The 21 Ecumenical Councils of the Catholic Church

A comprehensive reference guide spanning the 4th to 20th centuries

1. Nicaea | 325 Nicaea « Addressed the Arian heresy, which claimed Christ was a created being « Arianism was not immediately suppressed — it remained a powerful force
(Bithynia) subordinate to the Father. for over 50 years, spreading among Germanic tribes who carried it well into
« Declared Christ 'consubstantial' (homoousios) with the Father — the same | the 6th and 7th centuries.
divine substance. « The council set a foundational precedent for ecumenical gatherings
« Produced the original Nicene Creed, establishing the standard of orthodox | convened and supported by the Roman Emperor.
Christian belief. « The Nicene Creed became the universal test of Christian orthodoxy, later
« Also standardized the date of Easter and addressed the Meletian schism in | €xPanded at Constantinople I.
Egypt. « Highlighted the fracture between theological unity (declared by council)
« Presided over by Emperor Constantine |, marking the first major imperial and practical diversity within a vast empire.
involvement in Church governance.

2. 381 Constantino | < Definitively addressed Pneumatomachian heresy, which denied the full « Completed the formal articulation of Trinitarian theology — Father, Son,

Constantino ple divinity of the Holy Spirit. and Holy Spirit as co-equal and co-eternal.

plel « Expanded the Nicene Creed to include robust language affirming the Holy « The elevation of Constantinople sowed long-term rivalry with Rome,

Spirit as 'Lord and giver of life.' Alexandria, and Antioch over ecclesiastical primacy.

« Condemned Apollinarism, which held that Christ lacked a human rational « The Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed (the 'Nicene Creed' as used today)
soul. became the foundational liturgical statement recited by Catholics, Orthodox,
« Elevated Constantinople to the 'second see' of Christendom, just below and many Protestants.

Rome, due to its status as the New Rome. « Pneumatomachians (Macedonians) were formally condemned but pockets
« Convened under Emperor Theodosius I, cementing Nicene Christianity as persisted for decades.

the religion of the empire.

3. Ephesus 431 Ephesus « Condemned Nestorianism, which divided Christ into two persons — one « Caused the first major, permanent schism in Christianity: the Church of the
divine, one human — effectively making Mary mother only of the human East (Assyrian Church) rejected the council and spread Christianity as far as
Jesus. China and India without Roman or Byzantine oversight.

« Defined Mary as Theotokos (‘God-bearer' or 'Mother of God'), a title « The title Theotokos for Mary became central to Catholic and Orthodox
affirming Christ's unified divine-human person. Marian devotion and theology.

« Deposed Nestorius, Patriarch of Constantinople, and anathematized his « Nestorius died in exile; his followers formed enduring communities across
teachings. Persia and Central Asia.

« Also condemned Pelagianism, which denied original sin and the necessity « The hasty proceedings set a precedent for political maneuvering at

of divine grace. councils that would recur at Chalcedon and beyond.

« Controversially conducted before the Syrian delegation arrived, leading to

immediate protests.

4. 451 Chalcedon » Responded to Monophysitism (Eutychianism), which held that Christ had « Produced the second great permanent schism: Oriental Orthodox

Chalcedon only one nature — divine — after the Incarnation. Churches (Coptic, Ethiopian, Armenian, Syriac, Malankara) rejected the
« Defined the Chalcedonian Definition: Christ is one person with two council, insisting their Miaphysite formula was orthodox.
complete natures (divine and human), united 'without confusion, without « These churches remain separated from Rome and Constantinople to this
change, without division, without separation.' day, though modern ecumenical dialogue has produced partial agreements.
« Deposed Dioscorus of Alexandria and rehabilitated Flavian of « Canon 28's elevation of Constantinople deepened Rome-East rivalry and
Constantinople. anticipated the Great Schism of 1054.

« Affirmed the Tome of Pope Leo |, reinforcing Roman theological authority. « The Chalcedonian Definition remains the Christological standard for
« Canon 28 controversially granted Constantinople near-equal status to Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and Protestant churches.
Rome, rejected by Pope Leo.

5. 553 Constantino | < Emperor Justinian | convened the council to win back Monophysites by « The council completely failed in its primary goal: Monophysites were not

Constantino ple condemning the 'Three Chapters': writings of Theodore of Mopsuestia, reconciled, and the schism hardened.

plell Theodoret of Cyrrhus, and Ibas of Edessa (all posthumously). « Pope Vigilius's coerced involvement caused a schism in the West, with
« Affirmed the full validity of Chalcedon while softening perceptions of its several churches in northern Italy refusing to accept the council's decisions
more controversial supporters. for decades.

