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Preface

1700 years on, the Nicene Creed continues to touch churches all over the world.
The Reformed family of churches celebrates this milestone and joins the rest of the
ecumenical movement in marking how the Council of Nicaea and its product the
Nicene Creed has shaped the life of the church.

Part of the Reformed heritage is to take God’s gifts to the church through the
ages and engage in a critical appraisal of what these gifts mean to us in the present
tense. This character in the DNA of the Reformed Communion mirrors the charac-
ter of the Berean Christians described in the seventeenth chapter of the Acts of
Apostles who «][...] welcomed the message very eagerly and examined the scriptures
every day to see whether these things were so». (Acts 17.11). Therefore, we offer
this volume in this spirit of renewing our welcome of this 1700-year-old creed with
critical review.

In the twenty-first century, we are confronted with divisive issues in the
church. We are also confronted with ways in which the church is challenged in its
mission. The church has not always lived up to its calling to understand mission as
God’s means of transforming the world, and therefore has often found itself com-
plicit in the death-dealing forces of injustice and evil in society. For example, what
does it mean to say, «We believe in one God [...] maker of heaven and earth, of all
things visible and invisible?» What implications do we draw from it when the
forces of the world act as if only some things are under God’s domain, and the
church is often found supporting the powerful in destroying God’s creation or not
being good stewards of God’s creation?

In this volume Receiving Nicaea Today: Global Voices from Reformed Perspec-
tives, Reformed theologians, together with theologians from the Roman Catholic,
Orthodox, Methodist, Lutheran, and Anglican tradition, have engaged in critical
reflections on the Nicene Creed as it communicates to us in the present tense. As a
Global Communion that has journeyed through mission, colonization, resistance,
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and renewal, we receive the Nicene Creed as a living confession that sustains the
struggle for justice of all whose suffering and hope bears witness to the living God.
It is in these contexts that Nicaea must speak anew if it is to be truly confessed
today. Therefore, this volume has approached Nicaea with a post-colonial liberative
lens and a rereading from the margins. It also brings insights which connect Nica-
ea to the current urgent ecological, political crises to make it a living confession for
the world. As we give thanks to God for these 1700 years, we hope these reflections
will lead us to new levels of commitment in our faith, so that what we believe in will
have a profound impact on our actions in the world today.

The Reformed Confessions developed in the last century are consistent with
the Nicene Creed. Each of them has a «We believe [...], and therefore we [...]» move-
ment. Reflections on the 1700-year-old Nicene Creed in the present tense also
strengths this move. What we believe impacts how we analyze current day issues
and what we sense as God’s call and how we respond to it through our actions.

The World Communion of Reformed Churches is very grateful to each of the
contributors to this volume. We give thanks to God for your time and insights that
you have shared in this book. We are very grateful to our colleague Hanns Lessing
who is providing good leadership in our Communion and Theology programmes
and whose vision and hard work has brought this volume to birth.

This year as we celebrate the 1700™ birthday of the Council of Nicaea which
yielded the Nicene Creed, the WCRC is also celebrating 150 years of its life and
witness as Reformed World Communion. We have challenged ourselves to perse-
vere in our witness no matter how challenging the circumstances in which we find
ourselves. It is in this spirit that we offer this volume in the hope that 1700 years
of the Nicene Creed will inspire us to persevere in our faith and witness to be even
more relevant to the times in which we live.

Setri Nyomi
Interim General Secretary - WCRC



Appreciation

This book project would not have been possible without the enthusiastic support of
many people. The idea for the book was born at a meeting of the Strategic Pro-
gramme Planning Group of the WCRC. All the editors have accompanied the theo-
logical work of the WCRC for many years.

We thank the group of editors, comprising Anna Case-Winters, Margit Ernst-
Habib, Gemma King, Henry Kuo, Rathnakara Sadananda, and Dirk J. Smit, for de-
veloping the idea of a living reception of the Nicene faith and offering their global
networks for the search for potential authors and accompanying authors in the dif-
ferent sections of the book.

We especially express appreciation to Rathnakara Sadananda for his tireless
efforts to give shape to the emerging voice that the book presents.

We appreciate the enthusiastic support that the project received from the authors.
Almost everyone whom we approached committed immediately. The different per-
spectives that the authors provided improved the project considerably. We are grateful
that half of the authors are from the Global South and express our appreciation for the
commitment of all the contributors to decolonialize theology. It is because of this
commitment that the book can present a global reception of the Nicene tradition.

