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The compl etion this year of twelve hundred years since the 
convoca t ion of the Seventh Oecumenical Council of Nicaea in 787 has 
been a special occasion for the Churches that recognize· thatCouncil 
as Oecumenical and accept the decisions and the decr.ee of that Council 
concerning the veneration of icons as the faith and the teaching of the 
undivided Church of the first millenium. It is an occasion to celebra te 
this anniversary and to organize theological   and sympo-
siums for the study and the discussion of that great ecclesiast ical ·event. 

 the conferences and festivities aimed at laying st ress   
the great historical and . theological significance of that ecclesiast ical 
event for the undivided Church, and to make widely known the belief 
of the Seventh Oecumenical Council - the last of the Oecumenical 
Councilsof the One CllUrch -  the unity of the Chur ch. 

The study of the t opic of the Seventh Oecumenical Councilof 
Nicaea has in some respect been significant too for the ecumenical dia -
logues of our days, both within the W.C.C. and for the bjlateral dialogues 
between the different Churches. Indeed,  think that the examination 
of this particular subject (the Council of Nicaea)  your annual 
ference is opportune, interesting and useful.  t will be as follows: 

 The reasons for the convocation of the Council. 
 The sumrrioning of the Council and it s Decree  the venera -

tion of icons. 
C) Evaluation of the work of the Council. 

* * * 
* This pap er \vas delivered  Uppsala, S\veden, at th e Conference .of the 

Arbetsgemenskapen Kyrklig Fornyelse  the 28th of AugUst 1987: 

     ,  3 27 
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 The  for the  of the Council. 

The Seventh Oecumenical Council of Nicaea, usually known as 
the Second Council of Nicaea, was summoned  Nicaea of Bithynia, 
which today is called Iznik,  787. Nicaea was a Metropolitan see 
outside and quite beyond the Patriarchal see of Constantinople  the 
Asiatic part of the capital of the Byzantine Empire. 

The Council is very often named as the Second Council of Nicaea, 
since it was the second time that such a Council was convened  that 
place. The first Oecumenical Council was summoned there  325. 

The main reason for the convocation of the Council was to solve 
the question of the accusations and the struggle of the Byzantine Em-
perors against the Church tradition and teaching concerning the worship 
of the icons of Our Lord Jesus Christ, of his Mother St. Mary and of 
the Saints of the Church. It was a question that shook the Eastern 
Church terribly, mainly  its Patriarchal see of Constantinople, ancl 

 the whole Byzantine Empire since 726, when the imperial edicts 
against the veneration of icons were issued. Its duration was long, for 
it lasted more than a century. 

The struggle against icons is divided into two periods. The first 
begins  726 and continues up to 787, i.e.up to the time of the convo-
cation of the Council of Nicaea which, by its decisions, put an encl to 
it and restored peace and unity  the Church. 

The second period began in 815, when new disturbances were 
raised against the veneration of icons, and goes up to the year 843, that 
is the time when a Great Council was summoned  Constantinople and 
has reaffirmed the faith of the Church in the decisions taken at the 
Council of Nicaea. 

 this paper  intend to examine the events of the first period 
of the struggle against the veneration of icons, since they were the rea-
sons the Council of Nicaea was   shall refer to the imperial 
edicts against icons, which led the Church  the East into schism with 
the rest of the Churches, that is the Patriarchates  the East and the 
Church of Rome  the West,l and to a crisis  the relations between 
the Church and the State in the Byzantine Empire. 

1. Tarasius  the evc of his ascent to the PatriarcJlal Thronc of Constanti-
nople dcscribes tJlc situation  the Church as follows:       

            
             



419 Th e Seve nth Oecum enical Council 

The struggle against the veneration of   and the fierce fight 
which was undertaken by the imperial forces to destroy them, both 
within and outside of the churches,  the capital of the Byz antine Em-
pire, was stirred  by Emperor Leo  who is known as Leo the Isau-
rian.2 That struggle against icons is called  the history of the Eastern 
Church  r    i.e. the fight against icons, while  the 
"Vestern Chur ch it  called «the Iconoclastic Controversy». 

The motives which led Emperor Leo  to adopt such an attack 
and  move against the venel'ation of  vary, according to commen-
t ari es,a and  think it is difficult to ascribe them to one sole reason with 
cel'tainty. However, with out doubt the Emperor used religious mo-
ti ves to cover his basi c political motives, for he had ambit ious plans 
for reforming the Empire. 

Emperor Leo, with th e tw o edict s which he issued,  726 and 

              
          Mansi  987. 

«1 see the Chu rch itse lf, built  the rock J esus Christ Lord, divided 
an d be ing    Our faith is  disagl'eement with the fai th  th o P atriarchates 

 th e East and  th e VVest.  are alienated from them all and th ey ana the matize 
us da ily)). 

2.   born in Germanicia  Comm agene,  the borders  Syri a and 
Cilicia , though the title   sugges ts th at Germ anicia may be a chroniclel"s 

  for Germa nicopolis , a town  th e north-west  th e Isaurian mountain . Edwal'd 
J .    HistorJJ  the !conoclastic     S.P .C.K, Lond on,  17. «...6 

   6           
              

                       
      1978,  255. 

3. Edward J . Martin,   cit.  27, 28, insists that th e motives were relig'ious 
and political as weJI. «That Leo's motives wel'e partly l'elig'ious seems indi sputable. 
The Asiatic env il'onment  whi ch he Iived so long was ... perm eated with icon o-
clastic ideas .. .  politi cal and social a im is  be sought  Leo also)) . 

