
Faith Matt -ers 
By Matt Pozen – Dir. of Parish Faith Formation 

 
Vatican II: 50 Years Later (June 21, 2015) 

 
 In this series of bulletin articles commemorating the 50th anniversary of the closing of 
Vatican II, we are beginning by exploring the historical development of ecumenical councils in 
the Church’s 2000-year history.  The Catholic Church officially recognizes 21 such “ecumenical 
councils”, and each is named after the city where it occurred.  While this works out to an 
average of about one per century, in reality they tend to fall into clusters.  Historians often 
divide the councils up into categories for ease of understanding.  The broadest division is 
between the first eight councils, which all met in the eastern part of the former Roman Empire, 
between 325 and 870, and the thirteen subsequent councils which met in the western part of 
Europe from 1123 to 1965.  The Eastern Orthodox churches only recognize the first seven 
councils as truly ecumenical.  They tend to view the other fourteen as dominated by the papacy 
and the western part of the Church, and therefore not truly representative of the worldwide 
(ecumenical) Church. 
 We will begin by looking at the first eight ecumenical councils, which all met in the region of 
ancient Asia Minor (modern day Turkey).  These “eastern” councils are often divided historically 
into two groups. The first group consisted of Nicea I (325), Constantinople I (381), Ephesus 
(431), and Chalcedon (451).  These first four councils were crucial because they clarified 
Christian belief and doctrine concerning the Trinity and the Incarnation (that Christ is fully 
divine and fully human).  The second group consisted of Constantinople II (553), 
Constantinople III (681), Nicea II (787), & Constantinople IV (870).  While this second group of 
councils also dealt with doctrinal matters, they tended to be dominated by imperial politics and 
power struggles. 
 In 325 AD the Emperor Constantine, who had recently legalized Christianity, called the 
bishops of the world (i.e., the Roman Empire) together at the city of Nicea.  He wanted a unified 
religion in his realm, but unfortunately Christianity was being torn apart by the teachings of a 
man named Arius, who was a presbyter (priest) in Alexandria, Egypt.  From the very beginning, 
believers had applied the title “Son of God” to Jesus, meaning that he was the eternal Son 
(Word) of God who took human flesh in the womb of the Virgin Mary.  Arius taught that the Son 
of God could not have been eternal and equal to the Father, for this would result in two gods 
rather than one.  So the Son (Word) of God must have been created at some point in time by 
the Father.  Indeed, Arius taught that the Father’s first act of creation was to create the Son, 
and then through the Son created the world.  So for Arius, the Son of God was the greatest of 
all creatures, but not eternal and equal to God the Father. 
 Arius was a very popular preacher and hymn-writer, so he quickly began to sway many of 
the people and church leaders to his side.  Soon much of the Church, especially in the eastern 
part of the Empire, was divided over this controversy.  So in 325, Constantine called the 
bishops of the world together at Nicea, and this event later became known as the first 
“ecumenical council” (Nicea I).  About 300 bishops attended, with their theological advisers, 
but only 10 of these bishops were from the western part of the Empire.  Pope Sylvester sent 
two Roman presbyters to represent him.  The Emperor, Constantine, participated in the 
vigorous debates, and he later enforced the decisions of the council.  The bishops decided to 
formulate a “creed” in order to set forth the boundaries of orthodox (“right”) belief, and this 
came to be known as the Nicene Creed (which we still recite to this very day at Sunday mass).  
The key phrase in this creed was that the Son of God was not created in time, as Arius had 
taught, but rather was “born” or “begotten” of the Father “before all ages”.  Thus, the Son 
shared in the very “being” or “essence” of the Father, as a child shares in the very essence and 
DNA of his/her parents. 
 


