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. , Aloxaudor, of Alexandria, in the first instance 
* k counsel with-his clergy. He caused them to 

• K a letter of remonstrance addressed by him to 
^adherents of Arius. (I need not remind any one 

sent that the essence of Arianism consisted in 
P.r®“ three propositions : That the Son of (Jod was 

teternal, that He was nut uncreated, and that, 
therefore, He was external in the Divine essence, 

hich as such, is eternal and uncreated. He was 
then in the Arian view, reduced to the position of the 
ldest and greatest of all creatures). Finding the 

Arian party resolute, Alexander summoned a Council 
ftdl the bishops who wore subordinate to his great 

See and there a sentence of excommunication was 
I-gaed against Arius and his followers, and he drew 
{mapparently with the help of Athanasius, then his 
deacon and secretary, an encyclical, which lie sent 
to bis "fellow minister*,” i.e., fellow bishops “ <>f the 
Catholic Church in every place ; ” and, again assemb­
ling his own clergy, he obtained their assent and con­
currence, attested by their signatures. But, as is 
well known, these local measures proved insufficient ; 
the movement of heresy spread, and the first General 
Council was assembled at Nicæa, primarily for the 
purpose of dealing with Arianism, although the 
question of the right time for Easter, and the purely 
Egyptian question of the Meletian schism, were also 
brought before it. y'

The summoning power, so to speak, was the 
Emperor Constantine’s. The Bishop of Rome was 
represented by deputies, or delegates, but they did 
not preside. The presiding bishop was the Emper­
or’s chief religious adviser, the venerable Bishop 
Hosius, of Cordova ; and the statement that he pre­
sided under commission from Pope Sylvester is 
unsupported by contemporary evidence, and has 
grown out of a falsification of Eusebius’ words, 
which was adopted by a writer of the fifth century. 
In the preliminary discussions (as we gather from the 
documents) not only Christian laymen, but non- 
Christian philosophers, so-called, took part. In the 
actual conciliar proceedings Athanasius, then only a 
deacon, is known to have spoken with great effect. 
He was present as a theological adviser to his own 
bishop, on the same footing on which Malchion had 
been present and had been argumentatively promi­
nent in the Council of Antioch. But the constituent 
members of this great Council, as of all the great 
ancient general and provincial Councils, were bishop* 
and bishops only. It was long known as the “assem­
bly of the 318 ”—the bishops being popularly 
reckoned as of that number. The formal epistle ran 
in the name of “ the bishop* assembled at Nictea.” A 
word must be said as to the part taken by the 
emperor. It would be a great mistake to suppose 
that he was either a constituent part of the Council, 
or that he attended as representing the laity of the 
Church. He addressed the Council as the sovereign 
of the empire, who, as in a certain sense a disciple of 
Christ, was interested in the unity and good order of 
the Christian body, but he was not, as yet, even a 
member of the Church, for he was not baptized until 
overtaken by his last illness in 337.

At an Arian synod, held at Antioch about 330, lay­
men were apparently present, but their presence 
proves nothing as to their relation to the synod pro­
perly so-called. The like may be said of a Council 
at Tyre, which was dominated by the enemies of St. 
Athanasius. The Council regarded itself, and 
was regarded by Constantine, as an assembly of 
Bishops. The Great Western Council of Sardica, 
which is now referred, not, as formerly, to 347, but 
to 343, accepted the testimony of laymen as to Arian 
deeds of violence and injustice. At Milan, in 355, a 
Council met, which was terrorized by the Arian 
Emperor Constant'us. It seems to have been held 
in the inner part of the great church ; the taity) who 
were in the nave, became cognisant ofywhat was 
going on behind the screen or curtain of the chancel. 
At Ariminum, in 359, laymen, “ in words ” made 
their sentiments known to the Council. One may, 
for convenience, pass over a number of Arianising 
Councils held at Antioch, Sirmium, Ancyra, Seleucia, 
and elsewhere ; together with others on the Catholic 
side, for instance at Paris. At a Council of Alexan­
dria, in 36‘2—a Council eminent for its considerate 
equitableness, and its peacemaking zeal—clerics were 
present as representing their absent Bishops ; and 
certain monks, whom we may presume to have been 
laymen, were sent by their bishop, Apollinaris—then 
supposed to be developing a heterodox theory of the 
Incarnation—to explain his views.

The second Œcumenical Council met at Constanti­
nople in 381, under the summons of the Emperor 
Theodosius I., in order to establish religious unity in 
the East, to re affirm Catholic doctrine, and to repress 
iruiai?ety of UU8°und theories. It was composed of 

■A) bishops, not one of whom represented any West­
ern Church, so that the See of Rome stood quite 
apart from its proceedings, and its claim to be oecu­
menical resulted from the acceptance ultimately 
given to that recension of the Nicene Creed, which 
was called after its name. About the same time an 

ahau Council met at Aquileia, for the purpose of 
ealing with two clever and pertinacious Arian

had ‘ not vOU° °/ U!°He ““Plained that what he said 
“honour» hun falr!ylta1keU down, and desired that 
who u c men, that is, men of high position, 
, r r reacIl> 8hould be called in as “ hear-

Ambrose, who swayed the synod, declared 
that 1 alladius was herein own,tiny the sentence of lay- 
™®n’ W,lcreaH 111 shops ought rather to be judges of lay-men.

