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Iconoclasm and the Seventh Ecumenical Council: The Council of Councils
Fr. Andrew Applegate
The seventh and last Ecumenical council held in Nicaea in 787, upheld the veneration of icon’s and instituted that relics be placed in the antimins cloth.
 This is the final Ecumenical Council recognized by the Orthodox Church, and has an honoured place among the seven councils. Its uniqueness is shown in that it is not included in the commemoration of the first six councils which are grouped together and commemorated in the Orthodox Church calendar on the Sunday between July 13 and 19, 
 but has its own date (Oct. 11) in the Church calendar.
 While there were many issues at play leading up to the calling of this council and continuing afterwards until the establishment of the “Triumph of Orthodoxy” in 843, the Christological significance of this council is the key to understanding its’ importance. 
Some historians would state that the cause for the iconoclastic battle and ensuing bloodbath
 was simply political ambition, and a huge political struggle it certainly was.
 However, in this short essay I will attempt to show that while a bloody 117 year long battle (726-843 with relative peace between 787 and 814) was occurring, the theological issues at stake were the true cause of the battle. The Church’s’ understanding of our very salvation and eternal citizenship in the kingdom of heaven was at stake, as the nature of Christ and of what this understanding means to mankind was confirmed during this iconoclastic period. Foundational theology regarding man’s destiny in Christ (Theosis) was being defined. This understanding would be critical to works on this issue in later centuries by saints such as St. Symeon the New Theologian (who three centuries later would have his formation in St. Theodore’s Monastery of Studios in Constantinople) and St. Gregory Palamas. A couple of representative quotes from St John of Damascus illustrate this “By union with His person, that flesh participates in the divine nature and by this communion becomes unchangeably God”
  and “For I have seen God in human form, and my soul has been saved.”
  The lingering errors of subtle Origenian thinking
, as well as many of the more obvious heresies
 were being dealt a final blow through the development of the theology of icons.
Many history books, particularly western authors, when dealing with the iconoclastic struggle put very little credence into the theology that was being developed by such notable defenders of the Orthodox faith as St. John of Damascus, Patriarch Nicephorus and St. Theodore of Studios. They would write off the whole iconoclastic period as a result of power hungry Emperor’s such as Leo III (The Isaurian), his son Constantine V Copronymus, and Leo V (the Armenian); using iconoclasm as a smokescreen for their political ambitions.
 
Leo III started the whole iconoclastic persecution with his Initial Iconoclastic decree in 730,
 and by replacing the Iconodule Patriarch of Constantinople, St. Germanus with the iconoclast Patriarch Anastasius. This marked the first time that an Emperor had attempted to expand his recognized and accepted temporal earthly power (looking after his subject’s temporal bodily needs), by intruding into the realm of the Bishops of the Church, (ruling and deciding on matters of spiritual needs). This dual authority was a mark of the Muslim Khalifs and this may have influenced Leo III, and even more his son Emperor Constantine V Copronymus (741-755) who took the persecution of icons to a far greater savagery than even his Father, especially after the iconoclastic council of 754. 

It is easy to see why the political motives of these emperors has been taken to be the main cause of the iconoclastic period by some historians – especially those historians who were not prepared to delve into the theology that was being discussed. In St. John of Damascus’s Second Apology he can be quoted in support of such an understanding “What right have emperors to style themselves lawgivers in the Church? What does the holy apostle say? ‘And God has appointed in the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers, and shepherds, for the building up of the body of Christ’ He does not mention emperors.”
 John Meyendorff in his book The Orthodox Church clearly states “Constantine V wished to be both ‘Priest and king’.”
 
In the West with the Papal claims gaining more and more prominence in later centuries, the Pope of Rome could be judged to have gone after more temporal power in addition to his rightful spiritual Church leadership role, thereby falling into a similar but opposite error to that which Leo III attempted to accomplish. However, during the iconoclastic period, Rome stood as a great strength of support for the veneration of icons. Even as Leo III was beginning his iconoclastic rhetoric around 726, Pope Gregory II in 727 called together a council confirming the veneration of icons. His successor Gregory III went even further, after the 730-iconoclastic decree was issued by Emperor Leo III, Pope Gregory called the 731 council of Rome instituting “All Saints Day” at St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome and condemning iconoclasts.
 In the second iconoclastic period Pope Gregory IV in 835 instituted “All Saints Day” throughout the entire Church as a support for the iconodule position. Rome never went through the iconoclast period and stayed staunchly in support of icons during it. 
However, the arguments coming from Rome in favour of the veneration of icons and the saints did not address the burning Christological issues being debated in Byzantium. Rome used a somewhat simplistic defence of icons, citing the Old Testament instructions to make two cherubim of hammered gold for the tabernacle, and Moses holding up the image of the serpent in the desert, after God had instructed the Israelites to make no graven images; thus showing that icons were not idols. By not supplying a Christological argument, Rome demonstrated a lack of theological understanding regarding the foundational issues of the personhood and the incarnation of Christ that were being debated in Byzantium. The result of this lack of Christological understanding showed up later in the west when Charlemagne called the council of Frankfurt together in 794. What is truly bizarre is that at this council, the same legates of the same Pope Hadrian I that signed the seventh ecumenical council documents in 787, seven years later in 794 at this Frankfurt council signed the council of Frankfort documents which rejected the seventh ecumenical council as well as the 754 iconoclast council.
 
