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Summary :

The Seventh Ecumenical Council was convened by the empress Eirene in the fall of 787 in Nicaea of Bithynia, while the final
session took place in Constantinople. According to the decisions of the Council, icons should be kept in churches and be given the
same respect as to the other material symbols of Christianity, such as the Cross and the Gospels. The Seventh Ecumenical Council
signalled the end of the first phase of Iconoclasm and was the last Ecumenical Council of the Eastern Church.

Date

September, 24 - October, 23, 787
Geographical Location

Nicaea, Bithynia, Constantinople (last session)

1. Historical frame

Since 726 the Byzantine Empire was preoccupied with the matter of 1conoclasm. Emperor Leo |11 was opposed to the adoration of

images as being adversative to the explicit prohibition of the Old Testament to worship depictions of God and material objects.® It
has been supported that the first attack on images was initiated by the Arab Y azid, who destroyed images of Christian
churchesin histerritory. The ideas of the caiph were transmitted to the bishop of Nakoleia, Constantine. Earlier than 726 the
emperor had met Constantine in Constantinople and had probably been influenced by hisideas. However, it is more likely that Leo
was influenced at a young age by the Monophysites and the Paulicians of Asia Minor, where he started his military career.

After 730 the emperor condemned the adoration of images, but did not persecute the |conophiles. The protagonist in the ideological
conflict for the images during the first period of |conoclasm was John of Damascus, who had greater freedom of action since he lived
in Muslim environment, outside the Byzantine territory. This fact rather excludes the theory that the iconoclastic ideology appeared
under Arabic affect. The Iconophiles believed that images served an instructive aim like the Gospels, which taught and inspired the
population.

After the decision of the Council of 754 and contrary to Leo I11, his son and successor Constantine V. organised a systematic
persecution against the Iconophile monks and their partisans, mainly in Asia Minor. A cessation of the persecutions took place after
775, when Leo V (775-780), assumed the power and mainly after 780, when the widow of the latter, Eirene Athenaia, undertook
the tutelage of her under aged son, emperor Constantine VI(780-797). The main objective of the empress’ internal policy was the
restoration of images.

2. The Council

The death of the patriarch of Constantinople Paul 1V in 784 offered a suitable opportunity to find a solution for the matter of
Iconoclasm. Eirene chose for the patriarchal throne her secretary Tarasios, who was willing to contribute in the collaboration between
state and church. The presentation of the new patriarch before a great assembly of hierarchs was combined with the first percussion
for a change in the policy on images. Tarasios declared that it was necessary to convene an Ecumenical council, since the prohibition

of the adoration of images and the persecution of |conophiles had been ratified by the session of 754.2 Tarasios was elected patriarch
during the Christmas of 784 under the recognition of Pope Hadrian | (771-795) and without great reaction on behalf of the
Iconoclasts.

After systematic dogmatic — but not also political — preparation, the work of the Council began in July 786 in the church of the Holy
Apostles in Constantinople. The soldiers of the , however, remained faithful to the memory of Constantine V and his
iconoclastic policy, and, with the incentive of their officers, invaded the church threatening with the use of violence in case the session
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would continue. The patriarch with the Iconophile hierarchs were hidden in the sanctuary, but the Iconoclast bishops collaborated
with the soldiers and the council was dissolved. The empress had not taken into account the reaction of the military units in the capital
that had been enlisted by Constantine V. Thus in September the 786, aleging a big expedition against the Arabs, she ordered the
transfer of the tagmata to Asia Minor, while their place in Constantinople was taken by soldiers of the themes. The empress advanced
then in the demobilization of Iconoclast men in the tagmata, and in May 787, she convened again the Ecumenical council. For greater

safety, Eirene transferred the council in Nicaea of Bithynia, where Constantine the Great had convened the First Ecumenical Council 3

From 24 September until 13 October 787 seven sessions took place in the church of Hagia Sophiain Nicaea. The participants were

patriarch Tarasios, 350 bishops and metropol itans,* two representatives of the pope of Rome, representatives of the patriarchates of
Alexandria and Antioch, high government officials and many monks. The final session took place on October 23 in 787 in
Constantinople, in the Palace of Magnaura, in the presence of the emperors Constantine and Eirene, who signed its decisions.® The
empress and the patriarch were in favour of a more lenient solution, namely to maintain the Iconoclast bishopsin their seats, because
they believed that the iconoclastic policy was propagated at some way through violence and this moment was not suitable for radica
liquidation.

