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a man, and as you have sinned as a man so v,
archangel can forgive you. God alone can mowmm“oa__z Tepey
those who repent.” You, ang y, %. "
Ambrose refused the emperor Communio yn: g.w:
sin. For a while Theodosius stayed aw. ay from =ME he hyg oy
accepted Ambrose’s terms. In front of a crow, %M urch, by, g, __,
his splendid imperial robes and asked pardon fo mwnm.aw&grm.
on several occasions until at last, on Christmag Day, M”__” :n_s_gm
sacrament. b ax?r_
It required unusual courage to humiliate 2 Byzani \
had hit upon the weapon—the threat of nxnoaacmm na?ani
Western church would soon use again and again o r:;wws...é.
the center of the Christian empire, in Oonmﬂﬁzrsn_u © Prngy
stepped so far out of line. P 10 iy,
Today, as Bamber Gascoigne points out, “In the Mjly, b
after St. Ambrose, the services are Roman Catholic—recq mgsﬂ__i
from the form of worship associated with the wﬁmsgnmﬂ:a g
we now know as Greek Orthodox. But orthodox merely sﬁhﬁﬂr
catholic is a word for universal. We might equally well efy s_w.”_
Greek Catholic and Roman Orthodox.” It was just a case &an_ﬁr_
and West, claiming to have the right form of Christianity. In ther e
ing attitudes toward the Christian emperors, however, we haveaguiy

their diverging destinies.
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gpLITTING IMPORTANT HAIRS

Christians say about God, the most distinctive is

the things that :
or AL thet TS Worshipers stand and sing:

that God is three persons:
holy! Lord God Almighty!

ly, holy,
Io>w= .H,rw.\ works shall praise Thy name in carth and sky and sea;
Holy, holy, holy! merciful and mighty!

God in three persons, blessed Trinity.

hips a three-in-one deity.

No other major religion confesses or wors
ians and Jehovah’s

Muslims and Jews find the doctrine offensive; Unitar

Witnesses find it deplorable.
Christians themselves are hard pressed to explain what they mean when

they sing of the “blessed Trinity.” Most are content to treat the doctrine as
a piece of sublime mystery.

It wasn't so in the early church. Fourth-century Christians felt a nagging
restlessness about the doctrine, like scholars who have a piece of unfinished
research. Three in One and One in Three, each identical and yet different?
With such mysteries to disagree upon, it wasn't long before everyone was
calling somebody else a heretic.

One bishop described Constantinople as seething with discussion: “Ifin
this city you ask anyone for change, he will discuss with you whether God
the Son is begotten or unbegotten. If you ask about the quality of bread, you
will receive the answer that ‘God the Father is greater, God the Son is less.’
If you suggest that a bath is desirable, you will be told that ‘there was noth-
ing before God the Son was created.””

.,_.,._.:m is the age that formulated the doctrine. But what did they mean by
Trinity? What is the orthodox Christian understanding of the Triune God?

99



CHURCH HISTORY IN PLAI
N LANg
C>Om

MAKING SENSE OF z”m.;f/

The belief assumed major importance after Constantjp,.
When the emperor turned to the Christian faith :nscnnm Converg;,
church to bring new life into the weary empire. But, to Mc.::& Upon ~_“_
c <elf had to be united. A quarreling, divided Christianity © that,the ¢
crumbling empire together. could not bind
That is why Constantine was troubled by reports from a)]
bitterness Christians were displaying over theological issues nq,:rm:na of the
lievers who, while Diocletian and Galerius ruled, had _unn:. ; € same b,
terrible persecution, were demanding now that their fellow Orn. Victims of
differed from them on points of doctrine be suppressed or vun_.mn»a who
their churches by the power of the state. Constantine had no nﬂ_m.r& from
intervene to stop this constant bickering, or worse, and to m mrnwm,.n _E..s
tian subjects agree on what their own beliefs were. s Chr-
The most troublesome dispute in the East centered in Alexangy
where Arius, pastor of the influential Baucalis Church, came into “_u&.ﬁ
with his bishop, Alexander. Sometime around 318, Arius openl cww_n
hers in Alexandria by asserting that the Word Fomow s_.-
assumed flesh in Jesus Christ (John 1:14) was not the true God and %.”
he had an entirely different nature, neither eternal nor omnipotent. Ty
Arius, when Christians called Christ God, they did not mean that _s.se
deity except in a sort of approximate sense. He was a lesser being or
half-God, not the eternal and changeless Creator. He was a created
Being— the first created Being and the greatest, but nevertheless himself
created. In explaining his position to Eusebius, the bishop at the empires
capital of Nicomedia, Arius wrote, “The Son has a beginning, but ... God
is without beginning.”
Such teaching appealed to many of the former pagans; it was so much
like the religion of their youth. Gnosticism, for example, as we have seen,
taught that there is one supreme God, who dwells alone, and then a num-
ber of lesser beings, who do God's work and pass back and forth between
heaven and earth. Converts from paganism found it hard to grasp the
Christian belief that the Word existed from all eternity, and that he is equd
with the Father. Arius made Christianity easier to understand. It seemed
more reasonable to think of Christ as a kind of divine hero: greater thanan
ordinary human being, but of a lower rank than the eternal God.
Arius’ views were all the more popular because he combined an eloquent
wﬁnEnmmq_niwrmmaqmon?&mn_.a_uacnw. In the opening stages of the
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i gles, which set to simple tunes like radio