We thank our intern, Gemma King, who coordinated the logistics of the project.

The project could not have been completed without the technical support that
we received.

We thank our publisher, the Evangelische Verlagsanstalt in Leipzig, Germany, for
their encouragement, support, and technical accompaniment throughout the process.

We express our gratitude for the meticulous copy-editing of Jessica
Prakash-Richard of TheoEdits in India, and thank Dev Kumar of Meecodes, India,
for the book design.

The World Communion of Reformed Churches is blessed by this theological
network and proud of the results of this work.

Hanns Lessing
Executive Secretary for Communion and Theology
World Communion of Reformed Churches






Contents

PIOTACE ..ttt 5
ADPTECIATION 1.ttt ettt e sttt se e e e et e ssessee e ensensessnns 7
LiSt Of ADDTEVIATIONS.....cciirirerieieieeiiririeietee ettt 15
Receiving Nicaea Today: Global Voices from Reformed Perspectives........ 17

REFORMED HERMENEUTICS AND THE AUTHORITY OF CREEDS

The Hermeneutic of Confessing in the Reformed Tradition........................ 29
Hanns Lessing

Reformed Wrestling with the Spirit: Navigating Nicaea 325 and Beyond 51
Heleen Zorgdrager

Viewing the Nicene Creed from the Lens of Justice.......ccocevvvverirreererreennne. 73
Philip Vinod Peacock

NICAEA AND THE EMPIRE
Nicaea to Constantinople I: Lessons from Fourth-century
Ecclesiastical POLITICS.....c.coveireerineircriccrceeccteeeereeeereeee s 91

Sara Parvis

Council of Nicaea: Through the Eyes of Eusebius of Caesarea.................. 107
Andreas Miiller



10 Table of Contents

An Asian Perspective on the Council of Nicaea and the Empire.............. 121
J. Jayakiran Sebastian

Creed and Empire: Christian Empires Persecuting Christians................. 135
Kathleen M. Griffin

Towards a Reforming Nicene Ecclesiology: Navigating Reformed

Catholicity, the Legacy of Nicaea, and Imperial Power ........c..cccccocecenuenencee 159
Henry S. Kuo
The Heresy of Nicaea and the Jesus of Colony.......cc.cccoeevreennercneencnnnes 179

John Flett and Jason Goroncy

SCRIPTURAL AND THEOLOGICAL HERMENEUTICS OF THE
NICENE FAITH

Listening to the Holy Spirit with(in) Contemporary Reformed
CONTESSIONS ettt ettt sttt es 205

Margit Ernst-Habib

“True God from True God”: Speaking Truthfully about God in a

SECUIAT SOCIELY ..cuvveniieiiieieiteietrte ettt ettt ettt ettt st 223
Matthias Zeindler
Reclaiming Homoousios as Kenotic Communion.........cccceeeeveeverieenvecvecennns 239

Daniel Rathnakara Sadananda

The Nicene Faith: Theological Roots and Continuing Fruitfulness
of Incarnational TheologY ......ccccuveeirieirieeeeeee e 259
Anna Case-Winters

Public Opinion and Power in Nicaea 325 and Modern-Day
Samoan Christian NationaliSm .......ccccceevievuiiviiieiieieeeeeeceeeeee e 277
Fraser Tauaivale and Brian Fiu Kolia



Table of Contents 11

Reading the Nicene Creed with Audre LOrde.......cccoeeeveieeniecieceneniecieienns 301
Shannon Craigo-Snell

NICENE INFLUENCE ON REFORMED SYNODALITY AND
CHURCH GOVERNANCE

The One and the Many: Synodality in the Orthodox and
Reformed TraditionS.......cc.ceeveieieieeieicecteeeeeeeeee ettt eaes 321
Hanns Lessing

Adiaphora, Subsidiarity, Authority: Being a Communion of Churches...347
Neal D. Presa

An Orthodox View on Nicaea and the New Culture of Synodality ........... 365
Job Getcha

Sovereignty, Self-limitation, and Status Confessionis - God, the
People and Covenant in the Midst of AmMbiguities .......ccceevvevvrirerirreerenene. 373
Rudolf von Sinner

Church Polity from a Nicaean Perspective .........ccoeveeveeeneeecenieceniseenieenns 391
Leo J. Koffeman

CONFESSIONS AND CONTEMPORARY WITNESS

The Enduring Influence of the Nicene Faith on our Reformed
CONTESSIONS ..ueveeeeieteeirieerieetrte et e et e et sa e se e s se st s esese e sesansesesessesanens 411
Piet Naudé

