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1. Throughout the history of the Church its ecumenical or general councils have been important agents of reform. What is an ecumenical or general council?  With references to any two of the councils that took place in the second millennium of Church history, discuss how the reforms of the councils have changed and renewed the Church.
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Introduction 

When considering how important the ecumenical or general councils have been to the reform and “improvement” of the Church we should look at the underlying reasons that caused councils to meet and debate the process of reform, what caused the need to hold a council forum and why were reforms necessary?  To do this I will look and the background history of the papal system and development of the Catholic Church. Was there a need for reform?  Obviously it does appear so, because why else call for a reformist meeting? What went wrong with the Pope and papal system in the second millennium, was it the increase in literacy, was it the move from medieval village life to a modernistic kingdom run world, was it the increase in power of monarchies?  Or was it simply that the papal power imploded causing the papacy to lose direction and leadership?
I will investigate what is an ecumenical or general council? How are they convened and how much influence did they have on the reformation of the Catholic Church. 
Did they reform the Church? Has the history of the Catholic Church been enhanced by their findings?  Is the Catholic Church a better entity now in this second millennium, especially when the Church moved from a Medieval entity into a modernistic and futuristic world, where religion is now taught in schools and Churches to literate free thinking citizens? 
We will look at two councils both far apart in time but essentially close together in effect. Whether they renewed the Church can only be ascertained by the trend, value and effect of theological embodiment in today’s Church. Finally we need to consider if the reforms were appropriate to the Church, did they in fact renew the Catholic cause and are the reformations still relevant today.
The Catholic Church started a short time after the crucifixion of Jesus and the new religion of Christianity grew and progressed with the establishment of the first lists of Roman bishops around AD 160-185, the designated co-founders or leaders were St Peter and St Paul, founders of the Church of Rome in the new religion called Christianity are represented on either side of the church entrance built in Rome about this time.  This religion had progressed under duress until the Roman Emperor Constantine “commonly known in English as Constantine I, Constantine the Great, or (among Eastern Orthodox, Coptic Orthodox, Oriental Orthodox and Byzantine Catholic Christians) Saint Constantine was Roman emperor from 306, and the sole holder of that office from 324 until his death in 337. Best known for being the first Christian Roman emperor, Constantine reversed the persecutions of his predecessor, Diocletian, and issued (with his co-emperor Licinius) the Edict of Milan in 313, which proclaimed religious toleration throughout the empire”
. Constantine had converted to Christianity and provided protection and funding for the Church in Rome and from this point onward the papal power in this city increased. “the institution that came to be called the papacy changed very much when it passed from being poor and persecuted before Constantine to being favoured and even imperial afterwards” 
.  
Following this, when the Roman Empire fell, the bishop of Rome took on many of the trappings and administrative structures of imperial power.  This gave the papacy immense power, the Catholic Church in Rome had dealt with other religious centres’ at  Antioch, Carthage and Jerusalem which were also vying for control, however Rome now had a sense of power and as such the Church in Rome evolved through the second millennium as the main ecumenical authority and leader of the Catholic faith.

 Popes were appointed and various rituals and rites like baptism, Holy Communion,
 Mass, Funerals and marriages were established, however along with the power comes some interesting changes, these indeed were some of the great moments in the second 1000 years of Church History, but the Church moved from a purist entity into a business and it brought with it a confusion of interpretation, religious trappings  and even corruption -  some of the popes were not a divine as they should have been, although, in general most kept to the doctrines and principles of good religion. However others began to question the authority and being of the Catholic Church, in particular Martin Luther (born in Erfurt 1483-d1517) who promulgated a variation to the Catholic religion and the Protestant religion and others like John Calvin (1509) began to establish their variations of faith. Add to this the influence of the spread of the Islamic Muslims and you can see that the Catholic Church was being pressured by these new “free” thinkers and had obviously not offered a sufficiently powerful and strong religion that all would follow, consequently it saw a need for reform or at least of re-establishing its place as the primary Christian religion in the world.  Barraclough states “By 796, therefore it was all too evident that the complicated manoeuvres engaged by the papal state since 754 had misfired”, To do this it needed to refute the findings of the new religions especially that of Martin Luther. 
By now the Catholic Church were a massive organisation of Bishops, abbots, nuns parish priest and a hierarchy of believers. The threat by Luther and the anomalies of the Catholic Church in the administration led to a period where three Popes were claiming the right to be the appointed one! It became obvious the Church had to reform and this caused the Church to form a council. 

Ecumenical Council

Is a religious meeting convened to promote Christian unity, Pope John Paul II states: “The term ‘ecumenical movement’ indicates the initiatives and activities planned and undertaken, according to the various needs of the Church and as opportunities offer, to promote Christian unity.”

But here we focus on ecumenical as the universal Church speaking with one voice to the whole world. Acts 2:5 “Now there were dwelling in Jerusalem Jews, devout men from every nation under heaven. And at this sound the multitude came together, and they were bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in his own language. And they were amazed and wondered, saying, “Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each of us in his own native language?” Christ’s most vivid sign of true teaching occurs when the Pope, the Vicar of Christ, teaches in union with all the bishops of the world.