ideas into jin
o being sung by the dock-workers, the street

ildren of the city.
would have none of it. He called a synod at

.2 about uuo.mnn_ the assembled churchmen nosmnasn.a ?mcm.
. and excommunicated the former pastor. Arius turned to his friend,
reaching mmmmrov of Nicomedia, and won his backing. Thus, the theological
mumnwEm. qowan:m.nr _un:a.non

nﬁ?.oaomlavonmsnnwﬁnra

7 he East: Nicomedia, the political capital, n:.m Enxmnnlu.nrnmnﬂn:mnu

ol capital- With the backing of his friends, Arius returned to Alexandria,
M_._m riots nEme in the streets. o .

Constantine recognized that the explosive issue had to _“.ﬁ mnm._m.nn_. So, in

y cea not far from Nicomedia in Asia

dfora council to meet at Ni
b al synod made! Most of the 300

a vivid picture that first imperi
ad fresh memories of the days of persecution. Many could

Chow the scars of suffering and prison. One had lost an eye during the per-
cecution. Another had lost the use of his hands under torture. But the days
Jfsuffering seemed over now. The bishops did not set out for Nicea secretly,
25 they used to do, fearing arrest. They did not painfully walk the long miles
s once they did. They rode in comfort to the council, all their expenses
paid, the guests of the emperor.

In the center of the conference hall at Nicea sat Constantine, who had at
first thought that the whole issue was a mere difference in terms. Presiding
over the early sessions, he appeared as a glittering figure in his imperial
robes, which were no longer the austere purple garment worn by the emper-
ors in Rome but were the .mnin_-nsnncmﬁm. multicolored brocades thought
proper to an Eastern monarch.

He spoke briefly to the churchmen, reminding them that they must
come to some agreement on the questions that divided them. Division in
9.0 church, @n .mEa, was worse than war. Having made his point, he stepped
aside, committing the resolution of the conflict into the hands of the church

leaders.

jal, were 500
d the school ch

an
hawker® however,

Alexander,

uum.
Minor. What

or so bishops P

TRUE GOD OF TRUE GOD

sﬁn .M“_%m_nwiﬂr Arianism itself was settled quickly. The main question
- na_&a.« _mrmv Alexander’s condemnation of Arius would stand. Arius
in as defendant, and although he had little support, he was
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ous enough to state his views in the wagsno/..
wcnn_mmwn of God was a created being, made from no ﬁrmswvmwu?msm temg
when he had no existence and he was capable of change m.umonm WS 2 e
between good and evil. Blasphemy! The assembly mn:ocsna%. &EEEN
In the course of the debate that followed, the most learned }; m
the church historian Eusebius of Caesarea, a personal frieng m”aow Presen,
the emperor and 2 somewhat half-hearted supporter of Ariyg o m&sg o
own creed—perhaps as evidence of his own questioned o::.oao orward b
Most of the pastors, however, recognized that something SM .
was needed to exclude the possibility of Arian heresy. For this ) es
produced another creed, probably from Palestine. Into it they ,___M_MMM ME
extremely important series of phrases: “True God of true God. be xaa u
made, of one substance with the Father.” » DEgotten not
The expression homo ousion, “one substance,” was probably introdyceq b
Bishop Hosius of Cordova (in today’s Spain). Since he had great influenc,
with Constantine, the imperial weight was thrown to that side of the segles
After more days of inconclusive debate the impatient emperor intervened
to demand that this statement be adopted. Thus, there emerged that Nicene
Creed, which to this day is the standard of orthodoxy in the Roman,

Eastern, Anglican, and some other churches:

I believe in one cop THE FATHER Almighty; Maker of heaven and earth,
and of all things visible and invisible.

And in one LORD JESUS CHRIST, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten
of the Father before all worlds. God of God, Light of Light, very God of very
God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father; by whomll
things were made; who, for us men and for our salvation, came down from
heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Ghost of the virgin Mary, and was made
man; and was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate; he suffered and was
buried; and the third day he rose again, according to the Scriptures; and °
cended into heaven, and sitteth on the right hand of the Father; and .rn shal
come again, with glory, to judge both the quick and the dead; whose kingdom
shall have no end.