Al'chimandrite Philal'et os Vaphides, th e Greek histOl'ian, accepts as motives 
only th e political reasons . «...6           

             
             

      1886,  31. 
Al'chim andl'it e Vassilios Stefanides  his Church lIislOry suppol'ts that th e 

iconoclastic controvel'SY was  ag'ainst the veneration of icons only , but was 
a wider religious an d ecclesiastical refol'mation.        

              
          

 1978,  256. 
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730 declared all icons idols and ordered their destruction. 50 at the 
beginning of the struggle against the veneration of icons the main indi ct-
ment was the charge of idolatry. Both edicts were execut ed by the 
army, and by those of the hierarchs of the Church and people who were 
supporting the Emperor in his movement to fight the veneration of 
icons. 

The official reaction of the Church to Emperor Leo's hostile 
intentions came from the Oecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople, 
Germanos, whose devotion to Church tradition and the teaching con-
cerning the veneration of icons was very strong and widely kno,vn. 4 

Patriarch Germanos was obliged to leave the Patriarchal Throne of 
Constantinople  account of his unyielding resistence to the Emperor's 
aggressive behaviour. Leo replaced him with Anastasios, who Was tlle 
ex-Patriarch's syncellus or chaplain, and a vigorous supporter of the 
Emperor's policy against the Church in general. 

Besides Germanos, the Oecumeni cal Patriarch of Constantinople, 
the Church of Rome in the West raised a voice of  against the 
Emperor's intervention in Church's affairs and his fierce struggle against 
the ven eration of icons.  Roman council under Pope Gregory  

(731-741) in 732 condemned the Emperor 's action and decreed that 
anyone who should stand forth as a destroyer of the veneration of holy 
icons should be    

r.. Germ anus' views  th e veneration  icons and his devotion to the tr a-
diti on  the Chur ch were expounded  his !etters sent to bishops John  Synada 
and Thom as       which were read at the Council  Nicaea.   

        
  . .    100-10 5. 

      

  . .    108-128. 
5. Pope Hadri an (722-795), writing to the Emperors Constantine and Iren c 

beforo th e Seventh Oecumenica! Council  Niceae. menti ons the nam es  all his 
pred ecessors who supp orted the tr adition  th e Church  the veneration  t!1C 
ho!y icons, and maintains th at they asked th e Emp erors to restore them  t!1 C 
Churches. 

            
        01:           

              
   tI>Lq;          

                 
              

          
     1059. Liber     ed. Duchesne Vol.  Paris 1886,  

403.  J . Martin   cit. ,  77. 
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The Emperor's edicts and his violent action against the Church 
were from the beginning also condemned theologically. St. J ohn of 
Damascus, the famous Orthodox writer of the Church  the eighth 
century, who was living in Damascus under the Arab yoke, undertook 
the task of theologically defending the worship of icons. Between the 
years 727-732 he wrote three Orations, called «Apologetical», against 
those who slandered holy  The Orations were based  the 
traditional teaching of the Church. J ohn of Damascus tried to let the 
people of the Byzantine Em pire  what, in fact, the teaching of the 
Church 'Ivas and to reinforce their faith. He attempted to put before the 
faithful the reasons why they ought to fight against the Emperor's 
will, and how to face his groundless arguments against the veneration 
of  

The Iconoclastic conLroversy of the first period (726-787) found 
iLs greatest figure in Leo's successor, his  Constantine  who reigned 
beLween 741-775.  Leo's  reign those who venerated icons were 
accused of idolatry, while in ConsLantine's time they were persecuted 
and condemned as heretics. 

Emperor Constantine  who had been educated in the Constanti-
nopolitan tradition and who had acquired some theological knowledge, 
decided to bring the question of the iconoclastic controversy to a great 
Council of the Church,  that his views against the veneration of icons 
could be definitely sanctioned. 

'Vhen Patriarch Anastasios died and the Patriarchal  of Con-
stantinople became vacant, the Emperor, without having the necessary 
contacts with the Church of Rome and the Eastern Patriarchates to 
get their assent, summoned in 754 a council which he himself and the 

6. Migne P.G. 94, 1232-1420. 
7. John of Damascus  his first Oration describes the reasons urging him 

to write it as follows :  .. .           
           
    ...        

              
              

           
«Because  see the Cllurc]l, ,vhich God founded with the apostles and prophets, 

its cornerstone being Chl'ist His Son, tossed  an angry sea, beaten by rushing 
\vaves, shaken and troubled by the assaults  evil spirits, and Lhe garment of 
ChrisL woven  ]leaven being divided, and his body, that is the word of God, and 
Lhe Church tradition poss essed from high, cuL  different profiles,  have deemed 

 unreasonable to lceep silence.n Ch. 1. 
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iconoclast bishops called Oecum enica1.8 The  was convened at 
the p alace of Hieriain Chalcedon,  the  shore of Constantinople. 

 the presence of 338 bishops,9 it condemned the worship of the  

of Christ and those of the Virgin Mary and the saints, and decreed their 
destruction. Finally the council anatllematized Germanos, tlle Patriarcll 
of Constantinople at the time the Iconoclastic Controversy began, as 
a    George of Cyprus, as the falsifier of the te aching of 
the fathers, and Mansour, i.e. J ohn of Damascus, as a betrayer of Christ 
and an enemy of the Empire.1 0 

 council was never recognized as Oecumenical and was of-
ficially condemned as a false synod  by the Council of 

  ," by the Church of Rom e at the Lateran Council of 769, which 

8.                 

            

       . ..»,   209. «Er    
           .. .     

                   
   349. 
9.               

