm faith and belief in the salvific effect of thmysteries. For ‘Abido’, therefore, the

2 THEODORE OF MOPSUESTIACommentary of Theodore of Mopsuestia on the LdPdsyer
and on the Sacraments of Baptism and the Euchdrist

$‘ABDISO‘, Marganitha (The PearlyF IDEM., The Book of Marganith (the Pearl): On the Truth
of Christianity MAR E. SHIMUN (Introd. & ET), Kerala 1965; reptid, Chicago 1988, 47.



mysteries are rather a ‘subjective’ participationthe mysteries of Christ—in that one
must be properly disposed and believe in their posved efficacy—as opposed to the
Anonymous Authors’ more ‘objective’ understandirfghe efficacy of the mysteries.

While for Timothy the mysteries should be constitlby Christ, who operates in
every mystery, the presence of the Holy Spirit @fiely consecrating the sacramental
material and a validly ordained priest are esskntia

Timothy Il provides the underlying principle ofettiundamental understanding that
everything the Church does is for a reason and doeshappen by chance; he states:
“there is nothing in the holy Church (which happebg chance or simply, God forbid!
Because the Holy Spirit who is the source of trighthe establisher of all that which he
assigns in it* There are particular rituals instituted by Chhsnself such as priesthood,
baptism and the Eucharist. However, determining ftmaterial’ necessary for the
mysteries was established by the apostles—as capdreespecially in the case of bread
and wine for Eucharist and Oil and water for bapfis While, whether the Eucharistic
bread is to be leaven®dr unleavened, or whether the wine is to be miednmixed, is
determined by the ecclesiastical canons of theefatbf the Church under the influence of
the Holy Spirit’

The Effects of the Mysteries

The East Syrian fathers emphasize on the futdfdirhent of what the mysteries
typify for us in this world. The final ‘intentioity’ of the mysteries—which are pledges
for the resurrection from the dead and immortalityur future life with Christ—will be
realized at theschaton Timothy admits that the reality of the Spiritwéthin us but it is
not realized in a perfect mode until the time whéh have a full realization of God'’s
grace after the resurrection. However, in anofit@ce, Timothy indicates that the reality,
which is realized partially, corresponds to thetldgrsymbolic events by means of the
mysteries of the Church. He asserts: “The pret#tes (the name of the candidate for
baptism in the register) as heir and son of thgdam and places it in the archives of the
earth symbolically; for in truth he is inscribed tine archives of the spiritual books in
heaven.?

Theodore of Mopsuestia and Timothy indicates that mysteries of the Church
represent the future reality of immortality and iotability after the general resurrection.
In them (sacraments), we do not receive this segéit, rather we receive the pledge of the
things that are to come about in the next worldfatt, this understanding of the mysteries
as ‘pledges’ of the future life actually goes backthe Mystogogical Catechesief
Theodore, explaining the mysteries of the Euchanmst baptism. However, many East
Syrian authors indicate that the mysteries corifergrace that they represent. We find this
concept in Timothy’s treatise on baptism:

4 TIMOTHY I, Mystery of Baptism: Nestorian Patriarch (1318-1332)B. KADICHEENI (ed. &
ET), Bangalore 1980, 53.

® Cf. TIMOTHY I, Mystery of Baptisml3.

® Timothy attests the Apostolic origin of the Holgdven and Oil of Unction in the tradition of the
Church of the East.

"' Cf. TIMOTHY Il, Mystery of the Eucharist!.M. KOCHUPARAMPIL (ed. & ET), PIO (Rome
2000), 53; TIMOTHY II,Mystery of Baptisiml3.

8 TIMOTHY I, Mystery of Baptism83.



For until the death of our Lord, man was only baalyd soul, but in

baptism, by the mystery of the death of our Lore By being (born) again,
body, soul, and spirit (become) parts of the deéiniof a Christian; these
three are parts of our being, not nominally andceptually, but in

(reality)... Therefore, the Spirit of grace of whiil) is a figure and which
we have received sacramentally in holy baptisrmis with us’

The Septenary Number of the Mysteries

The number seven being regarded as a perfect musitiee antiquity came to be
seen as representing a sort of ‘unification’ betwte natural and the supernatural realms
in creation. Hence, the total of the numbers fowpresenting the four human
temperament§ or the four corners—and the number three — syrobafithree divine
persons of the Trinity—yielded the perfect numbeven. The number seven was also
seen as representing the ‘seven deadly'Siasid hence called for the remedy of these
spiritual ilinesses through a seven-fold spiritteinedy. Foremost among these are the
seven candlestands that stood before the presénGed (Rev 1:13) and seven pillars
before the presence of the Lord in the temple stiain (Prov 9: 1-3), and the seven letters
to therlszeven churches in the New Testament (Rey &r8l the seven petitions of the Our
Father.