And I believe in the Holy Ghost, the Lord and Gi
proceedeth from the Father and the Son; who with the Fathe
gether is worshiped and glorified; who spake by the Prophets. :
one Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church. 1 acknowledge on¢ Bapti
remission of sins; and I look for the resurrection of the dead, and the
world to come. Amen.

ver of Life; who
rand the Son to-
And I believe
sm for the
life of the

nd these tWo along ..__.Ep

All but two bishops present signed the creed; a Meanwhile, Constant®

Arius himself, were soon afterward sent into exile.
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thinking the issue mnﬂn_nm. He held a great banquet. Such an
¢ defied the Christian imagination. The head of the empire and the

n.ﬁ_“u ¢ of the church sitting together, celebrating the coming happy days

w_mnvn_uﬂvﬁnnw O»\ O—.ulmﬂ.v

¢ «No bishop was absent from the table of the emperor,” Eusebius of the
area WIOTE enthusiastically. “Bodyguards and soldiers stood guard, with

Cars around the outer court of the palace, but among them

mm &Hﬁg-
%ﬁm_wm‘ﬂm God could walk fearlessly and enter the deepest parts of the
?Wnn. At dinner some of them lay on the same couch as the emperor, while

thers rested on cushions on both sides of him. Easily one could imagine
0 the kingdom of Christ or regard it as a dream rather than reality.”

n_zw ”.r% Paphnutius, from Egypt, who had lost one eye under the
Emperor Diocletian, was singled out for special honor by the new emperor.

Asasign O he empire and the church, Constantine

was joyr

f friendship between t

kissed the bishop’s eyeless cheek.
Afrer Nicea, however, first Constantine and then his successors stepped

in again and again to banish this churchman or exile that one. Control of
church offices too often depended on control of the emperor’s favor. The
court was overrun by spokesmen for some Christian party. As a result, the
imperial power was forever ordering bishops into banishment and almost as
often bringing them back again when some new group of ecclesiastical ad-
visers got the upper hand in the palace.

No career better illustrates the way in which imperial power took over
actual control of the church than that of Athanasius. As a young advisor to
Alexander, he had won a resounding victory at Nicea over his elderly oppo-
nent, Arius. Soon after that, at the age of 33, he succeeded Alexander as
bishop of the great see of Alexandria. For the next 5o years, however, no one
could predict who would win in the struggle with Arianism. During these
decades, Athanasius was banished no less than five times, each banishment
and return to Alexandria representing either a change in emperors or a shift
in nr.a makeup of the palace ecclesiastical clique that had the emperor’s ear.
Attimes Athanasius was so completely out of imperial favor that he felt
deserted by all his supporters. During one such hour he uttered his famous
mnm.»nnn. Athanasius Against the World. He would stand alone, if need be,
against the whole empire.

_o__?wn 50 years continued ﬂ.rn heated debate over the Arian question. Not
& :m:m._ mmﬂ the Council of Nicea a moderate group, sometimes called the
i 1ans, _..WSFS away from the strict Arians and attempted to give
o by ._ﬁaﬂmao.: ﬂm n.rn. one substance” statement. They defended the use

moios, meaning “similar,” to describe the Word's relation to the Father.
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Thus, two parties arose. The one led by Athanasiys insist.
homaousios because they believed that the Word (Chrisy) ima
nature as the Father. If Christ had not been fully God, th, s of
not have fully saved us. The other party, the mnET.>1 anpa
homoiousios because they held that the Word was a being .._wr y
Father. Edward Gibbon, in his memorable history of the £,]) omaw Gog the
Empire, passed on a sneer that, in this struggle, Christians mﬂ ¢ Rony,
other over a diphthong. Well, so it was—a &wrnro:m. But Emnc%mz each
carried an immense meaning. 1Phthopy
. H..u one of his books, William Hordern tells a story about 3 Woman
ing in Europe, who cabled her husband: “Have found wonderfy| -
Price seventy-five thousand dollars. May I buy it?” The husband h&;
cabled back, “No, price too high.” The cable operator in ﬂ»:mawﬁ 55%
message, missed the signal for the comma. The woman received 4 3% ) 3
which read, “No price too high.” She bought the bracelet; the husbanq EM
the company and won.

The anecdote reminds us that the importance of a message cannot be
weighed by the size of the punctuation or the number of letters used.
Although only an iota (in English the letter “i”) divided the partics after
Nicea, the issues involved represented two sharply different interpretations
of the Christian faith. At stake was the full deity of Jesus Christ and the
essence of the doctrine of the Trinity.