        ,  
            , 

      232. 
10 .   "ii'J       

   " ii'J               . 
.. . Tii'J              ,     

 356. 
Th e Acts of that Council of 754 ,"Vel'e  a great part preserved  the Acts 

of the Seventh Oecumenica! Counci! of Nicaea, which refuted the arguments against 
the venerati on of icons brought by th e iconoc!asts, expounding at the sa me tim e 
the tr adition and the teaching of the Church.   205-364. 

   
      

   

      205. 
11 . «...            

            
 "ii'J          1154. 

Th e  of 754 cou!d not.have the authOl'ity of an Oecumenica! Counci! 
which th e   anc! the bishops participat ing  that assemb!y attributecl   
because of th e absence of all th e Patriarchs. 'l'he see of Constantinop!e ,"vas vacanl. 
Neith er th e Church of Rome nor th e Eastern Patriarchates,   tho se of A!exan-
dria, Ant ioch and Jerusa]em, were represent cd, either  pcrson or by   

             

         ItcrXE   
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supported the  of    the  

 by the three  Patriarchates,l3 which also  a  
to the Pope of Rome  their support for the  of 

  

 the  of the   its deci-
 thc Emperor  the struggle    the perse-

  the  i.e. «the  of  who  

thcm.15 He raged more fiercely  ever  them,  all his 
power for their     his death, which 
occured  775. With the death of his  Leo   780, who succeeded 
him, the first  greatest period of the    

 The suInmoning of the Council  its Decree  the  

of icons. 

At the  of the  i.e. the  
versy of the first period, the Church of  was almost  

schism with the rest of the Churches  the East  the West. 50 the 
 of thc Church was  There was already a breach  

the Church of   the Church of Rome,  Leo  

detached Calabria, 5icily  the east of Illyria i.e. the  
sula, from the ecclesiastical  of the  of Rome  put 

             
            
      '        

     ...          
      Mansi,  208, 209. 

12. Liber Pontificalis, ed. Duchesne. Vol  Paris, 1886, i., 477. Mansi,  

701 sqq. 
13.      ...     
 . ..           

             
          ou 

           
           

 Mansi,  1134. 
14. Mansi,  764. 
15.  full description of tlle persecution of venerators of icons,  bishops, 

priests, monks, and faitllful, of tlle destruction of the Churches, monasteries, icons, 
llOly relics, and vestments, and of tlle tortures and the crimes which the iconoclasts 
carried  \vas made by the Council of Nicaea which accused them of atrocities 
and non-Christian, heretical behaviour.   329. 
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itunder the ecclesiastical jurisdiction of the Oecumenical Patriarchate 
of COI1stantinople. That action was considered as a prelude to the great 
and final schism between East and West, since the Popes of Rome were 
seeking to be politically independent and to have their own state. l G 

The lifting of that schism and the restoration of the broken unity 
of the Church could  be achieved by the convocation of an Oecumen-
ical Council. The reasons for such a Council were apparently similar 
to the reasons which led Church in the past to the convocation of the 
previous six Oecumenical Councils since 325. The Iconoclastic contro-
versy that agitated the Church for so long and divided it, \vas as dan-
gerous as the heresies of the past, since Church unity was  more 
broken. The Iconoclastic controversy was not simply a struggle against 
the superstitious misuse of icons and their veneration.  t was mainly 
a struggle against the Church and its faith in general, arid against her 
teaching  the veneration of icons in particular. 

There isnot the least doubt that there had been misuse by the 
faithful in the  oficons, amounting to worship, but  in 
those  whether many or few in number, only an Oecumenical 
Council - regarded as the supreme administrative body of the undivi-
ded Church, canonically summoned - could have the right to decide 

 the true teaching concerning the veneration of icons. 
The year 780 saw the accession to the Byzantine Imperial throne 

of the Empress Irene, a devout icon-ven erator, as Regent, since she was 
the guardian of the infant Constantine   her, the defenders .of the 
veneration of icons, both clergy and la.ity, and especially monks, found 
a great. support er . Having prepared the way for the restoration of 
icons, the Empress proceeded in 784  seek a suitable person for the 
Patriarchal see of Constantinople. l 7 The see ,vas vacant after the abdi-

16.             
 1978;  258, 259. 

17 .  th eil' Sacl'a read at th e Council of Nicaea, the Emperol's stat e \vhy they 
asked Tal'asius,  chief imperial   to   th e Patrial'chal throne 
'of Constantinople. It \vas a choice th at had the 'consent or aJl those intel'ested in 
ecclesiastical mattel'S. 

        

             
              

                 
     -ri;'>      
 1006. 
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cation of Patriarch P aul during t hat year. Her choice fell   the chief 
imp erial secret ary , Tarasius, who at first refused t o accept t he personal 
request of the Empress, but later gave his consent and asce nded the 
throne of the P atriarchate of Constantinople. 18 

The first t ask of t he new P atriarch Tarasius was t o write letters 
to the Pope of Rome - the Empress 1rene had don e so earlier - and 
to the E ast ern Patriarchs, i.e. t llos e of Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusa-
lem,l 9 announcing to them his enthronment as Patriarch of Const anti-
nople and stat ing his intent ion of holding an Oecumenical Council. He 
invitecl them t o send represent atives, \vho shoulcl bring with them if 
possible letters stat ing t he faith of tlle P atriarchates. 

 his reply to t he Patriarch 's let t er, P ope Hadrian expresse d 
his sorro \v for t he Patriarch 's illegitimate and irregular - as he charac ter-
ised it - accession to t he high est order of the priesthood. 2 0   t he 

18.  an apo loget ica l speech t o the people, Patriarch Tarasius explains \vh) ' 
he h esit a t ed t o acce p t the Patl'iarcha l throne \vhen offered it by the Emperors, and 

  ]a tel' he g'ave his conse nt il' certain conditions \vere fullfilled . 
              

