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  Foreword



In the autumn of 680, when the leaves began to fall across the great city of Constantinople, bishops from every corner of Christendom gathered in the vaulted hall of the imperial palace. They came not to celebrate a victory or consecrate a new basilica, but to settle a question that had torn the Church apart for more than half a century: Did Jesus Christ possess one will or two?

To modern ears, the controversy sounds impossibly obscure. Who cares about the mechanics of Christ’s volition? What difference does it make whether the Savior had one internal principle of choice or two? Yet men died over this question. Tongues were cut out. Popes were arrested and exiled. Monks were flogged through the streets of Constantinople. The greatest theologian of the age, Maximus the Confessor, had his right hand severed so he could never write again, then had his tongue torn out so he could never speak again, and was left to die in a frozen wasteland at the edge of the known world.

Why such brutality? Because the Church Fathers understood something we have largely forgotten: ideas have consequences, and bad theology destroys souls.

If Christ did not possess a genuine human will, then he was not truly human. If he was not truly human, then human nature was not united to God in the Incarnation. If human nature was not united to God, then human nature was not healed, restored, or saved. The entire edifice of Christian salvation stood or fell on this question. A Christ with only one will might be a god dressed in human flesh, but he was not the God-Man who suffered real temptation in the wilderness, who sweat real blood in Gethsemane, who cried out in genuine anguish from the Cross.

The Third Council of Constantinople has never received the attention given to Nicaea or Chalcedon. Historians rush past it. Theologians cite it dutifully but briefly. Yet this council represents something profound: the final time East and West spoke with one voice on the central mystery of the Faith before the tragic schism that still divides Christianity. It was also the last great Christological council, the final authoritative word on who Jesus Christ truly is.

This book tells the story of that council, but it tells much more. It recounts the decades of political maneuvering that preceded it, when emperors tried to engineer religious unity through carefully worded compromises. It follows the lonely witnesses who refused those compromises: Sophronius, the aged patriarch of Jerusalem who wept over the weakness of his fellow bishops; Maximus, the brilliant monk who chose torture over betrayal; Martin, the pope who defied an emperor and paid for it with his life.

The narrative includes moments of genuine drama. There is the shocking scene when the council fathers, after examining the historical evidence, pronounced anathema upon Pope Honorius I, declaring a successor of Peter a heretic. There are the eighteen sessions of debate, document examination, and theological precision that slowly built the case for orthodoxy. There is the final definition, crafted with the care of men who knew they were speaking not just for their generation but for all time.

But this is not merely a historical chronicle. The controversy over Monothelitism touches questions that matter urgently today. What does it mean to be human? Is human freedom real or illusory? Does following God require the death of our personhood or its fulfillment? Can human will cooperate with divine will without being absorbed or destroyed? These questions matter as much now as they did in the seventh century, perhaps more so in an age when technology and ideology constantly threaten to reduce persons to mechanisms.

The council answered that Christ possesses two complete wills, divine and human, operating in perfect harmony without confusion or division. His human will was not overridden by his divine will; it freely aligned itself, through genuine struggle and choice, with the Father’s purpose. In doing so, Christ showed us what redeemed humanity looks like: not the obliteration of human choice, but its perfection through grace.

This teaching matters because it means your humanity matters to God. Your struggles are not illusions to be dismissed. Your choices are not predetermined scripts to be acted out. Your will, damaged though it may be by sin, is not an enemy to be destroyed but a faculty to be healed and elevated. The spiritual life is not about becoming less human but about becoming fully human, as Christ himself was fully human even while remaining fully divine.

What you hold in your hands is both a scholarly examination of a critical moment in Church history and an invitation to think more deeply about the Incarnation. The story moves from the deserts of Egypt to the throne rooms of Constantinople, from monastic cells to the halls where empires made their decisions. It introduces you to saints and heretics, to emperors who thought they could dictate theology and bishops who discovered that truth cannot be negotiated.

The Third Council of Constantinople declared that the Word became flesh, truly and completely. In affirming that Christ possessed a human will, the Fathers affirmed that God took on every aspect of human nature except sin. They affirmed that salvation comes not by escaping our humanity but by having it transformed from within. They affirmed that the struggle to align our will with God’s will is the very shape of holiness, because Christ himself walked that path before us.

Read this book to understand a council. Read it to meet the heroes who defended the Faith when defense meant exile, torture, and death. Read it to see how the early Church navigated the dangerous intersection of politics and theology. But most of all, read it to understand who Jesus Christ truly is, and what his full humanity means for yours.