3. Dogmatic conflicts

As mentioned earlier, moderate opinions finaly prevailed on the dogmatic level, but the controversy during the sessions was intense.®

The decisions of the iconoclastic council of 754 were cancelled, but the most important question to answer was how correct was to
portray God, Virgin Mary and the Saints. Both parties agreed that the divine nature cannot be depicted, however the |conophiles
stressed that Christ, who was simultaneously God and human, could “be depicted” because of his human form. The Iconophiles

replied that the separation of the two natures of Christ, the divine and the human, led to Nestorianism.” Tarasios rejected this point of
view arguing that Jesus can be portrayed during His Incarnation on earth and thus there is no question of segregating his two natures.
According to the last argument, the image of Christ would lead the faithful to the understanding of the Incarnation of the Divine Logos,
stressing the instructive role of religious art. Another strong argument of the Iconoclasts was that images did not exist in the Church in
the early period and that the adoration of natural and material objects was pagan according to the Old Testament. In order to answer
to this, the Iconophiles made a careful distinction between image and prototype. “Veneration and honour” should be attributed to the
image, while to the prototype is attributed adoration and truth.

The decisions of the Seventh Ecumenical Council on images possess an important place in the history of the Church, particularly in the
field of Christology. In previous Ecumenical Councils (431, 553 and 680/1) the divine nature of Christ was particularly discussed.
Their decisions led many theologians to Monophysitism, so that they believed that Christ is not depicted, even after His Incarnation.
In 787, however, the apologists of images proved that in the earthly life of Christ people saw only Jesus-human and his divine nature
was obvious only in his miracles. The Council of Nicaea declared that, if somebody denies the depiction of the Son, denies also His
Incarnation, and therefore the Gospel and the salvation itself, symbol of which isthe incarnated form of Christ. Both parties, in order
to prevail, forged, adulterated and perverted many texts.

The more important outcome of the Second Council of Nicaea was probably the careful distinction between adoration and honorary
veneration. The restoration of images became a symbol of Orthodoxy, but after the Iconoclastic Period, remained a dogmatic fear

towards the unnecessary respect of material objects until the middle of the 19th century, when a new dynamic in the adoration of
miraculous images emerges in Russia and the Mount Athos.

4. Consequences

The decisions of the Seventh Ecumenical Council gave an end to the first phase of |conoclasm and Byzantium entered in a period of

relative calmness, which lasted until the first decades of 9t century, when Emperor Leo V revived the iconoclastic policy of the
|saurian dynasty. The final solution to the iconoclastic issue was given in 843, with the final restoration of images by the empress
Theodora.
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At the same time, concerning ecclesiastical affairs, the incidents of 787 had a great impact in the West. The Latin trandations of the
Council’s proceedings of Nicaea distorted the meaning of the original texts; as aresult, the Council of Frankfurt (794) condemned the
members of the Seventh Ecumenical Council as pagans, even though Pope Hadrian | had accepted the Byzantine doctrine on the
adoration of images.
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Glossary :
caiph
The supreme religious and political authority of Muslims, considered successor of Muhammad (Arabic: khalifa= deputy). He was the head of the
Caliphate, the religious state of the Arabs.
tagmata (pl.)
Military units stationed in Constantinople and its outskirts during the Middle Byzantine period. The most important tagmata were that of the Scholae,

the Excubitors (these originated from respective units of the Early Byzantine period and were organized into an imperial guard and a central strike
force by Constantine V), the Vigilia (established by Irene the Athenian) and the Hikanatoi (established by Nicephorus|).

Sources
Bcodavng, Xpovoypapia, de Boor, C. (ed.), Theophanis Chronographia (Leipzig 1883), pp. 461.12-462.3, 462.5-23, 462.27-463.13.