« Pope Vigilius, coerced by Justinian, initially refused to attend then partially « Highlighted how deeply imperial politics could distort theological councils.
capitulated. + The posthumous condemnations raised thorny questions about the extent
« Also reaffirmed condemnations of Origen's speculative theology (pre- of conciliar authority over the already-deceased.

existence of souls, universal salvation).

6. 680— Constantino | < Addressed Monothelitism, the doctrine that Christ had only one will « Effectively ended the major Christological controversies of the first

Constantino | 681 ple (divine), promoted earlier by Emperor Heraclius as a compromise with millennium — the nature and will of Christ were now formally settled.

ple il Monophysites. « The condemnation of Pope Honorius was later cited in debates about
« Affirmed that Christ possesses two wills — divine and human — which papal infallibility (Vatican | 1870 carefully excluded it from the definition's
operate in perfect harmony without conflict. scope).

« Condemned Pope Honorius | posthumously for his ambiguous letters that « Monothelitism persisted among the Maronite Church for a period, though
had seemed to endorse Monothelitism — a rare instance of a council they eventually reconciled with Rome.

condemning a pope. « Solidified Chalcedonian orthodoxy across East and West before the Arab
« Emperor Constantine IV actively supported the council, reversing his conquests dramatically reshaped the Christian world.

predecessors' Monothelite policies.

7. Nicaea ll 787 Nicaea « Settled the Iconoclast Controversy, which had torn the Byzantine Empire « The last council recognized as ecumenical by both the Catholic Church
apart for decades. Iconoclasm, favored by several emperors, held that and the Eastern Orthodox Church, making it a shared theological reference
veneration of images was idolatry. point.

« Restored the veneration (proskynesis) of icons, distinguishing it from the « A second wave of Iconoclasm erupted in Byzantium (814-842) before

worship (latreia) due to God alone. icons were finally restored permanently.

« Empress Irene convened and dominated the council, rehabilitating clergy « The theology of icons became central to Orthodox spirituality and worship

who had been forced to sign Iconoclast statements. in a way that diverged from the increasingly aniconic tendencies in parts of

« Formulated a precise theological basis for holy images rooted in the reality the West.

of the Incarnation. « In the West, the Frankish church (under Charlemagne) initially rejected the
council's conclusions in the Libri Carolini, causing a short-lived but
significant East-West rift.

8. 869— Constantino | « Deposed and condemned Patriarch Photius of Constantinople, who had « The Photian Schism, though temporarily resolved, deepened mutual

Constantino | 870 ple been appointed irregularly and clashed fiercely with Rome. suspicion and animosity between Rome and Constantinople.

ple IV « Attempted to resolve the growing divide between Rome and « The Filioque controversy — whether the Holy Spirit proceeds from the
Constantinople over jurisdiction, doctrine (especially the Filioque), and the Father alone or from the Father and the Son — was crystallizing as the
Christianization of Bulgaria. central doctrinal flashpoint of the East-West divide.

« Reaffirmed Roman primacy and the unacceptability of lay rulers appointing « Bulgaria ultimately aligned with Constantinople rather than Rome, a
patriarchs. geopolitical and ecclesiastical victory for the East.
« Only recognized as the 8th Ecumenical Council by the Catholic Church — « The bitter rivalry set the stage for the definitive Great Schism of 1054.
the Eastern Orthodox Church rejects it and instead recognizes the
subsequent Council of 879-880 that rehabilitated Photius.
9. Lateran | 1123 Rome « First council held in the West without Eastern participation — a landmark in | < Established the principle that secular rulers could not appoint bishops and




(Lateran)

the growing independence of the Latin Church.

« Confirmed the Concordat of Worms (1122), which formally ended the 50-
year Investiture Controversy.

« The Concordat separated spiritual investiture (ring and staff, granted by the
Church) from temporal investiture (scepter, granted by the emperor).

« Issued canons reinforcing clerical celibacy and prohibiting simony
(purchase of Church offices).

abbots — a fundamental assertion of Church independence that reshaped
European governance.

« Reduced but did not eliminate lay interference in Church affairs; informal
royal influence over episcopal appointments persisted.

« Clerical celibacy rules required reinforcement repeatedly in subsequent
councils, indicating widespread non-compliance.

« Marked the beginning of the high medieval papal monarchy, with the pope
firmly asserting legislative and judicial supremacy over the Western Church.