The bishops who gathered in Constantinople in 680 believed they were guarding a treasure more precious than the empire itself. Fourteen centuries later, their words still echo: Christ has two wills, and in that truth lies the hope of the world.

In Domino,




Feast of Saint Maximus the Confessor
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How the Council of 451 Sowed the Dragon’s Teeth of Future Controversy

The Council of Chalcedon convened in October of 451 under circumstances that seemed to promise final resolution. Emperor Marcian had summoned more than five hundred bishops to the ancient city across the Bosporus from Constantinople, and the assembled prelates appeared ready to settle once and for all the vexing question of how divinity and humanity coexisted in Jesus Christ. Pope Leo the Great had sent his famous Tome, a masterpiece of theological precision that articulated with luminous clarity the doctrine of two natures united in one person. The air hummed with expectation. Yet this council, which orthodox Christians rightly honor as the fourth ecumenical gathering of the universal Church, left wounds that refused to heal.

The immediate problem concerned Eutyches, an elderly archimandrite of Constantinople whose zeal exceeded his theological acumen. This monk, in his passionate opposition to Nestorius and the Nestorian separation of Christ’s natures, had careened into the opposite error. He taught that after the Incarnation, Christ possessed only one nature. The divine had absorbed the human, or the two had somehow blended into a tertium quid, a third thing neither fully divine nor fully human. Eutychianism, as this teaching came to be known, struck at the foundation of salvation itself. Saint Athanasius of Alexandria had written in the previous century that “what is not assumed is not healed,” establishing the principle that Christ must truly possess complete human nature if that nature was to be redeemed. A Christ whose humanity had been swallowed up by divinity could not save humanity.

The Fathers at Chalcedon understood the stakes perfectly. They crafted a definition of breathtaking precision, stating that Christ is “made known in two natures without confusion, without change, without division, without separation, the difference of the natures being by no means removed because of the union.” Four negative statements formed a fence around the mystery, marking out what Christians must not say while acknowledging that the positive reality transcended complete human comprehension. The formula satisfied the requirements of logic and preserved the witness of Scripture. It ought to have ended the controversy.

Instead, it ignited a firestorm that consumed provinces. The Definition of Chalcedon met immediate and fierce resistance across great swathes of the eastern Empire. Egypt, that ancient bastion of Christian learning where the Catechetical School of Alexandria had trained generations of theologians, rejected the council almost unanimously. Syria divided, with many Christians there likewise repudiating what they saw as a betrayal of Cyril of Alexandria’s teaching. Armenia turned away from Chalcedon. The consequences played out not merely in theological disputation but in violence that stained church floors with blood. Patriarch Proterius of Alexandria, who accepted Chalcedon, was murdered by a mob in 457, his body dragged through the streets and burned. Timothy Aelurus, who rejected the council, seized the patriarchal throne with popular support and began a systematic purge of Chalcedonian clergy.

The emperors who succeeded Marcian discovered that doctrinal definitions, however technically correct, could not compel assent from subjects who saw in those definitions a fundamental distortion of the Faith. Basiliscus, during his brief usurpation of the throne from 475 to 476, attempted to reverse Chalcedon entirely. He issued an Encyclical condemning the council and restoring the Monophysite bishops to their sees. Zeno, after regaining his throne, tried a different approach. His Henoticon of 482, drafted by Patriarch Acacius of Constantinople, attempted to paper over the differences by affirming Nicaea and Constantinople while remaining studiously vague about Chalcedon. The document satisfied neither party. Chalcedonians suspected betrayal of the truth. Monophysites recognized the Henoticon for what it was, a compromise that gave them words but not substance. Rome broke communion with Constantinople, initiating the Acacian Schism that lasted until 519.

Yet the Monophysite rejection of Chalcedon reflected more than mere obstinacy or misunderstanding. These Christians, many of them profoundly devoted to Christ and genuinely learned in theology, heard in the Chalcedonian formula an echo of Nestorius. When the council spoke of two natures, they feared this opened the door to two persons, to a Christ divided against himself. Cyril of Alexandria, before his death in 444, had used the phrase “one nature of the Word incarnate,” and his authority weighed heavily in Egypt and Syria. The Monophysites, who preferred to call themselves Miaphysites to distinguish their belief in one united nature from the Eutychian notion of a mixed or absorbed nature, insisted they were defending Cyril against innovation. They saw Chalcedon not as a faithful interpretation of the great Alexandrian Father but as a capitulation to Nestorian errors smuggled in under cover of sophisticated language.