Quotations

The Byzantine chronographer Theophanes describes the first, unsuccessful, attempt of the empress Eirene to convene an
Ecumenical Council:

T O avtw Etet Anooteidavteg ol BaoiAels mEooekAAECAVTO TTAVTAC TOVG VMO TNV €Eovaiav alTWV ETOKOTIOVG,
KatoaAaPoviwv kat twv ano s Paung mepdpBéviwv DO ToD AT ADQLAVOD YOXUATWY Te Kol avOQWTwyV, we

MEOEPM eV, kal ToD Avtoxelag kat AdeEavdgeiag. kat ) ' o0 AvyovoTov Unvog ¢ 0’ vdtiwvog mpokadioavteg év
TQ) VA TV AYlwv ATOoTOAWV &V T1) PactAidl ToAeL IoEavTto Tag ayiag Yeapas VTAVAYIVWOKELY Kol AVTBAAAELY TIQOG
&GAANA0OVG, TV PATIAEWY €V TOIG KATIXOVHEVOLS 0QWVTWYV. 0 0 Aa0g TV OX0AaQiwy Te kal EkoKOLBLITOPWV KAl TV
AoV taypdtwv UoPANOelS €Kk TV oikelwv AQXOVTWY, E€XOVTES KAl TV daoKaAlav ToL TOVNEOL avTWV ddATKAAOU,
yopvooavteg T Eipn EmMNABov avtols, ATEAODVTEG BavaToDV TOV Te AQXLEQER Kal TOUG 0000dOE0VS EMOKOTOUE TE KAl
YOUHEVOLG. TNG & PACIAEIRG DX TV TTAQECTWTWV AVTH) OIKELXKWV AVOQWTWY AVAOTEAAELV TOUTOUG TTEWQWHEVNG, OVK
émeioOnoav, aAA’ 1) paAdov mpoonTipaoay. £€yepOévtog d& TOL TATOLAQXOL Kal &v T BrjHaTt eloeABOVTOG HETA TV
000006EWV ETUOKOTWY TE KAl LOVAXWYV, OL TOU TTOVNEOL PROVIHATOS alT@WV OVTeS émiokomotl éENABoV mEog avTolg
BowvTteg 6, «veviKikapev». kat ToL 0o 1) XAQLTL oLdEva NdKNoAV ol HavIWdELS éketvol Kal drtdvOpwrol, kat 00tw
dxAvBeiomng g ovvddov annABev EékaoTog eig T dLa.

Oeodpavng, Xpovoypadia, de Boor, C. (ed.), Theophanis Chronographia (Leipzig 1883), pp. 461.12-462.3.
Eirene's measures against the Iconoclast soldiers, as being narrated by Theophanes:

ToUtw 1@ €tel amooteidaoa 1) facidilooa LZtavpdklov OV TAatoiklov Kol AoyoBétnv év T Opdxr @ Lemtepfolew unvi,
AoXM TNG <U'> IVOIKTIWVOG, TEOG T MEQATIKA DEHaTa €KELOE TVIKADTA VTR, EMELTEV AVTOVG OLVEQYNOAL AVTI) Kal éEewoal
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NG TOAEwWS TOV dLOTERN Aadv, OV 6 aAATTWE Kwvotavtivog E0TRATEVOE Te Kal EMaidevoev. Kal TAACAHEVT] PWOATEVELY
HEAAELY ETTL To AvaToAa HEQT), WS TV AQaBwv é£eABOVTwY, ¢ENADE maoa 1) Pactducr) DmovEyia kat 1) k6QTN €W TV
MoaAaytvov. kat eloeABovTeg ol twv E€w Bepatwv ékpatnoav v moAw. anootellaoa de EOS avtovg dnAot avtolg, OTL
«TéUPaTé poL T AQUATA VUV, XQEIAV YAQ VWV 0UK EXw». ol 0¢ o Beob pataiwbévteg £dwkav avtd. T0Te PaAovoa TAg
dapriag avtwv év mAoiowg E€wLoev avTovg TNE TMOAews, keAevoaoa év T ia xwoa ékaotov ameABetv, €v 1) &yevvOn.
Kol Toujoaoo 0toatov DV kat doxovtag meldnviovg avth, 1@ Maiw pnvi Ay anooteidaoa kata Tavtog tOmov
mpooekaAéoato Tolg émokomouvg agayevéoBatl év ) Nikaéwv moAet e BlBuviag moog 1o ékel yevéoOal v ovvodov. Kal
dux ToL kaAokaugiov 6Aov ovvixBnoav mavtes év Nikaig. tovg d¢ "Paung kal AvatoAkois €k TROOWTOL OVK TV
anoAvoaoa, aAA” elxev avtovc.