During His mortal life, when Christ wanted to get our attention for something really important, He would begin, “Truly, truly I say to you.” Now He gets our attention through Ecumenical Councils, which have been recognized as acts of the Holy Spirit since Peter had declared at the Council of Jerusalem, Acts 15:28 “… it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us …”

Each Pope, of course, as Vicar of Christ, has supreme authority over the Church. He does not “need” the approval of a Council to issue decrees. However, in practice, a Pope will call a General Council to show that a particular teaching is accepted by the whole Church, a Pope deciding a grave matter of prudential judgment, may wish to gather advice and counsel from the attending bishops. One of the most important meetings was called in 1545 this was the council of Trent. This was a reaction to the reform and mounted a vicious and aggressive counter which was the beginning of modern Catholicism, the Jesuits made a moral effort a spiritual penance which were very important in promoting the council, St Ingatious Loyoal 1491-1556 suggested that “Love should consist of works far more than words”…

A bull by Pope Pius III in 1540 along with support from the emperor Charles V both pressed the papacy to hold council.

Council of Trent      Years: 1545-1563

It was a formal meeting convened to examine and condemn the errors circulated by Luther and other Reformers, and to reform the discipline of the Church. The Council of Trent lasted eighteen years (1545-1563) under five popes: Paul III, Julius III, Marcellus II, Paul IV and Pius IV, and under the Emperors Charles V and Ferdinand. There were present 5 cardinal legates of the Holy See, 3 patriarchs, 33 archbishops, 235 bishops, 7 abbots, 7 generals of monastic orders, and 160 doctors of divinity. Of all councils it lasted longest, issued the largest number of dogmatic and reformatory decrees, and produced the most beneficial results.

Rome agreed and this was held in Trent North Italy in March 1545, papal legates arrived but no more than 50 bishops turn up initially but throughout a maximum of 255 bishops attend most being Italian. 
”The Ecumenical Council of Trent has proved to be of the greatest importance for the development of the inner life of the Church. No council has ever had to accomplish its task under more serious difficulties; none has had so many questions of the greatest importance to decide. The assembly proved to the world that notwithstanding repeated apostasy in church life there still existed in it abundance of religious force and of loyal championship of the unchanging principles of Christianity. Although unfortunately the council, through no fault of the fathers assembled, was not able to heal the religious differences of western Europe, yet the infallible Divine truth was clearly proclaimed in opposition to the false doctrines of the day, and in this way a firm foundation was laid for the overthrow of heresy and the carrying out of genuine internal reform in the Church”.
 

Pope Pius IV approved council findings on the 13th November  1563 to be recited by all bishops etc. However Luther did not accept the findings stating there was no need of council. The Protestants had declined to send a delegation and although the council reformed many of the ambiguities of the Catholic Church they did not resolve the Protestant issues and this led to a continuing war and conflict between the Catholics and Protestants.  Barraclough states  “and it was only when the council of Trent, the papacy put its house in order, and again took its religious responsibilities seriously that it was to compete, and win back leadership and esteem which the medieval papacy had forfeited.”
The Second Ecumenical Council of the Vatican, or Vatican II, was the twenty-first Ecumenical Council of the Roman Catholic Church. It opened under Pope John XXIII on 11 October, 1962 and closed under Pope Paul VI on 8 December, 1965. 
Throughout the 1950s, theological and biblical studies of the Catholic Church had begun to sway away from the neo-scholasticism and biblical literalism that the reaction to the Modernist heresy had enforced since the First Vatican Council. The Second Vatican Council looked to what they saw as a more accurate understanding of scripture and the early Church 

Fathers as a source of renewal

At the same time the world's bishops faced tremendous challenges driven by political, social, economic, and technological change. Some of these bishops sought new ways of addressing those challenges. Pope John XXIII, however, gave notice of his intention to convene the Council on 25 January 1959, less than three months after his election in October 1958. This sudden announcement, which caught the Curia by surprise, caused little initial official comment from Church insiders. Reaction to the announcement was widespread and largely positive from both religious and secular leaders outside the Catholic Church, and the council was formally summoned by the apostolic constitution Humanae Salutis on 25 December 1961. In various discussions before the Council actually convened, Pope John often said that it was time to open the windows of the Church to let in some fresh air. He invited other Christians outside of the Church to send observers to the Council. Acceptances came from both the Protestant denominations and Eastern Orthodox churches.

I believe that these councils have opened up the mysteries of the Church and shown a willingness to become more transparent in their management of Catholic religion, the reforms have changed and renewed the Church by amending many salient points of concern and by making it more user friendly rather than mysterious and secretive. The reforms were necessary to hold onto the parishioners and to promote and encourage more to take up the faith and although there is strong reluctance to become as involved in the church in today’s busy modern society than would have been several centuries ago, I believe that the Catholic Church has succeeded in at lest holding onto its position as the world’s most powerful religion especially important is that it is still so highly regarded in this modern world and is accepted as a strong and reliable religion. Although the conflict with Protestant and other religions has faded and in many instances been resolved, the Church has still to compete with the influence of Islam, However, I believe it is a much stronger and more acceptable and agreeable entity than it was a few centuries ago and that it will remain the most influential religion in the world. The reforms of the councils have given the Catholic Church the ability to retain this leadership and it should look forward to great moments in the third millennium.  
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