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PRAYER FOR A CHURCH MEETING
Almighty and everliving God,
source of all wisdom and understanding,
be present with those who take counsel
for the renewal and mission of your Church.
Teach us in all things to seek first your honor and glory.
Guide us to perceive what is right,
and grant us both the courage to pursue it
and the grace to accomplish it;
through Jesus Christ our Lord.
Amen.

WHAT WAS THE FIRST CHURCH COUNCIL?
The Acts of the Apostles does not use the Latin-based word “council”
or the Greek-based word “synod,” the terms for formal authoritative
meetings of church leaders. It does, however, record in chapter 15
what has come to be called the Council of Jerusalem or the Apostolic
Council.
Held around the year 48, roughly 15 to 25 years after the Crucifixion,
this meeting is considered to be a prototype and forerunner of the
later Ecumenical Councils and a key part of Christian ethics.
The Apostles and Elders of the Church in Jerusalem met to address
the question of observance of Biblical law in the early
Christian community, which included Gentile converts. It was
responding to a consultation by the Apostle Paul.
The Apostles Paul, Barnabas, Peter, and James (the brother of Jesus)
were some of the notable figures at the Council of Jerusalem with
James appearing to oversee and cast the final conclusion on the
meeting.

WHAT DID THE COUNCIL OF JERUSALEM CONCLUDE?
The Council of Jerusalem decided that Gentile converts to
Christianity were not obligated to keep most of the Jewish fasts and
other specific rituals, including the rules concerning circumcision of
males.
The Council of Jerusalem did, however, retain prohibitions on eating
blood, meat containing blood, and meat of animals not properly
slain, and on fornication and idolatry, sometimes referred to as the
Apostolic Decree or Jerusalem Quadrilateral, and now considered
debatable.
This Council is the only such formal meeting of the Apostles
recorded in the New Testament.

There were, of course, post-Resurrection gatherings of the Apostles
such as the meetings behind closed doors, the fish fry by the Sea of
Galilee, and the activities of the first Christian Pentecost.

The Council of Jerusalem or the Apostolic Council

WHAT ARE PRE-ECUMENICAL COUNCILS?
In times of greater toleration, Christian leaders felt sufficiently
secure to hold Councils governing their area. None of the councils of
this period gathered representatives from all the Christian churches,
or even from those throughout the Roman Empire.
Such local councils are usually called Pre-ecumenical Councils or
Synods. Occurring before the first Ecumenical Council at Nicaea in
325, these church meetings discussed either a teaching or an
individual for what they practiced that did not appear to align with
the Christian Faith.

WHAT ARE THE NOTABLE PRE-ECUMENICAL COUNCILS?
The Council of Rome (155) discussed when the Church should
celebrate Easter and agreed to disagree.
The Second Council of Rome (193) discussed when the Church
should celebrate Easter and ended with the bishop of Rome
attempting to excommunicate eastern Christians observing Easter in
accordance with Passover.
The Council of Ephesus (193) discussed when the Church should
celebrate Easter and ended with a growing divide between the
churches of the east and the west and a growing divide over the
reach of Roman authority.
The Synod at Carthage (251) considered treatment of apostates
who renounced their faith under persecution and wanted to come
back and agreed that they should be dealt with according to the
degree of individual guilt.

WHAT ARE THE NOTABLE PRE-ECUMENICAL COUNCILS?
The Synod at Carthage (256) discussed Baptism and also lapsed
faith.
The Councils of Antioch (264 and 269) discussed Christology and
the Trinity and rejected certain views as heretical.
The Council of Elvira (306) focused on issues of church discipline
and morality in the Christian life and added many canons on
doctrine.

The Synods of Neocaesarea and Ancyra (314) discussed Christian
ethics, church membership requirements, and church discipline.
The Council of Arles (314) condemned the heresy of Donatism,
decreed that Easter would be observed on the same day worldwide
and that Christians could not participate in fights and races, and
disallowed the re-Baptism of heretics.

WHAT ARE ECUMENICAL COUNCILS?
An Ecumenical or General Council is a meeting of bishops and other
leaders of the whole church to consider and rule on questions of
doctrine, administration, discipline, and other matters in an attempt
to reach an orthodox consensus, restore peace, and develop a unified
Christendom. The word comes from the Late Latin oecumenicus
(meaning
“general,
universal”)
and
from
the
Greek oikoumenikos (meaning “from the whole world”).
The first Ecumenical Council, the First Council of Nicaea (325),
attempted to settle the Christological issue of the divine nature of God
the Son and His relationship to God the Father, constructed the first
part of the Nicene Creed, mandated uniform observance of the date
of Easter, and promulgated early canon law.