           .. .    Tij)  

aiL<J)                 
    ,       auVXILxL       

    .. .             .. .     

               

    .. .               
              

                       987 . 
 fear t o acc ep t su ch an offi ce t o \vhi ch  am call ed so easily and without a 

deep considerat ion... H ow couJd  a layman wh o h as spe nt h is wh ole lif e  the \vorld 
 th e expe rie nce of th e im perial service a]one, ]eap to the grea t office of the pl'iest-

  .. . God wa nte d nothing so mu cll as for us to be united an d t o be one .  req ues t 
I'rom y ou to appeal \vith me to our pi ous and ol'thodox emp erors for the convocation 
01' an oecume nica ] counc il, \v]lich \vou!d restore Christ ia n unity .. . If t he em pel'o l's 
asse nt to my bl essed I'equ est,  \vou!d  my pal' t accep t the office to \vhich  a m 
called by them and YOUI' vo te. Other\vise  couJd not do SO» . Ib id. 

'19.          '     
           990. 

«           

,               

       1119-'1127 . 
20.          

            

TijJ          

           1078-1083. 
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other hand he expressed his satisfactions and pleasure at tlle Patriarch's 
SillCel'e confession of the orthodox faith according to  Cl'eed of thc 

 and the tcaching of the six Oecumenical Councils.2 l  
  the Patl'ial'ch that he would not recognize him if the Empress 

did not restore the use of iCOllS. 22 Nevertheless, at the same time he 
praised the Patriarcll for his request to the Emperors to summon an 
Oecumenical Council, and named tlle two delegates he llad appointed 
to represent the Churcll of Rome at tlle   The Pope concluded 
by asking the Patriarcll to demand of the Emperors and the Council 
that they anathematize,  tlle presence of his delegates, tlle 

 i.e. false gatllel'ing of 754,  it had been convened  

the absence of Rome's apostolic delegates and against the holiest tra-
dition of the Fathers of the Church concerning the veneration of iCOllS. 2 4 

 the 17th of August 786 the Seventh Oecumenical Council of 
Nicaea was summoned at the Church of  holy Apostles,  Constan-

2'1.              

            T'ij 
            

      .. ,        
              

            
               

    ,        

              
  1078, 1079 . 

22.                
            

       1083. 
23.             

           

      . ..          

    ... . 'ij               
   .. .          T'ij   

            
   T'ij           

 ...          

               
          ... ,    

      ... ».   108 2, 1083. 
2'•.                  

             
           

          

  1082. 
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tinople.2 5 That first session of the Council had  close, because soldiers 
of the imperial guard who belonged  the iconoclast ic party, whicll 
\vas still alive, gat hered round t he Church of th e holy Apost les and 
violence broke out. The soldiers and t he    who were against the 
use of    were supported  their act ion by t he iconoclastic bishops 
\vho were pr esent at the CoUnCi1. 2 6 Uncler t hese circumstances the 
Emp erors decided  postpone the convocat ion of the Council, promis-
ing the Patriarch  convene   a later date.2 7 

The Council was summoned almost a yeaJ' lat er,  the 24th 
 Septembel' 787,  the Church of the Holy Wisdom , at Nicaea,  the 

presence of the tw o delegates of Rome,  Peter the ar'chpriest of t he 
ho]y church of the Apostle Peter  Rome, and Peter the pri est and 
abbot of St . Sabbas,  t he presence, t oo, of the Patriarch of Const anti-
nople Tarasius, of John t he presbyt er and Th omas the monk, delegat es 
of the East ern Patriarchat es of Alexandria, Ant ioch and J erusalem, 
and of more than three IIundred bishops or diocesan representatives 
and a good number of monks. The Empr ess and the Emperor were 
represented by two superior officers from the imperial staff, the Archon 
Petronas and the patrician J ohn. Inst ead of an actual cha irman the 
book of the Gospels was - as usual  church assemblies - laid  t he 
c]lief place  signify the presidency of Christ as t he Head of the ChurC]l .2S 

Patriarch Tara sius of Const ant inople presided  the absence of t he 
llead of t he Church of Rome.2 9 

Th e first pla ce  ranlc was assigned  the two papal clelegates 
at  the Act a of the CounciJ. 

25.                 
      990. 
                

                  . 
           .. .        . 

         . .         
                  

991. 
     vcx<'i'> .. .       

             01)     
        . .. ,j.    999. 

           
               

     99 '1 . 
28.    991, 9% , 999. 
29.   cit . 999. 
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Patriarch Tarasius opened the first session of the Council in 
Nicaea by asking the assembly for admission of the iconoclastic bishopS.30 
The Council agl'eed and they were admitted.31 Then the imperial Sacra 
constituting the Council and defining its object was read.32  the Sacra 
the Emperors stated that they had convened tlle Council  the request 
of Patriarch Tarasius with the consent of the Pope of Rome and the 
Eastern Patriarchs, who were sending delegates to the Council and let-
ters signifying and confirming their appointment.33The Sacra contained 
a full description of the abdication of the Patriarch Paul and of the 
accession of Tarasius to the Patriarchal see of Constantinople. Finally 
it refened to the work of the Council as the restoration of the unity of 
the Church, and the condemnation of the teaching of the 
The iconoclastic bishops, "vho had participated in the so-called fa1se-
synod of 754, after being admitted to participate at the Oecumenica1 
Counci1 at Nicaea abso1ute1y repudiated that council, as  synod ga-
thered together out of stubborness and madness, "vhich sty1ed itse1f the 
seventh council, but which by those who think correctly was 1awfnlly 
and canonically designated a pseudo-synod.),35 

The actua1 work of the Counci1  the teaching concerning icons 
began with the reading of the 1etters of the Pope of Rome addressed to 
the Emperors36 and to Tarasius,37 the Patriarch of Constantinop1e. The 

30.            