At another western Council, held at Toledo in 400, 
presbyters were seated, deacons stood, and others, 
that is of course, laymen, were present. The Coun- 
c\ of the Oak, at which under the malign influence 
o heophilus of Alexandria, St. Chrysostom was 
condemned, was an assembly of partisan bishops 
which received accusations brought by enemies of the 
great Bishop of Constantinople. In the course of the 
1 elagia.ii controversy we find the Bishop of Jerusa 
em holding a nynod of the priests of his own diocese, 

m which, contrary to precedent, but in consideration 
of his position, Pelagius, who was not in Holy Orders, 
was permitted to sit while questioned as to the charges 
brought against him by a young presbyter from 
Spain. Shortly afterwards a small synod of bishops 
of 1 alcstine was held, at which Pelagius, as Augus­
tine represents it, obtained an acquittal on the charge 
of heresy by disingenuously disclaiming opinions 
which, in fact, lie held, so that, if Pelagius was 
“.absolved,” Pelagianism was virtually “condemned.” 
1 he African Councils which treated of this question 
were also episcopal assemblies.

We come next to the third Œcumenical Council, 
which met at Ephesus in 431, for the purpose of 
dealing with the Nestorian controversy. It will be 
remembered that Nestorianism reduced the Incarna­
tion of the Son of God to a specially intimate alli­
ance or association between Himself and a human 
individual, the Son of Mary, so that its practical 
result was to make two Christs instead of one. It is 
certain that this Council was composed of bishops 
only. The Imperial Commissioner disclaimed any 
other relation to it than that of maintaining order. 
He had, in fact, been expressly forbidden by the 
Emperor, who Lad summoned the Council, to take 
part in discussions about doctrine ; his function was 
limited to the enforcement of regularity in the pro­
ceedings. The Archbishop of Alexandria, Cyril, pre­
sided, claiming also to hold, as we should say, a 
proxy for Celestine of Rome, before the arrival of 
Celestine’s legates, which took place after the deposi­
tion of Nestorius. It ought here to be explained that 
a letter of Celestine’s containing the words, “ Join 
the authority of our see to your own, act in our 
stead,” was written to Cyril nearly a year before the 
Council, and while as yet there was no thought of 
such a Council. The commission thus given was 
discharged by Cyril in the latter part of the year 
430, and it was not renewed, so far as we know, with 
a view to the Council of Ephesus. The Pope’s dele­
gates, on arriving at Ephesus, held (as usual) high 
language about the dignity of the see ; but although 
the Council itself had reférred to Celestine’s letter to 
Nestorius as a ground for their sentence against Nes­
torius, their anathemas were uttered before that let­
ter had been read to them ; in announcing the sen­
tence to the condemned archbishop they did not 
allude to Celestine ; in writing to Theodosius they 
commended Celestine for his zeal. It may be well to 
add that in the list of signatures to the acts of the 
first session of Ephesus, we find two priests signing 
in behalf of their invalid bishops, one signing for his 
bishop under the bishop’s personal order, though pre­
sent, and a deacon signing for his bishop because, as 
it was curiously worded, "hewas unable, or could 
not write.” It was common enough for clerics thus 
to sign, simply as representing their bishops, who for 
some reason were incapacitated from doing so, just 
as it has been common in later days for bishops to 
be enthroned by proxy.

The Nestorian heresy, by re action, produced the 
Eutychian. Eutyches, a devout, but ignorant and 
narrow-minded abbot, thought that the only way to 
bar out a theory which divided the Personality of 
the Redeemer, was to make His “ oneness ” depend 
on an absorption of His manhood into His Godhead. 
For this he was accused before a local synod of Con­
stantinople, in 448, which, after much inquiry, con­
demned him. The sentence was signed by thirty- 
two Bishops, personally or by proxy, and by a num­
ber of abbots, of whom nearly all were clerics. All 
these signed as abbots, but notin the form ordinarily 
used by bishops signing a conciliar decree, 
with such words as “defining ” or “judging. The 
svnod -was, in fact, an episcopal synod. It is so 
described. The abbots occupied a position lower 
than that of constituent members and the Imperial 
Commissioner afterwards disclaimed having made 
any pronouncement about doctrine. The controversy, 
as is well known, was kept up through the strong 
encouragement given to Eutyches by the Emperor 
Theodosius IL, and by the Patriarch of Alexandria.