“We Believe”: Reformed and Ecumenical Witness in the Age of
CaAPILALOCENE. ....veveeieeieteieteteetetet ettt ettt et a e e be b e sesbesae e senes 429
Allan Samuel Palanna



12 Table of Contents

“Mommy, Was Baby Jesus Crucified?” Jesus’ Public Ministry in

the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed and Konfesi GKI 2014 ................... 441
Joas Adiprasetya
The Nicene Faith and The United Church of Canada.........cccccuevvvrerrenenenne. 457

HyeRan Kim-Cragg and Don Schweitzer

Nicene Creed and the Confessional Reforms of the Church of Scotland.475
Liam Jerrold Fraser

The Legacy of Nicaea: Generous Orthodoxy, Faithful Orthopraxis
and Transformative Orthopathy ........ccccocveinnniccicinnnccc e 491
Richard Clutterbuck

The Nicene Creed in Contemporary Catholic Theology: Critical
Tensions, Surprising INSPIrations.........coceeeveerirereneennereneenseeeneeereenenes 505
Bernhard Knorn

From CREED TO CONFESSING: WORSHIP, TEACHING, AND MISSION

‘We don’t See skeletons Walking Up and Down’: Un-commoning
Our Common Faith .....ccooviiiiiieieee e 523
Peniel Rajkumar

The Nicene Creed: Towards a Confessional Presbyterian Church
OF EAST ATTICA .ttt 535
Kevin Muriithi Ndereba

Unbelievable? - The Creed of Nicaea Revisited from a
Contemporary European Perspective ..........cccocveeveceeenieceecenenieceeeseeeennns 551
Annemarie C. Mayer



Table of Contents 13

From Creed to Life: The Nicene Influence in Thai Christian Education..569
Chananporn “Oan” Jaisaodee

Nicene Creed: An African-Jamaican Reformed Missio-cultural
NS 1 L0 10 ) o WSRO 587
Roderick R. Hewitt

A New Song: Nicene Elements in Hymns at P-oN° PA* .......o.ccoveevveeee. 599
David Kim-Cragg
Creeds, Catechisms, CONfESSIONS .....ccevvivieeeeieiicreceeeeree et 617

Gemma C. King

APPENDIX

The NiCene CTEEA (325) cvvvrerirreerireeieiereieeerieesteeeesieseste et e sessesesseseseesenes 635
The Canons of the 318 Holy Fathers Assembled in the City of

Nice, in Bithynia (325) ..c.coveeeieeeeeeeeeeeeeee ettt 637
The Nicene Constantinopolitan Creed (381) .....cceeeeeevnnierececinneneneenenen 645
The Theological Declaration of Barmen (1934) ......cccccovvrneeinnnnnnnenee 647
The Belhar Confession (1980)......c.cccccerrrninencneccieeieiennesereneeeeeieieneens 651
The Accra Confession (2004) ....coeeveereeerenieeinieerieieerieeeereesesee e eeesens 659
A Song of Faith (2000) ...ccceeeeueiiinirirririrecccccteeesseeeeeieiee e 667
A Creed fOT EASTET ..ceiiiiiiiiiieeecie ettt 679
A New Creed With ACIONS ..o 681

| TS 0 AN 0 10) SRR 683






List of Abbreviations

AACC
ACK
AIM
AIPRAL
ANC
ATR
CCCS
CCT
CEC
CHRISCO
CICC
CMS
CoS
CSI
CWM
DPP
DRMC
EARM
EASM
EFT
EPC
FAST
GAC
GKI
GMS
HC
ICC

All-African Conference of Churches
Anglican Church of Kenya

African Inland Mission

Alianza de Iglesias Presbiterianas y Reformadas en América Latina
A New Creed

African Traditional Religions
Congregational Christian Church Samoa
Church of Christ in Thailand
Conference of European Churches
Christ Coworkers Church

Coast Interfaith Council of Clerics
Church Missionary Society

Church of Scotland

Church of South India

Council for World Mission
Democratic Progressive Party
Dutch Reformed Mission Church
East African Revival Movement
East African Scottish Mission
Evangelical Fellowship of Thailand
Evangelical Presbyterian Church
Faatuatua i le Atua Samoa ua Tasi
General Administrative Committee
Gereja Kristen Indonesia