It is also interesting to note that in ancient Georgia, which was already a fully functioning autocephalous Orthodox Church from 466, a distinctive iconography style was already well developed and formally approved by the Georgian Church by the fifth century. Even under Turkish subjugation from the seventh to the twelfth centuries, Georgia never experienced the great iconoclastic battle that consumed Byzantium.

That there was a political motive behind the iconoclastic period is undeniable, however politics alone does not explain the great number of very dedicated yet fiercely iconoclastic Bishops who fought passionately for the theological principles (heresies) embodied in the iconoclastic position.
 Michel Quenot, says in his informative work The Icon, Window on the Kingdom “Consequently we witness the total rejection of the icon of Christ by the iconoclasts, because for them it is a material image which either confuses (Monophysitism) or separates (Nestorianism or Arianism) the two natures of Christ.”
The problem is in not defining exactly what is meant by an icon. What is it that the icon is representing? The iconoclasts believed that somehow the nature of Christ was being represented, and that to represent either of His two natures (Divine or human) would lead to great theological confusion by either stressing one nature in opposition to the other, or by mingling them to essentially eliminate the two natures. The Orthodox iconodules said that no, it is the person of Christ that is being represented, His incarnate being. This is what Chalcedon stressed by the two natures - ONE person formula. As St. Theodore the Studite explained “When we represent our Lord, we do not represent His divinity or His humanity, but His person which inconceivably unites in itself these two natures without confusion and without division, as the Chalcedonian dogma defines it.”
 If Christ’s person can not be represented then you are in danger of almost all the other heresies; Docetism, Dualism, Gnosticism, Eutyches…and most especially the super spiritualization of Origenism.
While we can see many of the ancient heresies represented in the iconoclastic position, we must also allow that the iconoclasts themselves would not identify with any of the heresies that were so thoroughly condemned by the previous six ecumenical councils. They themselves would believe they were strongly Orthodox and completely accepting of the decisions of these councils. Indeed at the iconoclastic council of 754 they started their decree with a very strong claim to be in agreement with the previous six councils, and even used this as the basis for their rejection of the veneration of icons.
 
The obvious dualistic and anti- material bias that is evidenced in many of the iconoclastic defences and writings could most likely be attributed to the influence of Origen. As Origen’s writings (not Origen himself) were condemned at the fifth ecumenical council in 533, the iconoclasts would not identify themselves with Origen. However, Origenistic thinking was very obvious in many of their arguments. One of the strongest arguments of the iconoclasts was the argument to antiquity. The crown jewel of this was Eusebius’s letter to Constantine’s sister Constantia Augusta, replying to her request that he send her an “image of Christ”. Eusebius replied that no such image should ever be made as it was impossible for Christ’s nature to be represented by lifeless materials. Such an image would represent at best Christ’s state of “humiliation” and would be the equivalent of a pagan idol. Christ can only be contemplated in the “purity of our hearts”.
 This “proof text” was dismissed by the iconodules, as Eusebius was regarded as having Arian leanings, and there were many early Fathers and examples which were contrary to the letter from Eusebius. However the appeal to Eusebius’s letter was a cornerstone in the iconoclast argument. Some modern scholars
 would see this letter and the thinking that it represents as being from an Origenistic view point. 

Origen tended toward interpreting all scriptures, both Old Testament and New Testament writings as being a foreshadowing of a far greater spiritualized reality. As such, he had difficulty seeing the incarnation of Christ as a completed “It is Finished” reality. In his work on Prayer Origen states “If we understand what prayer really is, we shall know that we may never pray to anything generated – not even to Christ – but only to God and the Father of all.”
 We can see that to Origen, nothing “generated” or material can be considered to be truly pure – not even Christ. Seeing Christ and the saints in icons, the iconoclasts in their Origenistic mindset would feel that we were dragging these saints down from the glory of their transformed lives in the heavenly kingdom back to this impure material plane. In Christ’s case the icon would somehow drag Him down to His lesser pre-resurrection state. Spiritual meaning and ultimate reality is given a greatly superior value in comparison to gross material and historical events (which only serve to point to a greater super-historical truth). It is inevitable that in such a dualistic mindset, materialistic crutches such as icons, relics and the human lives of the saints, and ultimately the historical reality and purpose of even the incarnation end up being distained; in favour of the higher ultimate spiritual reality that these historical events can at best only symbolize. The differences between the iconoclasts and the iconodules came down to a radically different interpretation of what the incarnation accomplished, and how salvation and Theosis operates in the Divine economy. As Georges Florovsky sums it up in his essay in The Iconoclastic Controversy “The main issue was between symbolism and history. The Iconoclasts represented in the conflict an un-reformed and uncompromising Hellenic position, of an Origenistic and Platonic trend.”…”The Iconodules, on the contrary, stood defiantly for the ‘Historic Christianity.”
 