10. Lateran 1139 Rome « Formally ended the schism caused by Anacletus Il, the antipope who had « Consolidated the 12th-century Gregorian Reform movement, reinforcing
(Lateran) contested Innocent II's papacy for eight years. the papacy's self-image as the supreme moral authority of Latin
« Declared all ordinations performed by Anacletus Il null and void. Christendom.
« Issued sweeping reform decrees: enforcing clerical celibacy, prohibiting * The annulment of Anacletus's ordinations left hundreds of clerics in
clergy from practicing medicine or law for profit, and banning tournaments canonical limbo, requiring case-by-case resolution.
as a cause of needless death. « The ban on clerical marriage was more effectively enforced than in earlier
« Condemned the teachings of Amold of Brescia, who attacked Church centuries, gradually becoming a settled norm of Western Catholic identity.
wealth and temporal power. < Arnold of Brescia was eventually executed in 1155, but his ideas
foreshadowed later reform and anticlerical movements.
11. Lateran 1179 Rome « Established the two-thirds majority rule for papal elections by the College « The two-thirds rule dramatically stabilized the papacy — disputed elections
n (Lateran) of Cardinals, solving recurring disputed elections. and antipopes became far rarer, ending a period of chronic instability.
« Condemned the Cathar and Waldensian movements as heretical, « The condemnation of Cathars set the groundwork for the Albigensian
authorizing crusade against them. Crusade (1209-1229), a brutal military campaign in southern France.
« Prohibited giving Church benefices to children, restricted usury, and « Waldensians, initially seeking reform within the Church, were driven into
mandated cathedral schools to provide free education. separation; descendants persist as a Protestant church today.
« Convened by Alexander Il after his lengthy conflict with Holy Roman « The mandate for cathedral schools contributed to the eventual rise of
Emperor Frederick Barbarossa and a series of antipopes. medieval universities.
12. Lateran 1215 Rome « The most important medieval council, convened by Pope Innocent Ill at the | < Transubstantiation became a defining Catholic dogma that later became a
(Lateran) height of papal power. major flashpoint of the Protestant Reformation.
« Formally defined Transubstantiation — the bread and wine at Mass truly « Annual confession and Communion shaped Catholic devotional life
become the body and blood of Christ, retaining only the appearance of profoundly, making the Eucharist and the confessional central to parish
bread and wine. practice for centuries.
« Mandated annual confession and Easter Communion for all Catholics — « Canon 68's discriminatory dress requirements were implemented unevenly
still the minimum obligation. but contributed to the legal and social marginalization of Jewish
« Called for a new Crusade to recover Jerusalem. Issued Canon 68 requiring | communities in medieval Europe.
Jews and Muslims to wear distinctive dress. « Considered the apex of Innocent IlI's 'papal monarchy' — no subsequent
« Condemned the teachings of the Cathars and Waldensians with greater medieval pope would wield comparable authority over European rulers and
precision and expanded inquisitorial mechanisms. the Church simultaneously.
13. Lyon | 1245 Lyon, « Convened by Pope Innocent IV while in exile from Rome (Frederick Il « Represented the highest point of the papal-imperial conflict — a pope
France controlled Italy). literally deposing an emperor, though enforcement was contested.
+ Excommunicated and formally deposed Holy Roman Emperor Frederick |1 « Frederick Il ignored the deposition and continued to rule until his death in
for alleged sacrilege, heresy, and obstruction of the Church. 1250; the council's action accelerated civil war within the empire.
« Also discussed the Mongol invasions devastating Eastern Europe and the « The papacy's willingness to weaponize councils for political ends damaged
loss of Jerusalem in 1244. its credibility as a purely spiritual authority.
« Attempted to organize a new crusade in response to the deteriorating « The planned crusade never materialized effectively, and the Holy Land
situation in the Holy Land. situation continued to deteriorate, culminating in the fall of Acre in 1291.
14. Lyon lI 1274 Lyon, « Achieved a short-lived reunion between the Latin and Greek churches, * The union was a purely political arrangement — the Greek clergy and
France ending the schism since 1054. people overwhelmingly rejected it, and it collapsed upon Michael VIII's death
« Greek Emperor Michael VIII Palaeologus accepted the Filioque and in 1282.