Gospel Missionary Society
Heidelberg Catechism

Indonesian Christian Church



16 List of Abbreviations

IECLB
IRD

JC

JPRC
KMT
KYODAN
LGBTQI
LGBTQIA

LMS
MCK
MTC
NC
NCCK
NEAR
NIFEA
NPCC
OPC
PCA
PCEA
PROK
RCA
REET
RGC
ThC
ucC
ucC
URC
URCSA
USPG
WARC
WCC
WCRC

Evangelical Church of the Lutheran Confession in Brazil
Interreligious Dialogues

Justinian Code

Justice, Peace and Reconciliation Committee

Kuomintang

The United Church of Christ in Japan/ Nihon Kirisuto Kyodan
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer or Questioning, Intersex
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer or Questioning, Intersex,
Asexual, Aromantic, or Agender, (sometimes also includes Allies)
London Missionary Society

Methodist Church in Kenya

Malua Theological College

Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed

National Council of Churches of Kenya

Nurturing, Educating, Advocating, and Resourcing

New International Financial and Economic Architecture
Newer Pentecostal Churches

Orthodox Presbyterian Church

Presbyterian Church of America

Presbyterian Church of East Africa

Presbyterian Church in the Republic of Korea

Reformed Church in America

Ecumenical Network for Theological Education Foundation
Redeemed Gospel Church

Theodosian Code

United Church of Canada

United Church of Christ

United Reformed Church

Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa

United Society Partners in the Gospel

World Alliance of Reformed Churches

World Council of Churches

World Communion of Reformed Churches



Receiving Nicaea Today: Global Voices
from Reformed Perspectives

Celebrating Nicaea 1700

The 1700th anniversary of the Council of Nicaea is more than a commemorative
milestone - it is a kairos moment, a Spirit-stirred invitation to re-encounter the
triune God and to re-examine the covenantal faithfulness of the Church in a wound-
ed and waiting world. For the Reformed tradition, this is not a ritual of nostalgia but
aliturgical provocation - a call to interrogate, discern, and renew the very grammar
of our believing.

Yes, Reformed churches celebrate the Nicene faith - but not uncritically. Cele-
bration is not separation from reality. Reformed hermeneutics receives such anni-
versaries not as closures of doctrinal certainty, but as openings - opening spaces
where theology must be re-tested in the fire of Scripture, re-voiced amid the cries
of history, and re-shaped in the pulse of mission.

Our tradition offers a simple yet searching two-fold discernment:

1. Does the Nicene faith - along with the tradition that has grown from it -
still bear faithful witness to the self-revealing God of Scripture, as known
in Christ, and made alive by the Spirit? That is, can the theological formu-
lations of Nicaea still be held as truthful echoes of God’s liberating Word,
as confessed in the testimonies of prophets, apostles, and the crucified One
who lives?

2. And does the language of the Creed remain capable of expressing the
living, dynamic self-disclosure of God as encountered in the ruptures of
history and the urgency of now? Can the old formulations still sing in the
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tongues of oppressed peoples, still breathe in the dust of exile, still stir in
the dreams of the displaced, and still be heard in the cries of the earth?

These are not merely academic questions, but ecclesial, spiritual, missional priori-
ties. They are the heartbeat of a tradition that insists: God is still speaking, the
church is still listening, and the creed must still be reformed for the sake of the world
God so loves.

John Calvin, ever the careful reformer and passionate theologian of discern-
ment, offered a wise and enduring principle for engaging the decisions of councils
- not with blind allegiance, but with faithful vigilance. His method was both rigor-
ous and reverent, marked by spiritual humility and theological clarity. Calvin
wrote:

Whenever the decree of a council is produced, the first thing [ would wish to be done
is to examine at what time it was held, on what occasion, with what intention, and
who were present at it; next I would bring the subject discussed to the standard of
Scripture. And this I would do in such a way that the decision of the council should
have its weight and be regarded in the light of a prior judgment, yet not to prevent
the application of the test which I have mentioned. (Institutes 1V, 9, 8)

This posture - neither dismissive nor deferential - is the heartbeat of Reformed
theological engagement. It is a method that honours tradition without enshrining
it, and it is precisely this approach that guides Reformed churches as they mark
the 1700™ anniversary of the Council of Nicaea. Nicaea 1700 cannot be a celebra-
tion of orthodoxy frozen in time, but of faithfulness forged in history - of a creed
continually brought to the testing ground of Scripture, community, and context.

We revisit Nicaea with gratitude, but also with courage - critically examining
the content of the Creed, the imperial conditions under which it was forged, the
process of its formulation, and the living faith it has nurtured and challenged
through the centuries. We ask again, with Calvin, not only what was said, but why,
how, and to whom - bringing every word to the measure of the Gospel.