WHAT ARE THE OTHER ANCIENT ECUMENICAL COUNCILS?
The First Council of Constantinople (381) confirmed the Nicene Creed.
The Council of Ephesus (431) confirmed the original Nicene Creed and
condemned Nestorius’ teachings.
The Council of Chalcedon (451) re-asserted the teachings of the
Council of Ephesus.
The Second Council of Constantinople (553) confirmed the
condemnation issued by Emperor Justinian’s edict in 551 against
certain heresies.
The Third Council of Constantinople (680-81) condemned certain
heresies and defined Christ as having two energies and two
wills (divine and human).
The Second Council of Nicaea (787) declared that icons deserve
reverence and veneration but not adoration, which is reserved for God,
and also decreed that every altar should contain a relic.

HOW DO ANGLICANS VIEW ECUMENICAL COUNCILS?
Anglo-Catholics frequently appeal to the first seven Ecumenical Councils
as a source of authority for Christian dogma, and classic Anglican thinkers
have appealed to the first four, but Article 21 of the Thirty-Nine Articles of
Religion on the Authority of General Councils says:
General Councils may not be gathered together without the commandment
and will of princes. And when they be gathered together, (forasmuch as they
be an assembly of men, whereof of all not be governed with the Spirit and
Word of God,) they may err, and sometimes have erred, even in things
pertaining unto God. Wherefore things ordained by them as necessary to
salvation have neither strength nor authority, unless it may be declared that
they be taken out of Holy Scripture.

Article XXI is noticeably absent from the version of the Thirty-Nine Articles
adopted by the Episcopal Church in 1801, a possible indication that the
American church had a loftier view of Ecumenical Councils.
The Fundamental Declarations of the schismatic Anglican Church in North
America says:
Concerning the seven Councils of the undivided Church, we affirm the
teaching of the first four Councils and the Christological clarifications of the
fifth, sixth, and seventh.

HOW DO ANGLICANS VIEW ECUMENICAL COUNCILS?
Lancelot Andrewes (15551626), the great Anglican
bishop
and
a
primary
translator of the King James
Bible, defines the parameters
of the Christian faith this way:
One canon reduced to
writing by God himself, two
testaments, three creeds,
four general councils, five
centuries, and the series of
Fathers in that period–the
centuries that is, before
Constantine, and two after,
determine the boundary of
our faith.

HOW DO ANGLICANS VIEW ECUMENICAL COUNCILS?
From the beginning there has been a conciliar impulse within
Anglicanism, although there has not always been a conciliar
reality.
As King James I wrote,
I reverence and admit the Four First General Councils as Catholic and
Orthodox. And the said Four General Councils are acknowledged by
our Acts of Parliament, and received for orthodox by our Church.

From the beginning, the authority of genuinely Ecumenical
Councils to be deciding voices in the interpretation of Holy
Scripture was enshrouded not just in Anglican tradition but in
English canon law.

HOW DO ANGLICANS VIEW ECUMENICAL COUNCILS?
For Anglicanism, Councils are not above the Scriptures but rather
they are guided by the Holy Spirit to be the faithful keepers and
expositors of God’s Word.

Anglicanism has always allowed that Councils can err, as Article XXI
attests, but this does not invalidate the fact that conciliarity is a
scripturally sanctioned means by which Christ governs His Church.
In Acts 15 a Council of the Apostles declared that the decisions they
had reached “seemed good to us and to the Holy Spirit.”
This may mean that God guides Councils in their work of receiving
the revelation already given through the Scriptures, so that God’s
Word may be heard, understood, and applied anew in all situations.

HOW DO ANGLICANS VIEW ECUMENICAL COUNCILS?
While Anglicanism has always upheld an understanding of the
authority and even the relative necessity of Councils, Anglican
churches have largely not applied the principle of conciliarity to their
own governance.
In the 16th sixteenth and early 17th centuries the Convocation of
bishops and clergy worked closely with the monarch, as supreme
governor, to direct the Church of England because classical
Anglicanism celebrated the monarch as the embodiment of where
the Church and the State came together. Anglican Reformers could
not conceive of a world in which there would be no divinely
appointed monarchs to maintain a balance between Church and
State, each in their proper role.

Just as the Emperor Constantine called together the First Council of
Nicaea, Anglicans thought that future Councils would need to be
called by the monarchs of Christendom to address the pressing
matters of the day.

HOW DO ANGLICANS VIEW ECUMENICAL COUNCILS?
The standard exposition of classical Anglican ecclesiology work is On
the Church (1606) by Richard Field (1561–1616). He wrote:
Some heresies may be easily suppressed without troubling all the Bishops
of the world to meet in a General council, and that some others cannot
easily be suppressed without General Councils.