Almost all theological battles in the Church revolve around the question of “Who is Christ”. The first six ecumenical councils were defining the true nature of Christ, and each council battled a heresy which distorted the Orthodox understanding. Arianism, Nestorianism, Monophysitism, Origenism, these were all dealt with in these councils. But the seventh council, by defining the implications of Christ’s incarnation,
 battled all the heresies which attacked some aspect of Christ’s historical incarnation.
 The veneration of icons brought this question “Who is Christ” to the forefront in a manner that every Christian attending Church could recognize and identify with as soon as they came into the Church building. This is also the case today. When you walk into an Orthodox Church and are greeted by extensive iconography it immediately tells of the theology of whom Christ is and how we are to relate to Him – through our historical understanding of Christ’s redeeming work, with the help of the saints and through our human bodily and spiritual senses. When you walk into a Baptist Church and are greeted with stark white walls, this also sends a message as to who Christ is and how we are to relate to Him – in a manner too spiritual to contaminate with material bodily senses, and where we are on our own, the saints that have gone before us cannot help.
It would be most uncharitable to simply portray the iconoclasts as power hungry political strategists, even if there were some that this title might fit. We in this present time, living especially in the protestant evangelical world of North America likely know many sincerely believing but greatly deluded “Christ” loving people who are extreme Iconoclasts; theologically far beyond those we encounter in the 8th century iconoclastic population. Granted we live in a more civilized culture, in the West at least, that does not encourage murder and bloodshed for those holding opposing views. However when examining the actually theological understandings and implications that arise from the evangelical protestant iconoclastic view, we find that they are much further removed from the Orthodox understanding than any of the eighth century iconoclasts we could consider. Such foundational beliefs as the real presence of the body and blood of Christ in communion, and the very understanding of a “sacrament” have been abandoned in many evangelical protestant circles. Some protestant theologians would greatly support Constantine V and see in him the spiritual ancestor of Luther, Calvin, and especially Zwingli, Menno Simon and the Ana Baptists.
 A common iconoclastic argument that was fiercely rejected by the Orthodox iconodules was that only the Eucharist could be considered the true image of Christ (as they insisted that the “image” had to be fully and actually part of the essence, consubstantial with its model). The Fathers of the seventh ecumenical council were greatly opposed to this classification stating “neither the Lord, nor the Apostles, nor the Fathers, ever used the term ‘images’ to speak of the unbloody sacrifice offered by the priest, but always called it the very Body and Blood.”
 Many of the evangelical protestant churches would put no sacramental grace whatsoever into the act of communion, if and when they do commune. No eighth century iconoclast would dream to think in these terms!
If this Origenistic way of thinking is followed to its logical conclusion, a very dualistic super-spiritual manner of being “Christian” emerges. Ultimately even membership in a “visible” Church can be discarded as we consider ourselves to be members of the superior “invisible” church – which is the truly spiritual and correct body of Christ. As is readily apparent here in the North American protestant world of tele-evangelists and non-churched “Christians”, the Iconoclastic/Origenistic party is still alive and thriving. The seventh ecumenical council and Triumph of Orthodoxy may have settled the iconoclastic issue within the Orthodox Church, but the Iconoclastic/Origenistic party is not only well represented, but has reached the logical extremes of its super-spiritual way of thinking in our present age amongst the evangelical protestant sects. Origenistic thinking is so embedded that it is simply accepted as pure and enlightened Christian truth in these circles. As we in the Church in North America have friends and family and encounters with members of these groups, often on a daily basis, a thorough understanding of the issues involved in the iconoclastic crises should be part of every Orthodox catechumenate. This is a matter of great historical importance that is very relevant and still of ongoing current importance!
In conclusion, the Christological issues that were battled over during the iconographic period were of the utmost importance and far overshadowed the political ambitions of the emperors involved. While the borders of the various temporal kingdoms have changed many times since they were the focus of Emperors Leo III and V and Constantine V in the eighth and ninth centuries, the Churches understanding of the eternal kingdom of Christ as defined during this same period has retained it’s eternal truth, and our understanding of Theosis and the Nature of Christ is still based on much that was defined during the iconoclastic period.
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