During the 13 century, the Eastern fathers also engaged ingbefithe symbolic
septenary enumeration of the mysteries. They sawséven gifts of the Holy Spititas
analogous of the seven mysteries; since these $elkeocharisma come from the messiah,
he bestows them on those who are his followrs.

In the Church of the East, until the time of ‘AE#(1318) there was no official
enumeration of the mysteries. In fact, the earlgt&a fathers did not enumerate the
mysteries as such, nor did they limit their underding of sacrament to the seven we
know today. Their understanding of sacrament washnbroader, and many of the rites of
the Church came to be seen and understood indigh¢ing a ‘mystery’—or sacrament—
which the Church celebrates. J. Meyendorff nobes tluring the patristic age there was
no technical terminology when discussing the mysseiand even the term ‘mystery’ (Gk.
Mysterior) was used in a broad sense of ‘mystery of Salnatfo The term ‘mystery’ was
only secondarily applied to the rites and liturgji@etions of the Church which had as their
aim the sanctification of the faithful.

° TIMOTHY Il, Mystery of Baptism39.

19 Temperament theory has its roots in the ancient faumors theory of the Greek doctor
Hippocrates (460-370 BC), who believed certain humeoods, emotions and behaviors were caused by
body fluids (called "humors"): blood, yellow bilelack bile, and phlegm.

1 pride (the excessive belief in one's own abiljti&nvy (the desire for others' traits, status),
Gluttony (an inordinate desire to consume more thahwhich one requires), Lust (an inordinate crgfor
the pleasures of the body), Anger (It is known amt\j, Greed (the desire for material wealth onpaind
Sloth (the avoidance of physical or spiritual work)

2 MARTOS, J.,Doors to the SacredNew York 1981, 51; AUER, JA General Doctrine of the
Sacrament¢DT 6) Washington D.C. 1995, 89.

13 Seven Gifts of the Holy Spirit are: Wisdom, Knodgé, Counsel, Fortitude (Courage),
understanding, Piety, and fear of the Lord. Thygfe are enumerated (approximately) in Isaiah 43.:2

4 MEYENDOREFF, J.Byzantine TheologNew York, 192.

> MEYENDORFF,Byzantine Theology 91.



The insistence on the number seven with regardh& mysteries was first
established in the Church of the East by ‘Abd of Nisibis’ Book of the Pearl
(Marganita), and later came to be followed by Timothy Il adlwe

The Seven (Sacraments) Mysteries of the Church of the East

The sources of the East Syriac tradition's undedshg of the mysteries are three:
1) Sacred Scripture, 2) Church Fathers and 3)iitat rites of the Church.

The patriarch Yahb’allaha Il (1281-1317) commissad ‘Abdso’ to write his
dogmatic theological treatise, tMarganitha(Pearl). This work is divided into five parts,
treating of God, the creation, the Christian digagion, the mysteries of the Church, and
the things that depict the world to coffidt was completed in 1298. The fourth part of
his treatise deals with the mysteries of the Churdlecording to ‘Abd%*, the mysteries
of the Church according to the Holy Scriptures segen: Priesthood, baptism, oil of
unction, the oblation of the Body and Blood of Christ, absolution, holy leaven and the
sign of the Cross.*®

According to ‘Abdso’, while, the mystery of priesthood “is the ministall other
mysteries,*® the sign of the cross “is that by which Christiame evekept and by it all
the other mysteries asealedandperfected’® In fact, the Church of the East has a rich
and profound soteriological theology of the CroisBaptism is the new-birth in immortal
life, and the power of the Holy Spirit is the etige agent of the renewal (Jn 3:6, 8) while
the Body and the Blood of Christ are the spiritnaurishment in eternal life. The
leavening elements, which are holy leaven and ®iumction?? are consideredaze
(mysteries) by ‘AbtEd* and they are an apostolic tradition in which lBngration have
been handed down in the Church to this day orallihe holy leaven is united to the
mystery of Eucharist while the oil unction is udit® the mystery of baptism. The holy
leavert® is added to the Eucharistic bread prior to bakifije the oil of unction is added

16 See ‘ABOSOY, Marganitha (The Pear])1-81; BO 111/1 332-351.

1 A. BAUMSTARK, Geschichte der syrischen Literatur mit Ausschlwesotiristlich-
palastinensischen TextBonn 1922, 324; R. DUVALANciennes Littérature ChrétiennesMaris 1907, 245;
B. CHABOT, Littérature syriaqueParis 1934, 139; ‘ABIS0" translated into Arabic in 1313 as has been
cited by '"Amr ibn Mati in the book oMajdal, where large portions of it are quoted. See BQ,IB60, 586;
cf. Vat. Arb 110.

18:ABD1S0*, Marganitha (The Pear|}45-61.

19+ABDTS0*, Marganitha (The Pear|)48.

20ABDIS0*, Marganitha (The Pear|)46.

21 For a theological and liturgical significance b&tholy cross see MAR APRENbacraments of
the Church of the EasKerala 1978, 41-44.

%2 For more details see MAR APREacraments34-35.