Bcoddvne, Xpovoypagpia, de Boor, C. (ed.), Theophanis Chronographia (Leipzig 1883), p. 462.5-23.
Description of the Seventh Ecumenical Council's proceedings in the chronographic work of Theophanes:

TovUtw 1@ €tet €ENABe Tapaoiog, 6 aywwtatog agxlentiokonos KwvotavtivovndAews, év ) Nucaéwv moAel kat €gotriOn 1
ayia kot otkovpevikr) ' o0vodog TV EMOKOTIWV: kKAt ATtéAaBev 1] KaBoAwkT) EkkAnoia TOV aQXAlov KOOUOV aUTIG, OVOEV
KAWoV doyuatioaoa, dAAX Ta TV Aylov kat pakaglov matéowv ddypata acaAevta GpuAdaoa kal v véav algeoty
amoknovEaoa Tovg Te TEElS PeLdWVLHOUG TtaTtolaoxas avabepatioaoa, Avaotaoiov, dpnui, kat Kwvotavtivov kat Nwrtov
KOl TAVTAG ToUG OUOPEOVAS AVT@V. EYEVETO OE 1] MEWTN CLVEAELOLS Kal KaBEdoa TV EMOKOTWY €V 1) KaBoAKT) ayia
Lodia e Nuaiag unvi Oxtwpoio wr’, ivduwtiwvos . kat t@ NoeuBoiow unvi elonABov mavteg év th PactAevovor) oAl
Kol mookaBioavteg ol PacAelc oLV TOIG EMOKOTOLS €V T Mayvavog, Dmaveyvoodn 6 topog, kal vTtéygaev 6 te Pactdevg
KAt 1) H e adToL KLEWOAVTES TV EVOERELAV KL TX TV AYlWV MATEQWVY agxaia dOyUaTa, Kal GLAOTIUNOALEVOL TOUG
Llepeis améAvoav. kal elgrivevoev 1) ToL Beov ékkAnoia, el kat 0 €x000¢ T éavtov Cllavia €v Tols BIoLG E0yATALS OTIEQELY OV
navetar aAA’ 1) 100 Beob EkkAnoia mMavtote MOAEHOVHEVT VIKA.

Beodpavng, Xpovoypadia, de Boor, C. (ed.), Theophanis Chronographia (Leipzig 1883), pp. 462.27-463.13.

Chronological Table

784: O Tapaotog avtikadiota tov ITavAo otov matoiapxkd Bodvo.

IovAlog 786: Amotuxnuévn andmea g avtokpatelpas Ewnvng va ovykaAéoel otcovpevicr] ovvodo otnv
KwvotavtivovmoAn yia v anokataotaot) g Aateeiag twv etkovwv.

Lentéupotog 786: H Eipn v amootoatedel TOUG ELKOVOUAXOUS OTQATIWTES TG pooveds s KwvotavtivoumoAng
Mauiog 787: ZuykaAeital ek véou oucovpevikr) ovvodog, avtr] T ¢ooa ot Nikata g BilBvviag
24 Xemtepfoiov-13 Oxtwpeiov 787: Egyaotiec g Z' Oucovpeviknc Zuvodov oto vao g Ayiag Lodiag otn Nikaia

23 Oktwpeiov 787: KataAnktrow cuvedpia g Z' Owovpeviknic Luvodov otnv KwvotavtivovmoAn. H Aatpeia twv
ewovov anokabiotatat. TéAog e mowng pdong e Ewovopayiag