For Reformed churches, this is not doctrinal submission - it is confessional
responsibility. It is our conviction that the Spirit - not the emperor - is the inter-
preter of truth, and that the Word of God must not be entombed in ecclesial cham-
bers, but become flesh again in occupied territories, trembling congregations, ex-
iled and excluded peoples, melting glaciers, and the exploited earth.

All Reformed churches, in diverse ways, affirm the Nicene Creed as a truthful
and faithful witness to the triune God. Some affirm it with judicial weight; others,
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shaped by noncreedal traditions, hold it with spiritual reverence while resisting its
institutional codification. For some, the classical creedal form feels too abstract -
too far from the language of the poor, the disinherited, the everyday believer. Yet all
are bound together in the living tradition of the Reformed faith, which celebrates
the triune God, not as a distant dogma, but as a communion of love revealed in
history.

This tradition draws from the deep wells of the early councils - Nicaea (AD
325), Constantinople (AD 381), Ephesus (AD 431), Chalcedon (AD 451) - and is
shaped by the rich chorus of the Reformed confessions and the living voices of
contemporary faith declarations like Barmen (1934), Belhar (1986) and Accra
(2004). It is not a single note repeated through time, but a dynamic symphony of
discernment - where theology breathes, reforms, and rises again in each genera-
tion, always leaning toward the liberation of God’s people and the healing of God’s
world.

With the bold confession of «We believes at the heart of the Nicene Creed, the
Reformed tradition affirms that faith is never a solitary possession, but a communal
belonging - a covenantal act of the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church. This
‘we’ stretches beyond individual experience into the vast communion of saints -
across centuries and continents, across memory and hope, across the visible and
the unseen. In this creed, the gathered, worshipping body of Christ proclaims its
shared trust in the triune God - a trust that binds the Church in faith and mission,
in unity with believers past, present, and yet to come.

For Reformed communities, the Nicene confession is not merely recited; it is
lived. It becomes a teaching tool in catechesis, a liturgical rhythm in worship, a
theological compass in ecclesial life. Especially in its Christological and Trinitarian
affirmations, the Creed grounds the Church’s faith and challenges its imagination
- calling the Reformed faithful to reflect, express, and embody their discipleship
with clarity, courage, and care.

Yet to confess «We believe» today is to do more than affirm unity. It is to inter-
rogate the history behind the voice. Who said «we», and who was never invited to
speak? Who was excluded from the councils? Who was silenced in the formulation
of faith? To echo the Creed uncritically is to risk amplifying centuries of erasure -
of indigenous cosmologies pushed aside, of women’s wisdom dismissed, of queer
bodies criminalized, of Christ domesticated into imperial decorum.

Thus, in the Reformed tradition, to reconnect with Nicaea is not to cling to
static orthodoxy, but to enter a dynamic process of reformation - where doctrine is
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not discarded but discerned anew. The 1700™ anniversary is not a celebration of
doctrinal perfection, but a kairos of theological courage. Nicaea 1700 is not a ped-
estal; it is a protest, not a relic; but a reawakening, not a closure; but a threshold
into deeper communion and more faithful witness, a protest, and a prayer.

We revisit Nicaea to unearth - not entomb - its liberating core. Christology and
Trinitarian theology must be reclaimed as confessions of divine communion, not
instruments of domination. Homoousios must resonate not with imperial meta-
physics, but with the Galilean who stood with the oppressed, was executed by the
State, and rose again as the firstborn of a border-crossing people.

Ecumenically, Nicaea has long served as a bridge, but too often, guarded by
gatekeepers of doctrine, gender, race, and power. Let this moment of commemora-
tion be transfigured into a moment of radical hospitality, where «We believe» be-
comes a polyphony, not a unison - a chorus of the beloved community rather than
the dominant voice.

While this anthology articulates a Reformed emphasis, its approach is ecumen-
ical and wants to stimulate a fresh conversation about the relevance of the Nicene
Creed for the church today. Thirty-seven scholars from around the globe not only
from the reformed family but also from the Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Methodist,
Anglican, and Orthodox traditions collaborate together to engage with Nicaea, in a
prophetic re-entry - a kairos moment to let the creed breathe again from the
wounds of the world and the witness of the crucified.