    "i'{j  Mansi,  10012. 
31.          

Ibid. 
32.  ...     ...  ...     

        ... ». Ibid. 1003. 
33.           

      ...         
           

      Ibid. 
34.          ...  

      Ibid. 
           

   ...        
Mansi,  1006. 

35.         

           
Mansi,  1010. 

36.         
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letter to the Emperors is the sole source  the Acta of the Council  

Nicaea  which the view of the Church of Rome  the veneration of 
icons is expressed in detail.  his letter the Pop e praises the godwill 
and eagerness of the Emperors in support ing and honouring tlle ven e-
rabIe icons  accordance with the tradition of the holy apostles and the 
t eachers of the Church.38 It   th e Pope says, a great task and compa-
rable to that of the great predecessors  tll e Emperors, i.e. Constantine 
the Great and   mother Helena. 3 9 The Pope, aftel' referring to the faith 
of all  pr edecessors, whom he names,  th e venerations of  

since the beginning of the Iconoclastic controversy, declared that the 
use of icons by th e faithful was an old tradition1 0 and could be found 
in all the parts of the world where Christianity existed. ll  t was, he wrote, 
a practice aiming at guiding the believer through the visible characte r 
of the incarn ate son of God to   invisible Deity.42 It is not a worship 
or deification of icons.1 J Th e Pope's letter contained a series of quota-
ti ons from th e Old Testament and th e Fath ers of the CllUrch, both La-
t in and Greek , i.e. Augustine and St. Ambros e, Basil the Great, St. 
Athanasius, St . John Chrysostom, St. Cyril of Alexandria, St. 
nius, St. Gregory of Nyssa, aiming at defending the venerati on of    

              
      M ansi,   1055-1071. 

37 .           

            
      

             Mansi ,  1078-1083. 
38 .           

       Mans i,  1055. 
39.               .. .,     

                
            

pou                
             

       Jbid . 
40 .                 

              
          .. .». Mansi,  1059. 

41.                   

        Jbid. 1062. 
/,2 .            

                 
       Jbid. 

43.                
 Jb id . 
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and proving its Patristic tradition. The Pope told the Emperors tllat 
he was referring  detaH to tlle ,vitness of the Fathers, because they 
had instituted the use of  and tlle Church must keep it. 44  con-
cluding his letter, he insists tllat tlle Emperors support tlle holy icons 
and restore them, tllereby remaining faithful to the tradition of the very 
venerable and  most Iloly CIlurcll of Rome. 45 

 simHar recommendation Ilad been made by Pope Hadrian to 
PatriarcIl Tarasius  Ilis letter to the Patriarch before tlle convocation 
of tlle CouncH of Nicaea , as a reply to the latter's letter. 4 6  tllat letter 
tlle Pope urged tlle PatriarCIl to restore to their traditional rank tlle 
holy and  icons of Our Lord and Saviour J esus Christ, of tlle 
Virgin Mary   of the Iloly Apostles, of the holy prophets and 
martyrs , and  of the confessors. 4 7 

The CouncH unanimously declared  complete assent with the 
contents of the Pope's letter to tlle EmperorS. 48 

Two sessions of tlle Council were spent  reading extracts from 
the writings of tlle CllUrcll Fathers,  which passages relative to the 
veneration of icons could be found. 4 9 They were extracts from the works 
of almost all tlle Greek Fathers, mainly from the fourth century on-

!.4.           
              

           
 1071. 
45.          ....   

               

               
           

    ...». lbid. 
46 . « .. .           

              ... 
  ...          

         ...  
                

          
          1083. 

47. « ..          
              

             
              

lbid. 
48.   1085-1111. 
49. The fourth and fifth sessions . 
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wards. 5  Extracts of the lives of saints were also read. Such a lengthy 
quotation by the Council from the Fathers proves that almost a11 the 
arguments used to defend the veneration of icons and to denounce the 
accusations of the iconoclasts as groundless and contrary  Church 
tradition were taken from the F athers' teachings. They were, indeed, 
regarded as the crite rion of ecclesiasti cal teaching. 

The Corr espond ence of Germ anos , who was Patriarch of Con-
stantinople at t he out brealc   Iconoclasti c controversy and one of 
the most vigorous opponents of the iconoclasts, was used by the Coun-
cil to refute their   that the veneration of icons was idola-
try.IH 

Th e Coun cil quo ted the 82nd canon of the Council  Trullo  
«Quinisext» Council   v    '1)) of 692 to defend the malcing and 
veneration of the icon of Our Lord J esus Christ. 52 That canon required 
that Christ should always be depi cted  human form and not symbo-
lica11y as a lamb , as had been the more orthodox custom,   that a11 
may understand by means of it the depths of the humiliation ofthe Worcl 
of God, and that we may reca11 to mind his conversation  the flesh, 
his passion and salutary death and his redemption which was wrou ght 
for the whole world ».  

50.   8-?3. '160-196. 
51.   100-105. 108-128. 
52. Th at  was convcned t o pass canons to complete the work of the 

 (553) and Sixt h (680) Occume nical   (hence its other name,  
  Quini sext) . It saL   domed room (tI'ullus) of the Emp. Justinian II' s 

palace at Constantinople, wlIcre th e Six th Oecumenical Council had also met. (See, 
 Oxford   of the   Church, F .L. Cross and   Livingstone, 

Oxford, 19?8,  139? 
Sixt h Oecum enical Council.          