If the Semi-Arians had succeeded in getting their iota into the creed,
their point of view would have become orthodox Christianity. It would have
meant that Christianity had degenerated to a form of paganism. The Chris
tian faith would have had two gods and a Jesus who was neither God nor
man. It would have meant that God himself was unapproachable and totaly
removed from man. The result would have been a Christianity like a hos of
pagan religions. In the Arian struggle accuracy was everything. But hos
does one speak of three in one without spouting nonsense?

d upoy

of the ! Usipy

mmsn.
) —.Ha nc.._._ a_

A THREE-IN-ONE PERSON

Christians today 0ccd”

In attempting to explain the doctrine of the Trinity, ot
sionally appeal to patterns of threeness in the world: the .wo.wn, w m_ .
or water 1 1ts three form

shell of an egg; the root, tree, and fruit of a plant;
of ice, liquid, and steam. These are all fascinating id
circumstances might be useful as illustrations of the

and under cer”

eas
’ ey i

Trinity. But th
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al element in the Christian doctrine of the Trinity.
on which the doctrine rests is God himself. It is
revealing himself to Israel. It is God as he acted
s a Jewish carpenter named Jesus, dying and
ve. It is God as he acted in history at Pentecost, descending
hare life with the Christian church.
eternally one; and God is eternally three persons, how are
this? Since God is m__unao:m._. any example we use to think
e personal.
akof God Mwmm”” NMWOM& analogies, we find that there are only two
rions. We %Mwn%uw of God as three persons or we may think of God as
options.
%Mmﬂwmnw of God as
have to account for God's u
persons can become so close th

the ﬂn—dO:
foundation Up

ted in histor;
ring our world a

three persons, then God’s threeness is clear, and we
nity. Theologians usually point out that three
ey may be said to share a common life. They
may be bound together so nH.Omn:\ that it is actually a Emﬂoﬂmor: to speak of
(hem separately. Because this analogy rests on a society of three persons,
theologians call it the social m:&omv.p Its strength lies in its &E._Ju Rmmn%:m
the threeness of God. Its problem is to account clearly for God’s unity.

If we think of God as one person, we have to try to account for his
threeness. One way of doing this is to say that a person may have several
distinct functions such as mind, emotions, and will.

Because this analogy draws on psychological functions, theologians call
it the psychological analogy. Its strength is its clarity about God’s unity: He
is one person. Its problem is its vagueness about God’s threeness.

Both of these analogies were used in the early church, just as modern
theologians like Leonard Hodgson and Karl Barth use them.

As the decades passed between 325 and 381, when the second general
council of the church met, leaders in the Arian debate slowly clarified their
use .2. “person.” Three so-called Cappadocian Fathers—Gregory of
Nazianzus, Gregory of Nyssa, and Basil the Great—led in this achieve-
Mﬂnﬂ ‘H.,_.n Cappadocians used ﬂrn social analogy, but they saw that the
&,.E_HM_;. between the three divine “persons” were solely in their inner
three Q:”“M.zm. ,:mua are not ﬂw_.no..momm. God is one divine Being with

The word “.o“a mm%aum " E.n ee “persons.”
it means to ﬁ_mv ,H.Mon. owever, did not mean to .nrn early Christians what
But the r»m:ﬁoa Us, a person means someone like Tom, Dick, or Harry.
stage. In Trinitaria %mﬂaxa oEme:w meant a mask worn by an actor on the

ought the “mask” is not worn by God to hide but to
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reveal his true character. It is clear that when we think of
should not try to think of three persons in our sense of the
_un?.o:m_ disclosures of God that correspond to what he g really fike
A bit later Augustine, Bishop of Hippo near Carthage, useq Ao
logical analogy. He believed that if man is created in the image of mﬁ?
is created in the image of the Trinity. His analogy for the Triniyy, 5».2_.?
from the human mind. God, said Augustine, is like the Ensc,Q :..“sg
gence, and will in the mind of a man. In short, we do not have ¢ ....:._bwz_,
three persons when we think of God; we may think of one of
course, Augustine made it clear that this was only an analogy;

ﬁTn .H_._Eq_ ™
8_.5. VE n_._.on

person, Qf
he was far toq

Foriv =

Nicea ¢
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o found 2 thinker to suppose that God was a glorified man sitting in
P aven. But if we speak about the mystery that is God, we must speak in
aalogies, and the analogy for the HEEQ 1s not three men but one,

As it turned out, then, Athanasius was not all alone against the world
He lived to sce the E:B_.ur of the cause he championed. When he died mm
the age of seventy-five, his death was peaceful. He had been at last secure
on his office as bishop of Alexandria in the closing years, and—what mat-
rered more to him—he could rest assured that the creed he had fought for
at Nicea and ever afterward was the creed of the church. “God in three

persons, blessed Trinity.”
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