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Sometimes a group of bishops gets together to settle a problem. You could have a meeting of just the bishops in Pennsylvania, or just those in the US, or just those in the Western Hemisphere. But sometimes all the bishops in the world get together. A worldwide meeting of all the bishops is called an “ecumenical council.”

A worldwide council is called ““ecumenical” because the Greek word oἰκουμῆνη (oikoumene) means “household.” An ecumenical council is one where the entire household of the Church—bishops from all over the world—get together. Obviously, an ecumenical council is going to be a lot more authoritative than a council that has less than all of the bishops in attendance.

The New Testament reports that there was a council already during the apostles’ lifetimes. It’s called the “apostolic council” or the “Jerusalem council” (since it met in Jerusalem). Acts 15 reports that the council met to discuss whether to allow gentiles to be Christians without the gentiles becoming Jews first. If gentiles have to be Jews to be Christians, then they would have to abide by the laws in the Mosaic Law: circumcision, no eating pork, synagogue services on Saturdays, etc. Paul, Peter, James, and the other apostles decided that gentiles could become Christians without becoming Jews first: they didn’t have to abide by the Mosaic Law.

That New Testament council is not counted among the list of ecumenical councils. So, if you ignore the New Testament council, how many ecumenical councils have there been?

When Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy split in 1054, eight ecumenical councils had been held:

325		Nicea I
381		Constantinople I
431		Ephesus
451		Chalcedon
553		Constantinople II
680		Constantinople III
787		Nicea II
869-70		Constantinople IV

But after the split, the Catholic Church continued to hold worldwide councils, even though the Eastern Orthodox did not attend. The Catholic Church has now had 21 ecumenical councils.

But when Protestants split from Catholicism in 1517, they didn’t like some of the decisions in the 5th, 6th, and 7th councils. So on the whole they decided to accept only the first 4.

The three major branches of Christianity, then, accept different numbers of ecumenical councils.

	Catholics accept 21.
	Eastern Orthodox accept the first 7.
	Protestants accept the first 4.



I have brought up the topic of ecumenical councils because, to discuss the filioque controversy, I need to discuss the first two ecumenical councils. (In counting, everyone ignores the New Testament council; so the first two ecumenical councils were at Nicea in 325 and at Constantinople in 381.

The bishops at the Council of Nicea promulgated a creed (a set of beliefs that they all agreed upon), and the Council of Constantinople revised that creed. Even in its revised form, the creed is usually called the Nicene Creed (though technically the revised form should be called the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed). We recite that Creed every Sunday at Mass: “I believe in one God, the Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all things visible and invisible. I believe in one Lord Jesus Christ,” etc.

The original Nicene Creed, in 325, ended with, “I believe in the Holy Spirit.” That was the end of the Creed: nothing else was said about the Holy Spirit. But the revised Creed in 381 added the statement that the Holy Spirit is “proceeding from the Father . . .”

Seven or so decades later, in 447, Pope Leo I (440-461, also known as Pope Leo the Great) asserted that the Spirit proceeds from the Father “and the Son” (filioque). Filioque means “and the Son.” So churches in the Western half of the Roman Empire started saying, when they recited the Creed, that the Holy Spirit “proceeds from the Father and the Son.”

Leo did not add filioque to the Nicene Creed. But in 589, Spanish bishops at the Third Council of Toledo (a local, not an ecumenical, council) added filioque to the Nicene Creed. The Creed now read, “We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father and the Son.” The change was soon adopted elsewhere.

Churches in the Eastern half of the Roman Empire, however, refused to go along with the addition of filioque.



What is the difference in meaning between saying “The Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father” and “The Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son”?

If you say that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father, without it proceeding also from the Son, then you’re imagining the relationships between Father, Son, and Spirit to be these:

Father


	Son	Spirit

But if you say that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son, then you’re imagining the relationships between Father, Son, and Spirit to be these:

	Father	Son


Spirit

Which set of relationships is true?

St Augustine said that the only difference between the three Persons of  the Trinity—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit—is their manner of origin.

So consider the first diagram, which is what Eastern Orthodoxy asserts. If the Father generates the Son, and the Father generates the Spirit . . . and if the manner of origin of the Son and the Spirit is the same, and there is no other difference between them . . . then the Son and the Spirit are the same Person. There’s no difference. You wind up, not with a Trinity (three Persons in God), but a Binity (two Persons in God). What the first diagram would then look like is:

Father


Son/
Spirit

Let me repeat: if the only difference between the Son and the Spirit is their manner of origin, and their manner of origin is identical, then the Son and the Spirit are identical. “Son” and “Spirit” are just names for the same Person.

But now consider the second diagram, which is what Catholicism asserts. If the Father generates the Son, but both the Father and the Son generate the Spirit . . . if the manners of origin of Son and Spirit are different . . . then the difference in the way they originate differentiates Son and Spirit, and you wind up with a Trinity. Which is what you want, since the Bible reveals three Persons in God. (Go see another essay for evidence of that.)

To distinguish originating from the Father alone (which Catholicism says is only true of the Son) from originating from the Father and the Son (which Catholicism says is only true of the Spirit), we use two different words for originating. We say the Father “generates” the Son, but we say the Holy Spirit “proceeds” from the Father and the Son.

