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The Doctrinal Definition by the Council of Chalcedon
Hans-Jiirgen Marx

Canon 7 of the council of Ephesus prohibits the composition and use of a
creed, different from the one promulgated by the council of Nicaea. Thus, when
the bishops, gathered at Chalcedon for the fourth ecumenical council were told
that the emperor wanted a doctrinal definition concerning the unity and
difference of Christ being both human and Divine, the first reaction was strong
opposition. Yet, the bishops acceded to the emperor’s request with the
understanding that the definition would be shaped differently from traditional
creeds.

Neatly reflecting the course of deliberations, the definition proceeds in five
steps to its climax, generally known as the Symbol of Chalcedon. After praising
the emperor for his endeavors in re-establishing the unity of faith, the second
step proclaims that the council makes its own the decisions of the first three
ecumenical councils. After briefly reconfirming the inviolability of the Nicene
Creed, the third step stresses the importance of the Constantinopolitan Creed in
view of its article about the Holy Spirit. The fourth step proclaims that the
council makes its own three letters. The first two had been written by Cyrill of
Alexandria, related to the council of Ephesus. The third letter had been sent by
pope Leo to Flavian, the bishop of the imperial capital, on the eve of the Robber
Council. The fifth step, starting with a terse censure of Nestorianism and
followed by a more detailed denunciation of Eutyches and followers, directly
leads to the climax of the definition, composed of two parts.

The first part paraphrases and partly quotes the letter, Cyrill had sent to the
bishop of Antioch, in April 433, recognizing the orthodoxy of the profession of
faith, the latter had sent him in the late autumn of the preceding year. The
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second part combines Cyrill’s second letter to Nestorios with the profession of
faith, made by Basil of Seleucia at the beginning of the trial against Eutyches as
well as with Leo’s letter to Flavian.

By stating that “Christ is recognized in two natures,” Basil had excluded
the Monophysite understanding of the older formula, according to which
“Christ is out of two natures.” This wording had allowed to admit two natures
only before their union through incarnation. Basil’s formula was incorporated
into the definition, to stress that human and Divine natures remain distinct also
after their union.

This is also the essence of Leo’s Christology, expounded in the letter to
Flavian. The most famous statement follows right after Basil’s formula. “Atno
point was the difference between the natures taken away through the union, but
rather the property of both natures is preserved and comes together into a single
person and a single subsistent being.”

During deliberations at the council, Illyrian and Palestinian bishops had
voiced doubts about Leo’s intent. Their intervention resulted in a five days’
recess, also for meetings at the abode of the capital’s bishop. Here, especially the
Illyrian bishops’” doubts were “swiftly answered” by Leo’s delegates who had
explained, that in Leo’s understanding, through the incarnation of God’s only
Son, the human and Divine natures had undergone “no confusion, no change,
no division.” The imperial representatives had insisted that “Leo’s judgement”
be integrated into the definition. There it was extended by one more negation of
division, which probably had been the main concern of the Illyrian and
Palestinian bishops.

Even though the initiative for the doctrinal definition had been entirely the
emperor’s, participation in deliberating and voting was limited to bishops and
Leo’s delegates. The adopted definition employs concepts, which in antiquity

presupposed the primacy of the universal over the individual. Yet, in due time,
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the definition had the effect to reconsider the import of these concepts and to
transcend their original frame-work towards a wholly new vision of each
human being’s dignity and fundamental rights—and thus also to a new vision

of the desirable shape of human society.