Roman primacy in exchange for military protection against Charles of Anjou. « The conclave rules proved effective and, with modifications, govern papal
« Established rules for the conclave — cardinals were to be locked in and elections to this day.
given diminishing rations until a pope was elected (prompted by the three- « The episode demonstrated that top-down ecclesiastical agreements
year vacancy of 1268-1271). without popular or clergy support cannot produce lasting reunion.
« Attended by Thomas Aquinas (who died en route) and Bonaventure (who « Set the pattern for future failed union councils (Basel-Ferrara-Florence)
died during the council). that achieved paper reunions quickly undone by grassroots rejection.
15. Vienne 1311— | Vienne, « Suppressed the Knights Templar, the wealthy and powerful crusading » The Templars were dissolved without being formally condemned as
1312 France military order, under heavy pressure from King Philip IV of France. heretics — Pope Clement V suppressed rather than condemned them, a
« Grand Master Jacques de Molay and other Templars had been arrested, deliberate ambiguity.
tortured, and forced to confess to heresy, sodomy, and idol worship. « Jacques de Molay was burned at the stake in 1314 on the direct orders of
« Addressed the debate among Franciscans over apostolic poverty — the Philip 1V, having recanted his confession.
'Spirituals' who insisted on absolute poverty vs. the 'Conventuals' who « The council starkly illustrated the papacy's subordination to French royal
accepted corporate ownership. power during the Avignon period (1309-1377).
« Promulgated educational reforms encouraging the teaching of Hebrew, « The Franciscan poverty dispute was temporarily resolved against the
Arabic, and Greek at major universities to aid missionary and diplomatic Spirituals, but the controversy fueled later anticlerical and reform
efforts. movements.
16. 1414— | Constance, « Ended the Western Schism, during which up to three men simultaneously « Successfully healed the Western Schism, restoring a single universally
Constance 1418 Germany claimed to be the legitimate pope (Gregory XII, Benedict XIlI, John XXIII). recognized papacy after nearly 40 years of chaos.
« Accepted the resignation of Gregory XlI, deposed the other two claimants, « The execution of Jan Hus despite a safe-conduct guarantee caused
and elected Martin V as the universally recognized pope. outrage in Bohemia, triggering the Hussite Wars (1419-1436) — a precursor
« Condemned Jan Hus as a heretic — despite a safe-conduct promise — to the Reformation.
and ordered him burned at the stake in 1415. « Conciliarism remained a contested issue: later popes repudiated Haec
« Also condemned the posthumous writings of John Wycliffe. Asserted the Sancta's supremacist claims, and Vatican | definitively defined papal
doctrine of Conciliarism: that a general council holds authority over the pope | Primacy against conciliarist theory.
(decree Haec Sancta). « Hus's ideas survived and influenced Martin Luther; the Hussite/Bohemian
« Passed Frequens, requiring regular future councils. tradition fed directly into the Protestant Reformation.
17. Basel- 1431- | Basel/ « Began at Basel as a conciliarist challenge to papal authority; Pope Eugene | < The Greek union collapsed almost immediately: the Greek clergy and
Ferrara- 1445 Ferrara/ IV moved it to Ferrara (1438) then Florence (1439). people rejected it upon returning home, and the Council of Constantinople
Florence Florence « Achieved reunion with the Greek Orthodox Church at Florence (1439), with | (1484) formally repudiated it.
Greeks accepting the Filioque, purgatory, and papal primacy. « The fall of Constantinople to the Ottoman Turks in 1453 ended the
« Also achieved union declarations with Armenians, Copts, Ethiopians, Byzantine Empire and made reunion irrelevant from a political standpoint.
Syrians, and Chaldeans. « The failure discredited Conciliarism as a viable reform program, restoring
« The Basel rump council, rejecting Eugene 1V, elected the last antipope, momentum to papal monarchy.
Felix V, in 1439 (he resigned in 1449). « The union documents with Eastern Churches became the basis for later
« Issued Laetentur Coeli — the decree of union with the Greeks ‘Uniate' (Eastern Catholic) communities that did maintain communion with
) Rome.
18. Lateran 1512—- | Rome « Called by Pope Julius Il partly to neutralize the schismatic Council of Pisa « Widely regarded as a catastrophic missed opportunity — the reforms
\' 1517 (Lateran) (1511), convened by the French king and dissident cardinals. decreed were superficial and almost entirely ignored in practice.