23 |n discussion of the mystenf the Holy Leaven, it is essential to concenttethe theological
sense of the rite for the renewal of the Holy Lentleat takes place on Holy Thursday. It has twpdrant
roles: 1) It emphasizes on the unbroken continuifigthe rite, indicating apostolicitydiachronic
dimensiol. It connects us to the institution of the Eud$taat the Last Supper with the piercing of theesid
of Christ (John 19: 34). From side of Christ, igrbthe second Eve which is the Church. We find thi
through Ephrem’s symbolic interpretation of thergileg of Christ’'s side where blood and water acsvéd.
The water symbolizes baptism while the blood issghof Eucharist and both of them served to creatt
nurture Christians, incorporating and drawing thiemoe conformity with Christ Ephrem Commentary on
Diatesaron, 21:11 2) It serves as the mystery of unity of eachsbato its bishop and eventually to the
Catholicos Patriarctsynchronic dimensigr-it emphasizes to link the Institution of the Eadbt with each
individual celebration of the Eucharist (emphagzon ecclesial communign The Joint Communiqué of



to the oil of baptism in which eventually will besed for the anointing of the entire body
of baptized one. With regard to the mystery ofodlttson, ‘Abdiso* states that “the human
race is apt to err and easily inclined to sin, @nd hardly possible that all should not be
tried with spiritual diseases; and on this accdbethealing priesthood was given to heal
freely.”* Hence, repentance is necessary and Jesus calisto@ sinner to repent (Mt
9:13). At the same time, Christ has given the lfscof forgiveness to the priest, who is
the spiritual physicia® ‘Abdi%* affirms that the believers ought to confess tisiis to
the spiritual Physicians and “by absolution andgmee they may obtain the cure of their
souls and afterwards go and partake of the Lord&sEin purity.”

Timothy adopts the septenary number of the mysteand distinguishes them
according to two categories. First, the ‘mystérieghe proper sense are those rites that
explicitly possess the prayer of invocation of tHely Spirit, namely: the priesthood,
consecration of altar, baptism and the Eucha@gcond, the ‘mysteries’ in the secondary
sense are those rites without an epiclesis, nartfe@yperfection of monks, funeral service
and marriage. He also distinguishes the mystaiethe apostolic commandment and
ecclesial canons into those written and those hhrtitevn by tradition. The written
tradition is defined as referring to the mystetieast are found in the Holy Scripture while
in the case of the mysteries contained in the apodktters and ecclesial canons are
required explanation occasionally. While the sdgrials of the leavened bread, the sign
of baptism and the oil and ordination (minor ordersl the ‘perfection of monks’), the
consecration of altars and other similar mysteaies handed down by means of the oral
tradition of the Church.

Conclusion

It is important to recognize that the Mysteriegéna visible and invisible reality, a
reality open to all the human senses but graspés iBod-given depths with the eyes of
faith.

The visible reality we see in the mysteries idrtloeitward expression, the form
they take, and the way in which they are admingsteand received. The invisible reality
we cannot ‘see’ is God'’s grace, his gracious init&ain redeeming us through the death
and Resurrection of his Son. His initiative isledgracebecause it is the free and loving
gift by which he offers people a share in his ld@d shows us his favor and will for our
salvation. Our response to the grace of God'giiie is itself a grace or gift from God by
which we can imitate Christ in our daily lives.

The mysteries prepare the faithful for the futlife, but they also make that life
real, here and now. We are given the vision anc ltlhe foretaste of the things to come
through them. In them we encounter Christ, in priebe Christ. We enter upon a
decisively new reality: in Christ we learn to be@ofully conscious of what it really means
to be human. Encountering God, we also see the mpoWwevil, whose force invades,
pervades and distorts the image of God in us. &Néh Christ, we share in his victory

the Fifth Non-official Consultatio in J. P. HOFRRHICER & G. WILFLINGER (eds.)Syriac Dialogue V:
Non-Official Consultation on Dialgue within the &g Tradition(Vienna 2003), 150; Ephrem Commentary
on Diatesaron, 21:11 in C. McCarthy (tran. & infroSaint Ephrem’s Commentary on Tatian’s
Diastessaron(Journal of Semitic Studies Supplemeht©xfotd 1993), 322. Brock, “The Mysteries Hidden
in the Side of Christ,50bornos (1978): 464-472.

24 ABDIS0*, Marganitha (The Pear])60.

% ABDIS0*, Marganitha (The Pear|)60-61.



over sin and death; the power of divine love overes evil in us and makes us a new into
children of God and heirs of his Kingdom.

The basic principle of the sacramental theolog@oéntal theologians, particularly
Theodore, is the concept of the contemplation efrttysteries through signs and symbols.
It lays stress on what the mysteries represent symbolize. By contrast, Latin
sacramental theology is interested primarily insesmuand effects, and tends to focus “on
whatis being accomplished here and now anavagit is being accomplished.