   40. 
53. Th e full t ext of   canon I'eads as follo\vs : «       

           
              

                
                 
                 

                

               
                   

                    
            'c9  

 

 full referen ce to th e 82nd canon can be found  the Acts of the Counci], 
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The presentation and the refutation of the     that is 
the decree of the pseudo-synod of 754, took almost a whole session of 
the Council of Nicaea. 64 

The principle that was followed in all the sessions of the Council 
in defending the veneration of icons and refuting the charges of the 
iconoclast s against the iconophiles with the accusation of idolatry and 
heresy , was to appeal to the authority of tradition, 10th written and 
unwritten,56 and to the writings of those Church Fathers in which the 
t eaching  icons was to 1 e found. 66 

in the !etter of   H adri an  Patriarch Tarasius, at the !etter of Patriarch Tara-
  the b is!lopS and the priest s of the Churches of Antioch, A!exandria, and 

J erusa!em, and  the comments mad e by deacon Epiphanius  the texts pro-
duced by th e iconoc!ast s against the veneration of icons, at the Council of 754, 

    1079, 1123, 1126,   220. 
Patriar ch Tarasius rema.rks that the 82nd canon, a!thoug'h  was decided 

  by tlle Quinisext Council four years after the Sixth Oecumenical Council, has 
 be regarded as an ecc!esia.s t ica! canon of that Council, since the sam e Fathers 

   par t  both Councils, as is indi cat ed by their signatures  th e Acts,  define 
the ecc!csiast ica! canons  accordance   the tr adition of the Oecumenical Coun-
cils. 

              

            

                  .. . 
               

            

  '11 . 
54. Tlle sixtJl scssion,    205-364. 
55. «...         

             

              

          
          

     409. 
             

            268. 
56.            
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During the seventh and the last session of the Council  Nicaea 5 7 

 the presence of about 350 bishops or their representatives, of a num-
ber of monks and of Petronas the imperial officer who was representing 
the Emperors, Bishop Theodore of Tauriana  Sicily read the    
i.e. the Decree of the Seventh Oecumenical Council of Nicaea. 58 

The   of the Council consists of a short introduction, 
a confession of faith  the decisions of the previous six Oecumenical 
Councils, to which the Creed confirmed by those Councils is added, 
and of the exposition and the definition of faith concerning the venera-
tion of icons. 

 the introduction of the   are explained the reasons 
for the convocation of the Council and the responsibility of the Church 
for defending and confirming her catholic faith concerning the venera-
tion of icons; «... because certain priests, priests  name  had dared 
to speak against the God-pleasing decency of the holy churches... and 
following profane men, led astray by their carnal sense, they have ca-
lumniated the tying together of Christ our God and holy church... and 
have failed to distinguish between holy and profane, calling the icon 
of the Lord and of his saints by the same name as the statues of diabo-
lical idols. For sovereign God, not tolerating such a corruption  the 
church, has summoned  the leaders of the hierarchy of the church all 
around the world, with the divine zeal and consent of Constantine and 
Irene our faithful emperors, to confirm the authority of the divine tra-
dition of the catholic church by a common vote. 5 9 

The   of the Council  the veneration of icons reads 
as follows: 

«We declare that we accept without any innovation  

     ...       
      268-269. 

57.   364-400. 
58.        

     373. 
59.          

     81: ...       
           

                
             

            
           

            
       376. 

   , Teuxo'S 3 28 
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the written and   eccIesiasti cal tradition s which hav e 
been enac te d. One of these traditions is that referring t o the 
figur ative  t    printing or rep ainting, being in ac-
cordance with the history of the pr eachin g of the Gospels  as 
to t estify to the true and not t o the imaginary incarnation of 
the Word of God... Following the royal pathway and the divineIy 
inspired t eaching of our holy fathers and the tradition of the 
catholic church, "\vhero, as we ackn owledge, the Holy Spirit is 
indwelling, we decIar e with all certitude and accura cy that -fol-
Iowing the exampI e of the precious and life-giving cross- the 
venerabIe and holy icons, as both  painting and in mosaic, 
as well as  ot he r fit mat erials a re t o be set forth  the holy 
churches of God:  the sacred vessels,  vestments and  
hangings, and  pictures both  houses and by the "\vayside. 
That is: t he icon of the Lord Our God and Saviour J esus Christ , 
of our most holy Iady Theot okos, of t he esteemed angels, of 
all holy and saintIy men. F or by their being fre que nt Iy seen 

 figurative  t  L    representation,  much more 
readiIy are men Iift ed  t o t he recalling of t heir prot oty pes 
and t o a Ionging afte r them; t o these icons there should be given 
a kiss     and honorary veneration  L  YJ  L   

     YJ  L  not inde ed the true ,, 'orship   
of faith which pertain s only  the divine nature.  t o these 
a's to the type of t he precious and Iife-giving cross and  the 
book of tho holy gospels, and t o the ot her holy objects, incense 
and Iights may be offered according  ancient pious custom. 
For the honour whi ch is paid  the icon is passing  its pr oto-
type, and he who venerates    \)   t he icon ven erat es 

  u   in it the hypostasis of the subj ect represented 
  u     \)    6  L    this V'vay 

the t eaching of our holy fathers is st rengt hened , i.e. tho tracl i-
ti on of t he cat holic church that accepted the gospel from one end 
t o the otlle r of the "\vorld ». 6  

60.      ,      't)   
            

                
            Myou    
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The   ends with a threat of excommunication 
by the Church of all those who should dare to violate the tradi-
tions of the Church.  they be bishops or clergymen, we command 
that they be deprived of their rank, if religious or laymen of 
society, that they be excommunicated».61 

The   was signed by all those present  the Council, 
beginning with Peter, the protopresbyter of the  of the holy Apostle 
Peter, and Peter, the presbyter of the same  who were representing 
Hadrian, the Pope of the ancient Rome. They were followed by Tara-
sius, Patriarch of the  of Constantinople, the new Rome, and by John 
and Thomas the presbyters who were representing the Churches of the 
East, that is the Patriarchates of Alexandrja, Antioch and Jerusalem. 
Then follow signatures of all the bishops present  the assembly ac-
cording to the rank of their diocese. 