The emperors of the sixth century inherited this impossibility. Anastasius I, who reigned from 491 to 518, leaned toward the Monophysites, earning him the bitter enmity of Chalcedonian monks who never forgave what they considered his treachery. Justin I reversed course upon taking the throne, vigorously enforcing Chalcedonian orthodoxy and healing the breach with Rome. His nephew and successor, the great Justinian, possessed both the will and the resources to attempt a comprehensive solution. Justinian was perhaps the most theologically engaged emperor ever to wear the purple. He read the Fathers extensively, wrote theological treatises himself, and genuinely believed that doctrinal unity could be achieved through the right combination of persuasion and coercion.

The Emperor’s first major initiative, the condemnation of the Three Chapters in 544, backfired spectacularly. Justinian had calculated that by anathematizing certain writings of Theodore of Mopsuestia, Theodoret of Cyrrhus, and Ibas of Edessa, all men suspected of Nestorian sympathies, he could reassure Monophysites that Chalcedon did not harbor crypto-Nestorianism. The opposite occurred. Many Western bishops, including Pope Vigilius after much agonizing and pressure, eventually accepted the condemnation at the Fifth Ecumenical Council in 553. This concession to Monophysite concerns, however, did little to win them back while simultaneously alienating Chalcedonians who saw the condemnation as an insult to the memory of bishops who had died in communion with the Church. The schism in northern Italy and Illyria over the Three Chapters persisted for decades.

Justinian’s wife, the Empress Theodora, complicated matters further by her open sympathy for Monophysite clergy. She harbored Monophysite bishops in the palace itself, protecting them from her husband’s inconsistent enforcement policies. One of these protected clerics, Jacob Baradaeus, used his freedom of movement to ordain priests and bishops across Syria and Mesopotamia, creating an entire parallel hierarchy that ensured Monophysite Christianity’s survival as a distinct ecclesiastical body. The Jacobite Church, as it came to be known, represented the institutional solidification of the Chalcedonian rejection. What had begun as theological controversy had become permanent schism.

Saint Gregory of Nazianzus, writing long before Chalcedon, had warned that “those who are genuine theologians really do theology in prayer and by prayer, and those who pray genuinely are by that very fact theologians.” The disputants over Chalcedon often forgot this wisdom. Theological controversy became entangled with ethnic resentment, political ambition, and personal vendetta. Egyptian Christians resented Greek dominance of the Empire’s ecclesiastical structures. Syrian Christians chafed under what they perceived as Constantinopolitan arrogance. The emperors, for their part, viewed theology primarily as a tool of statecraft, another means of binding the Empire together. When theology failed in that task, they grew impatient with its practitioners.

By the early seventh century, when our story properly begins, the situation had calcified. The Chalcedonian East comprised Constantinople and its hinterland, Greece, parts of Asia Minor, and Palestine outside Jerusalem. The Monophysite East comprised Egypt almost entirely, significant portions of Syria, Armenia, and Christian communities in Persia and beyond the Empire’s borders. These two Christianities shared Scriptures, sacraments, and veneration of the same martyrs, yet they could not share the Eucharist. They both claimed to follow Cyril of Alexandria, yet they anathematized each other’s doctrines. They both believed in one Christ, yet they could not agree on how to speak about him.

The theological impasse might have continued indefinitely, grinding on through generation after generation of fruitless debate, had history not intervened with catastrophic force. In 602, the Emperor Maurice fell to a military coup led by Phocas, a brutal centurion whose eight year reign brought the Empire to the brink of collapse. Phocas’s murder of Maurice and his sons gave Khosrow II of Persia the pretext he needed to launch a full scale invasion of Roman territory. The Persian armies, commanded by brilliant generals and motivated by the desire to avenge their former benefactor Maurice, smashed through the Empire’s eastern defenses. Antioch fell in 611. Damascus followed in 613. Then, in 614, Jerusalem itself succumbed after a siege that ended in horrific massacre. Persian soldiers carried off the True Cross as plunder, the most sacred relic in Christendom torn from its shrine and hauled away to Ctesiphon.

Egypt, the breadbasket of the Empire and home to its most intransigent Monophysite population, fell to Persian occupation by 618. The loss was devastating economically and psychologically. An empire that traced its legitimacy to Rome and Constantine now controlled little more than Anatolia, the Balkans, and North Africa. The Persians, in their occupied territories, often found themselves
