« Addressed long-demanded Church reforms: simony, pluralism (holding
multiple Church offices), nepotism, and the need for moral renewal.

« Affirmed the immortality of the individual soul against certain neo-
Aristotelian philosophers who denied personal immortality.

« Censored printing: required ecclesiastical approval (imprimatur) before
publication of books.

« Closed just seven months before Luther posted his 95 Theses.

« The council's failure to address genuine clerical corruption, fiscal abuses
(indulgences), and theological confusion made the Protestant Reformation
virtually inevitable.

« The printing censorship decree came far too late to control the spread of
reforming ideas through the new medium.

« Historians often mark Lateran V's closure in 1517 as the symbolic end of
the medieval Church's ability to reform itself from within.




19. Trent 1545— | Trent, Italy « The Catholic Counter-Reformation's definitive response to Protestantism, « Created a clearly defined, unified Catholic identity that persisted for four
1563 meeting in three distinct phases over 18 years. centuries — Catholicism post-Trent was distinctly different in practice,
« Defined the Catholic canon of Scripture (including deuterocanonical books | discipline, and self-understanding from medieval Catholicism.
rejected by Protestants) and the equal authority of Scripture and Tradition. « The Tridentine Mass became the standard of Catholic worship from 1570
« Defined the doctrine of justification: salvation requires both faith and until Paul VI's Novus Ordo in 1969-70, and remains celebrated today as the
works/sacraments, rejecting Protestant sola fide. Extraordinary Form.
« Defined all seven sacraments and mandated a standardized Latin Mass « Hardened confessional boundaries between Catholics and Protestants,
(Tridentine Mass), used until Vatican II. gsl;insdrziorgcigation far more difficult and feeding the Wars of Religion that
+ Required seminaries in every diocese for the proper formation of priests. 9 K pe. X X
Strengthened episcopal authority and residency requirements. + Seminary formation transformed the priesthood from a often-poorly-
educated profession into a theologically trained vocation, dramatically
raising the quality of clergy over subsequent generations.
20. Vatican | 1869— | Vatican City | - First council held at the Vatican, convened by Pius IX to address « Papal Infallibility has been formally invoked only once since Vatican I: by
1870 theological rationalism, materialism, and liberalism. Pius Xll in 1950, defining the Assumption of Mary as dogma.
« Defined Papal Infallibility (Pastor Aeternus): when the pope speaks ex « The definition caused the 'Old Catholic' schism: bishops and theologians
cathedra on faith and morals, binding the whole Church, he is preserved who rejected the decree (especially in Germany, Switzerland, and the
from error. Netherlands) formed separate churches.
« Affirmed papal primacy of jurisdiction: the pope has immediate and « The council's suspension without formal closure created theological and
ordinary authority over every bishop and faithful Catholic. canonical ambiguities resolved only at Vatican II.
« Addressed the relationship between faith and reason (Dei Filius): faith and « The loss of the Papal States paradoxically strengthened papal moral
reason cannot contradict each other, and natural reason can know God's authority by freeing the papacy from the burdens and distractions of
existence. temporal governance.
« Abruptly suspended when ltalian troops occupied Rome in September
1870, completing Italian unification.
21. Vatican 1962- | Vatican City | « Convened by Pope John XXIII for aggiornamento (‘updating') and opened « The most consequential council in centuries — it transformed every aspect
1} 1965 under Paul VI after John XXIII's death in 1963. of Catholic life: worship, theology, governance, and the Church's relationship

« Reformed the liturgy: permitted the Mass in vernacular languages
(replacing universal Latin), turned altars to face the people, and simplified
rites.

« Promulgated Lumen Gentium: redefined the Church as the 'People of
God,' rebalancing emphasis from hierarchy toward the whole body of
faithful.

« Declared religious liberty (Dignitatis Humanae) as a natural right —
reversing centuries of official opposition to religious freedom.

« Embraced ecumenism, dialogue with non-Christian religions (Nostra
Aetate), and engagement with the modern world (Gaudium et Spes).

« Acknowledged that salvation may be possible outside the visible Catholic
Church for those of good will.

with the world and other religions.

« Sparked a continuing culture war within Catholicism between progressives
who want to extend the council's reforms further and traditionalists who see
it as a rupture with authentic Tradition.

« Led to the Lefebvrist schism (Society of St. Pius X), whose leader Marcel
Lefebvre was excommunicated in 1988 for illicitly ordaining bishops; partial
reconciliation remains ongoing.

« Nostra Aetate's positive reassessment of Judaism transformed Catholic-
Jewish relations and led to formal repudiation of the 'deicide' charge against
Jews.

« Ongoing 'hermeneutic' debates — whether the council represents
continuity with or rupture from prior tradition — continue to shape Catholic
theological and political discourse.