The  of the Council ended with the declaration of the 
bishops that their belief concerning the veneration of icons is that de-
cided by the Council, with the pronouncement of anathemas against 
the iconoclasts and their ecclesiastical leaders, the bishops referred to 
by name, and with a prayer for the everlasting memory of the three 

             
            

             
              

                 
             

              
           

           

               
              

             
              

             
            

            

 

See the English text in  J. Martin,  cit.  103-104.   377. 
61.      1)  1) ...   

  ...    1)    
        378. 
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champions of the orthodox faith, Germanos the Patriarch, John the 
presbyter, and George the bishop.62 

The ejghth and final session of the Seventh Oecumenical Council 
of Nicaea took place in Constantinople, the capital of the Byzantine 
Empire and the centre of the Oecumanical Patriarchate. It was sum-
moned by the Emperors  the 23rd of October 787  the palace of Mag-
naura. 63 Although the Emperors presided  the Assembly, the Gospel 
was laid at the chief place as  the previous sessions. 64After the reading 
of the   of the Council,  the Emperors' request, the bishops 
were asked whether the Decree was unanimously agreed and accepted 
by them.  hearty assent was given by them. The Patriarch of Constan-
tinople asked the Empress to sign the   She did so and then 
made her sonsign,   the Emperors' order five texts of Patristic 
authorities, which had been read at the fourth and fifth sessions of the 
Council, and the 82nd canon of the Quinisext Council of 692, were 
once more read for the large audience from the people who attended 
the assembly.65 

62.         
       

         400. 
63. « ...      ...     

            
  viq.  .. .    ...  ...   ... 

          
          413. 

64.           
     ... ». lbid. 

65.           
            

          
         

            
            

            
   417. 

The texts of St. J ohn Chrysostom sen t to Meletius, Bishop of  tioch, of 
Asterios, Bishop of Amaseia,  St. Euphemia, and of Neilus  sub-prefect Olym-
piodorus can be found in the Fourth Act of the Council of Nicaea.   

 8,16-17, and 36. 
The texts of John, Bishop of Thessaloniki, againt the Greeks, and of St. 

Symeon the Stylite  King Justin are in the Fifth Act of  Council.  
 160-161, 164-165. 
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The Second Council of Nicaea, the last of tho Oecumenical Coun-
ciIs of the  ClIurch, complet ed its work in eight sessions, of 
which   were held in Nicaea between the 24th of September and the 
13th of October 787, and   tlle eighth, was held at the imperial palace 
of Constantinople  the 23rd of October. 

Besides its decisions concerning the  of icons, the 
CounciI issued 22 canons reforring to canonicaI and  mat-
ters of the Church. 6 6 It was an act established by the  Oecu-
menicaI Councils that aimed at defining the teaching of the Church  

 current issues in church Iife. 
The first of tllese canons enacted the acceptance of aII that had 

been taught and been decided upon by the holy Apostles, the six Oecu-
menical Councils and the locaI Councils as weII, and by tll e holy Fathers 
of the Church. 6 7 

Four of the canons, the 7th, 9th, 13th, and 16th  a connec-
tion with the   of icons. 68 

C)   the wOI'k  the SefJenth   Council Ln 
  

The   OecumenicaI CounciI of Nicaea , with its Decree 
  the    of icons, safeguarded the unity of the Church and 

 her teaching  icons from any future  
 violation. That is confirmed by the decisions taken by the Great 

66.   
     
    lYlansi,  417-'.39. 

67.  «            
     Mansi ,  417.  

 

68 .  «         
           I bid. '.2 7  

  

        

       '. 30  
 

«            
  Ib id. '.3 1 
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      Ibid . 43'.  



438 Basil  Anagnostopoulos 

Council of Constantinople   u     '1-

  which was convened  843 against the iconoclasts 
who disturbed the Church once more for almost three decades (815-
843). That Council reaffirmed the faith of the Church regarding th e 
Decree of the Council of Nicaea. 

The Decree of the Council of Nicaea  a comprehensive summary 
of what had been  a large scale discussed and stated  the sessions 
of the Council concernin g the history) development and formulation 
of Church tradition  the use of icons. The Council had tried to give 
the right interpretation of that tradition  its twofold aspect or charac-
ter,  e. the written and the unwritten) which the Fathers of the Church 
confirmed  their writings. It was according to that tradition th at 
the Council defined th e kind or degrees of veneration that ought to be 
at t ribut ed to the   of Our Lord Jesus Christ and t o the icons of all 
the ot her saints of t he Church, always giving t he priority among them 
t o t he Virgin Mary , t he Moth er of t he Incarnate Son of God. 

Besides the definition of the words:      
    at t he Decree  t he Council, a furt her explicit 

explan ation of these words  given  th e letters  the Oecumenical 
Council to the Emperors,69 and to the priests and other clergy of the 
churches of the Byzantine Empire,  which the purpose of the convo-
cat ion of the Council and the conclusions reached at that Council were 
l'ecorded. 70 

   meaning worship, adoration, is the decree of worship 
attributed exclusively to God,        

           and      mean the 
same thing, kissing. It is the degl'ee of worship attributed to all icons. 
«...           

