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

 
Vatican II: 50 Years Later (June 28, 2015) 

 
 Last week we began exploring the very first ecumenical council in the Church’s history, 
which met at the city of Nicea (near modern Istanbul, Turkey) in 325 AD, and was convoked by 
the Roman Emperor, Constantine.  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).  After issuing the Nicene Creed, 
the bishops added a series of “anathemas” against the teachings of Arius (Arianism).  These 
anathema formulas would become common parts of future councils, as a way of clearly 
rejecting false or inadequate teachings.  Finally, a series of “canons” were issued by the 
bishops, which dealt with matters of practical import, like the qualifications for being a bishop, 
presbyter, or deacon.  These too would become a common part of the decrees of future 
ecumenical councils. 
 The Nicene Creed clarified that the Son of God was not made or created, but rather was 
“eternally begotten of the Father”, and thus “consubstantial” with Him (sharing in the same 
divine essence).  Unfortunately, since this original Nicene Creed ended with the simple 
statement, “And we believe in the Holy Spirit”, the question of the full divinity of the Holy Spirit 
was hotly debated in the 50 years after Nicea I.  It was in these years that a full theology of the 
“Trinity” began to be articulated. 
 In 381 the Emperor Theodosius called the bishops of the world together at the city of 
Constantinople (modern Istanbul) in order to clarify this developing doctrine of the Trinity.  
About half as many bishops (150) showed up at this council as came to Nicea I, and there were 
no representatives from Rome or the western part of the Empire.  Nevertheless, the bishops 
were able to expand and deepen the third section of the Nicene Creed, in order to clarify the 
full divinity of the Holy Spirit: “We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who 
proceeds from the Father, who with the Father and the Son is adored and glorified, who has 
spoken through the prophets.” 
 By saying that the Holy Spirit is to be “adored and glorified” along with the Father and the 
Son, the bishops affirmed the co-equal divinity of the Holy Trinity.  However, instead of saying 
that the Spirit is “eternally begotten” of the Father, as was said of the Son, they said that the 
Spirit “proceeds” from the Father.  In the Creed that we recite at mass today, we say that the 
Holy Spirit “proceeds from the Father and the Son.”  This last phrase (filioque in Latin) was not 
added to the Creed until 200 years later in Spain, and by the year 1000 it had spread to much 
of the western Church.  The Eastern Orthodox Churches do not accept this western addition to 
the Creed.  
 Constantinople I completed the third section of the Nicene Creed by focusing on the 
Church, the sacraments, and eternal life: “We believe in one, holy, catholic, and apostolic 
Church; we confess one baptism for the forgiveness of sins; we look forward to the resurrection 
of the dead and the life of the world to come. Amen.”  Constantinople I also issued some 
anathemas against false teachings, and concluded with a series of “canons”, one of which 
placed the bishop of Constantinople as second in authority after the bishop of Rome.  Scholars 
often refer to the ancient “Pentarchy” of Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria (Egypt), Antioch 
(Syria), and Jerusalem.  The bishops of these five key Christian cities were called “patriarchs”, 
and were viewed with great respect by the other bishops.  Though the patriarch of Rome (the 
pope) was seen as “first among equals”, in subsequent centuries there would be many clashes 
between the bishops of Rome and Constantinople over their relative authority. 
 
 