For this reason,
General Councils are the best means for preserving unity of doctrine,
severity of discipline, and preventing of schisms when they may be had;
and though they be not absolutely necessary to the being of the Church,
yet are they most behoveful for the best, readiest, and most gracious
governing of the same: and howsoever there may be a kind of exercise of
the supreme jurisdiction that is in the Church by the concurrence of
particular synods. . .yet the highest and most excellent exercise of the
supreme ecclesiastical jurisdiction is in General Councils.

Field argued that, when a Council can be shown to be truly ecumenical,
then:
we are so strongly to presume that it is true and right that with
unanimous consent is agreed on in such a Council, that we must not so
much as profess publicly that we think otherwise.

HOW DO ANGLICANS VIEW ECUMENICAL COUNCILS?
The Rev.Jeremy Taylor (1613-67)
said,
The Church of England receives
the four first Generals as of
highest regard, not that they
are infallible, but that they
have determined wisely and
holily.

HOW DO ANGLICANS VIEW ECUMENICAL COUNCILS?
Archbishop William Laud of Canterbury (1573-1645)
wrote:
If [the Spirit] be in the whole Church principally, then is
it in a General Council by consequent, as the Council
represents the whole. And that which belongs to a
thing by consequent doth not otherwise nor longer
belong unto it than it consents and cleaves to that upon
which it is consequent.

William Laud explained that an Ecumenical Council
may err (in the way that Article XXI describes) if it
ceases to be representative of the whole Catholic
Church throughout the centuries. Then it no longer
abides under the Holy Spirit’s guidance and errors
follow.
Laud goes even further, saying that in all that is
necessary to salvation,
I shall easily grant that a General Council cannot err,
suffering itself to be led by this Spirit of Truth in the
Scripture, and not taking upon it to lead both the Spirit
and the Scripture.

William Laud, c.1636,
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WHAT ARE THE ENGLISH CONVOCATIONS?
The Canterbury and York Convocations are the synods of the bishops and
clergy of the two provinces which comprise the Church of England. Their
origins go back to the ecclesiastical reorganization carried out under
Archbishop Theodore of Canterbury (668–90) and the establishment of the
separate northern province of York in 733.
Until 1225 these synods were composed entirely of bishops. During the 13th
century more and more clergy were cited until by 1283 the membership was
established as the bishops, deans, archdeacons, and abbots of each province.
There were also proctors (representatives) from each cathedral chapter and
two proctors elected by the clergy of each diocese.
The main purpose of the Convocations was to take counsel for the well-being
of the church and to approve canonical legislation, but in practice much time
was spent in discussing the tax to be paid to the Crown since the clergy were
a separate estate of the realm and were not taxed through Parliament.

WHAT ARE THE ENGLISH CONVOCATIONS?
The Reformation turned over most of the authority of the
Convocations to Parliament. At that time all bishops had seats in the
House of Lords.

In 1919 the two Convocations approved a constitution for a
proposed National Church Assembly in which the laity of each
province for the first time would have full participation.
They also petitioned Parliament to let the new Assembly have the
right to transmit legal measures to Parliament where they would
either be approved as they stood and then receive the royal assent
(and so become part of the law of the land) or be rejected. This was
granted at the end of the same year.

The old Convocations lost none of their rights and the new Assembly
could neither issue doctrinal statements nor purport to define the
doctrine of the Church of England.

WHAT IS THE CHURCH OF ENGLAND’S GENERAL SYNOD?
By the Synodical Government Measure in 1969 the overlapping
functions of the Assembly and the Convocations were virtually
eliminated by the establishment of the present General Synod of the
Church of England to which almost all their functions and powers were
transferred. The Synod is tricameral, consisting of the House of Bishops,
the House of Clergy and the House of Laity.
The historic Convocations still exist, in part because their approval is
required for certain legislative proposals and in part because the House
of Bishops and the House of Clergy of the General Synod are constituted
by the members of the corresponding houses of the Convocations.

WHAT IS THE BEGINNING OF GENERAL CONVENTIONS?
In his influential Democracy in America (1835) Alexis de
Tocqueville (1805-59) points out:
Americans of all ages, all conditions, all minds constantly unite.
Not only do they have commercial and industrial associations in
which all take part, but they also have a thousand other kinds:
religious, moral, grave, futile, very general and very particular,
immense and very small; Americans use associations to give fêtes,
to found seminaries, to build inns, to raise churches, to distribute
books, to send missionaries to the antipodes; in this manner they
create hospitals, prisons, schools. Finally, if it is a question of
bringing to light a truth or developing a sentiment with the support
of a great example, they associate.