               

               
          

69.          
             

                    
            

  M ansi,  400-408 . 
70.          

              
           ivl ansi,  408- l.1 3. 

7'1 . M ans i,  405. 
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             ...   

         Both word s are 
treated as iclenticaI not   the above Ietter to the Emperor, but 
aIso  the Ietter to the priests and other clergy of the churches of the 
Byzantine Empire:            

           
    .. .         

      

Although the conciliar Decree  tlle veneration of   repre-
sents the prevailing tradition of the Churcll and  bas ed  the t each-
ing of the l"athers of the  cent uries, nevel'theless it app ears to 
be concentrated  the centraI ideas of the teaching of St. BasiI  this 
particular subject . This  confirm ed by the frequent use and reference 

 the Acts of tI1e CounciI and  the Decree t o an expression of  

namely «the honor given to the    passing  to its prototype», 
      70     order to define 

the proper use of   That expression has been used since then by the 
Church Fathers  to the time of John of Damascus  the eight h  

tury. It was regarded as the most accurate and successfuI expression 
 explaining the Orthodox point of view  the question of the vene-

l'ation of  

The connect ion of J ohn of Damascus' t eaching with the deci-
sions of the Decree of the CounciI of Nicaea could not, of course, be 
clenied. However there is  answer to the question why the bishops 
and aII the participants of the CounciI, especiaIIy the monI{s, did not 
even once refer by name to him and to his Orations against the icono-
clast s  any of the sessions of the CounciI,  presenting his strong 
al'guments and soIid theologicaI approach to the question of icons. He 
is mentioned  once, defensively by the CounciI of Nicaea because 

72. lbid . 404. 
The word    u    is derived fr om  u    which  an a nc ien t 

Greel{ dialect signifies «to   Tl1C preposition   giv cs the ad dition al idea 
 stron g desiI·c. 

            
                     

                
               .. .». lbid. 
73.   412. 
74 .    69.           
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of t he anathema issued against him by the   council of 754. 
He is praised for his love, faith and self-sacrifice for Christ, and for his 
vi gorous support of the veneration of icons. John of Damascus' famous 
Orations against t hose who s1andered the holy icons and his t eachin g 
were used by all subsequ ent Church writers, who repeated his argum ents 
and aut horit ies more than the Decree of the Council of    For he 
is regarded  the Orthodox Church as the champion of the struggle 
against the iconoclasts and the main representative of tlle Church Fa-
thers for his t eachin g  the veneration of icons. 

The Council of Nicaea, the last of the Oecumenical Councils of 
the  undivided Church, st at es under what circumst ances an Oecu-
menical Council may be convened. Th e necessary presuppositions for 
t he convocat ion of such a Council can be summarized as follows: 

a)  kind of heresy which endangers the faith of the Church 
and her unity.7 5 

b) The  of the Emperor and the five Patriarchs of the 
E ast and We st that an Oecum enical Council should be conve ned. 7G 

c) The presence of the five P atriarchs  of their representatives 
at the Coun cil, i.e. the Pop e of Rome, the Patriarch of Constantinople, 
and the Patriarchs of Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem. 77 

d) The accept ance by the Council of the decisions of the pr e-
vious Oecumenical Councils. 78 

75. Patriarch Tarasios asked th e Emperors and th e other Patriarchs for th e 
convocat ion of th e Oecumenical Council because th e iconoclasti c cont roversy was 
dividing the Church.   987. See reference 1. 

76.               
             

          
            

   991, 1126 See reference 11. 
77.              

           
             

   Mansi,  1003. Seo reference 11   
78.   Tolwv       Ti;'J  

               
             

              
                  376. See reference 

11 too. 
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e ) The unanimous accept ance of the decisions of. the Council 
by all its participants. Unaninity in the Council was regard ed as a work 
of the Holy Spirit, who is indwelling in the Church and guid es her to 
t ake the right and orthodox, in the plain sense of the word , decisions. 70 

f) The unanimous ratification of the decisions of the Council 
by all the Churches throug'hout the \vorld that const itut e the  

 Church. 
The Conncil of Nicaea denonnced as a psendo-synod the icono-

clast ic council of 754 and refused to recognize it as authenti c and pos-
sessing authority, because that council failed to meet some of the 
mentioned essential terms. 

The Council of Nicaea   us a general idea of the st age of the 
relations between the Church of the Ea st and the West , i.e. the Chur ch 
of Constantinople, as the New Rome, and the Church of the Eld er 
Rome, towards the end of the eighth century. 

As it app ears in t he Acts of the Council, alt hough there were 
some differences  mat ter s of ecclesiastical jurisdiction and admini-
st rat ion, due t o politi cal issues between them,     t hey were 
pushed aside for the sake of t he unity of faith and of the Church. There 
\vas a common respect for the tradition and t he t eaching of t he undi-

 Church and an identity of   regarding the tradition and the 
t eaching of the Church   th e    of icons. 

 the Church of Rome persists in it s claims concerning 
the primacy of the Pope of Rome, and maintains that the see of Rome 
is the head of all the Chur ches of God around the Oikoumene and con-
sequently the Pope is the head of the Church. «00        
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- 80OU ... ». 

 Cllurcll of Constantinople expresses its respe ct for tlle  
of tlle Cllurcll of tll e older Rome, and addresses the    

of tlle elder Rome. «...             ... 
           

           
    

80.     '1083. 
81.    1086. 