SeTatLr presided over a Council at Ephesus, 
infamous in Church history for its violence, and known 
as the “ Gang of Robbers ; ” the Emperor, by what 
was thought an extraordinary favour, directing that 
a certain Abbot Barsumas, who was a priest, should

be summoned with the Bishops to the Council. The 
enormities perpetrated at this assembly increased 
the agitation and confusion ; and after the death of 
Theodosius the Emperor Marcian summoned the 
fourth General Council to meet at Chalcedon in the 
antunm of 451. It was a great gathering of bishops ; 
they alone were constituent members. The Imperial 
Commissioners, a number of high State functionaries, 
represented, as we might say, the interest of the 
State, and continually and seasonably interposed to 
secure order, but they were exterior to the synod it­
self. The presiding members of the Council were the 
representatives of Pope Leo the Great ; this fact is 
unquestionable, but so is the fact that the Council 
insisted on satisfying itself as to the orthodoxy of a 
Bishop whom Leo hail already received into his com­
munion—that the famous acclamation, “ Peter spoke 
thus by Leo,” indicated not—as on Papal principles it 
should have done—a dutiful acceptance of whatever 
the Bishop of Rome might declare ex cathedra upon a 
question of doctrine, but, the convictions of the 
bishops that, in his great doctrinal letter or “ Tome,” 
then read, and already signed by many bishops in 
their individual capacity, before the Council had met, 
Leo had been true to the teaching of St. Peter. We 
must also remember that the famous ‘28tli canon of 
Chalcedon, about the respective positions of the 
Churches of Rome and Constantinople, was passed 
in the legates’ absence after they had been invited to 
be present, and was adhered to, in spite of their 
remonstrance, and although afterwards the sanction 
of Leo was requested in a respectful letter from the 
Archbishop of Constantinople, as necessary to vali­
date the canon, his persistent refusal did not prevent 
the Greek Church from acting upon it as settled 
Church law. As an African Church writer expresses 
it, “ Although the apostolic see still contradicts, 
that which was established by the Council still 
remains in full force, under the patronage of the 
Emperor.”

It may be desirable to extend our survey a little 
further. Towards the close of the fifth century Pope 
Gelasius held a Council at Rome, at which priests 
acted co-ordinately, or concurrently, with bishops in 
applauding the Pope’s determination to restore to 
his communion a bishop who had been deposed for 
unfaithfulness to his trust as the Pope’s legate. But 
what this shows is, not so much an equality of 
synodical right between bishops and priests, as the 
assertion and recognition of the supreme right of the 
Roman See : we must remember that the Pope was 
here on his own ground, and that the bishops had 
been accustomed to look on him as master. At 
Spanish synods, in the early part of the sixth cen­
tury, laymen were expressly permitted to be present, 
and the reason is expressly given—2’/wt< the people also 
might know what is to be decreed by the bishop* only. 
The most remarkable and instructive case is that of 
the second Council of Orange, in 529 ; it is the last 
which I will bring before you. The Council is one 
to which Western Christendom is greatly indebted ; 
for it drew a line between the truth which Pelagian­
ism had assailed—the doctrine, as it is called, of 
Grace—and the exaggerations by which that doc­
trine had been compromised. It consisted of a small 
number of Gallic bishops, who had assembled for the 
dedication of a church, built by a zealous layman, 
himself a high civil functionary. The bishops, in 
their document, declare that they had discussed mat­
ters pertaining to the “ rule of the Church,” and had 
resolved to promulgate some statements of earlier 
writers commended to them by “ the Apostolic See ” 
on the question of grace and free will. This body of 
statements they call “ their définition and the definition 
of the Fathers.” They then say that they had 
thought fit that the lay dignitaries who had, with 
them, attended the recent service, should also sign 
what was intended to be of “ healing " efficacy, not 
only for the clergy, but for the laity as well. Where­
upon eight laymen did sign ; and the remarkable 
point is, that they adopted the same formula used in 
such cases by bishops—" / sign consenting,” or “ I con­
sent and sign.” But this cannot imply that they were 
regarded as constituent members of the synod, for 
that would contradict the explicit language of the 
document, which runs in the names of the bishops, 
and treats the “ definition,” or body of doctrinal 
statements as completed, as in full existence, before 
the laymen were invited to intimate their personal 
acquiescence by their signatures.

With this instance I conclude : the “ synods of the 
Ancient Church ” may be sufficiently represented 
for our present purpose by those which belong to the 
first 580 years of the Church’s life—a period which, 
it will be observed, extends to within seventy years 
of the beginning of our English Christianity

—When God intends to fill a soul, he first 
makes it empty ; when he intends to enrich a soul, 
he first makes it poor;yWhen he intends to exalt 
a soul, he first makes it humble ; when he intends 
to save a soul, he first makes it sensible of its own 
miseries, wants, and nothingness.