Revolutionary American Patriots called Congresses and
Revolutionary American Episcopalians called Conventions. In an
historically unprecedented move, these conventions allowed
for representation from the laity and the lower clergy. In fact, at
the beginning there were no bishops at all. Eventually the
greater authority of a church calling itself episcopal was
assigned to a House of Bishops, even though such authority has
eroded considerably in modern times.

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF GENERAL CONVENTIONS?
The General Convention is a gathering of the
national Episcopal Church. It is its governing body.
Every three years it meets as a bicameral legislature
composed of deputies and bishops from each
diocese to make the basic regulations and decisions
that govern the church.
The legislative process of General Convention is an
expression of the Episcopal Church’s belief that,
under God, the Church is ordered and governed by
its people: laity, deacons, priests, and bishops.
Here is Article I of its current Constitution:
There shall be a General Convention of this Church,
consisting of the House of Bishops and the House of
Deputies, which Houses shall sit and deliberate
separately; and in all deliberations freedom of
debate shall be allowed. Either House may originate
and propose legislation, and all acts of the
Convention shall be adopted and be authenticated
by both Houses.

The 80th General Convention of the Episcopal Church met from July 8-11, 2022 in Baltimore

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF DIOCESAN CONVENTIONS?
The Diocesan Convention is the decision-making body of an Episcopal
Diocese. Normally meeting once a year in November, its voting members
comprise clergy who are canonically resident and ministering within the
Diocese, together with one to five lay delegates from each congregation,
depending on the number of each congregation’s communicants-ingood-standing.
The Arizonan Diocesan Constitution says essentially:
There shall be a Diocesan Convention in which shall be vested the legislative
powers of the Diocese. The Convention shall meet annually, at such time
and place as may be designated by the preceding Annual Convention or the
Bishop. The Bishop, in consultation with the Diocesan Council, shall have the
power to fix or to alter the time and place of the meeting. The Convention
shall have the power to pass resolutions, to make declarations of policy, to
enact such other legislation as may seem proper, and to act upon all other
matters properly to come before the Convention.

WHAT DOES A DIOCESAN CONVENTION DO?
The Arizonan Diocesan Convention meets annually to pass a budget,
elect members to diocesan bodies, consider resolutions, and listen
to an address by the bishop and reports from diocesan leaders.

The convention is more than simply a governance meeting, however.
It is a vibrant gathering of people from across the diocese who
participate in joyful worship, attend informative presentations,
renew acquaintances, make new connections, and honor the
outstanding ministries and the individuals who lead them.

WHAT IS THE ORIGIN OF THE LAMBETH CONFERENCE?
The Lambeth Conference is a assembly
of bishops from the world-wide Anglican
Communion convened by the Archbishop
of Canterbury approximately every ten
years to express the mind of the
Communion on issues of the day. It has
never claimed to be a body with
legislative authority but a gathering for
conversation and prayer.
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Discussion of a pan-Anglican synod was in
the air in the middle of the 19th century,
well before Archbishop C. T. Longley of
Canterbury (1794-1868) issued his
invitations, and the first Lambeth
Conference was meant to bring global
Anglicanism into a closer unity. It was the
first real attempt at establishing
conciliarity in the burgeoning Anglican
Communion.

WHAT IS THE ORIGIN OF THE LAMBETH CONFERENCE?
When Longley convened the 76 bishops gathered at his Lambeth
Palace on the Thames in London in 1867, the Conference was not
supposed to be a synod. The Archbishop even said in his opening
address that the gathering was not to be a general synod. He had no
desire to assume “the functions of a general synod of all the churches
in full communion with the Church of England” but merely to “discuss
matters of practical interest, and pronounce what we deem expedient
in resolutions which may serve as safe guides to future action.”

WHAT IS THE IMPORTANCE OF THE LAMBETH CONFERENCE?
At the Lambeth Conference
of 1930 the assembled
bishops declared that the
Communion
was
not
governed by a central
legislative authority but
rather by
mutual loyalty sustained
through
the
common
counsel of the bishops in
conference.

Although the resolutions of
the Lambeth Conferences
have never been regarded as
synodical decrees, their
weight has increased with
each Conference.

WHAT IS FUTURE OF THE LAMBETH CONFERENCE?
The historical case against synodality for Lambeth rests upon a rather
unattractive nationalism, and may now be untenable. The Erastian
nationalism that prevented the first Lambeth Conference from
deeper unity is not a sacred and inviolate tradition. There is more
reason now for Lambeth to become a synod.
Despite arguments over female ordination and over treatment of
homosexual members, global Anglicanism may be moving toward
greater degrees of unity.