Vast majority of Christian communions see themselves in the Nicene tradition.
The living commemoration of the Council of Nicaea cannot be confined to a confes-
sional project but emerge as an ecumenical inspiration to re-engage with the
Nicene faith together. Therefore, the contribution from authors who engage with
the Nicene Creed from Roman-Catholic, Methodist, Lutheran, and Anglican Com-
munion traditions is greatly appreciated.

This book unfolds as a global polyphonic theological journey, receiving Nicaea
not as a relic of imperial orthodoxy, but as a living confession re-voiced from the
margins. Six dynamic sections guide this re-engagement - each shaped by the Re-
formed commitment to semper reformanda, justice, and the liberating Word.

Reformed Hermeneutics and the Authority of Creeds

This section explores how Reformed hermeneutics receives creeds as open invita-
tions to living confession. It asks: how has the Nicene tradition formed us - and
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how must it now be reinterpreted to shape a liberative, faithful future? Here,
Scripture, context, and the cries of the oppressed come together in discerning,
confessing, and reforming the church’s witness.

Nicaea and the Empire

Here, we enter the imperial corridors of the fourth century - Constantine, Athana-
sius, Arius, and the in-between. The essays interrogate the political-theological
roots of the Creed and its imperial entanglements, asking: what was - and is - at
stake when theology and power collide?

Scriptural and Theological Hermeneutics of the Nicene Faith

This section offers a critical analysis and evaluation of the theology of the Nicene
Creed, with particular attention to its relationship to the testimony of Scripture and
its adaptation within both historical contexts and contemporary pluralism. It ex-
plores what was theologically at stake at Nicaea and reflects on the lessons learned,
in order to discern the continuing relevance of the Nicene faith for the Church’s
self-understanding and mission today.

Nicene Influence on Reformed Synodality and Church
Governance

Exploring how the Nicene legacy informs Reformed polity, this section asks how
ecclesial authority must be collaborative, non-hierarchical, and critically self-

aware. It challenges simple binaries with Spirit-led collective discernment.
Confessions and Contemporary Witness

Focusing on Reformed confessions from the Reformation to Accra and beyond, this
section probes how contextual confessions shape theology that liberates and trans-
forms, guided by history, community, and mission.

From Creed to Confessing: Worship, Teaching, and Mission

Finally, this section explores how the Nicene faith animates liturgy, discipleship,
and mission -challenging empire, nationalism, and ecological injustice, and em-
bodying a just, joyful witness to the triune God in a broken world.
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Receiving Nicaea Today: The Meaning of Receiving

The anthology is titled “Receiving Nicaea Today”. Receiving is not merely a passive
acceptance of the Nicene faith, but radical engagement - where faith is re-voiced,
re-membered, and re-situated through communities that have long been silenced.
Reception involves rising into a sacred struggle from the margins of the empire to
experience liberation and resurrection.

Scripturally, reception is a process that begins not with human initiative but
divine disruption. Receiving is, therefore, radical openness to God’s gracious initia-
tive. To receive, then, is to embody God’s liberating presence in context - in strug-
gle, in exile, in movement of the people and the planet.

Receiving is also an act of reclaiming agency. It is what the poor, the colonized,
the queer, and the displaced continue to do: claim the right to interpret, embody,
and proclaim the Gospel on their own terms. Reception is also memory at work.
The empire fractures memory and teaches the oppressed to forget their dignity. But
to receive is to re-member what the empire has dismembered - to recover indige-
nous wisdom, ancestral theology, and suppressed stories of resistance. Reception
thus, is to contest theologies of control to re-situate ‘truth’ and reinterpret ‘continu-
ity’. Finally, to receive is to hope. It is to risk rupture, misunderstanding, and mar-
ginalization, believing that even broken traditions carry seeds of life. Reception,
then, is not just assent but incarnation, not an echo but an uprising, not the end but
a beginning, a rising together to life.

Receiving Nicaea Today: The Meaning of Nicaea

The heart of the Nicene faith is the Triune God - one in substance, coequal, coeter-
nal. But from the margins, this is not metaphysical math; it is divine mutuality. The
Trinity is not hierarchy, but a communion of love. It resists domination and invites
solidarity. Nicaea is a confession of divine relationality and shared power - rooted
in the Triune communion of justice and love. Therefore, to affirm faith in Trinity is
to confess a God whose life is shared, whose love is just, and whose image calls
forth communities of radical inclusion.

Nicaea is also a wounded site of theological violence which was forged not only
in theological conviction, but imperial compromise. Convened under Constantine,

it became a tool to consolidate empire, exclude dissent, and sanctify colonial expan-
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sion. Therefore, the confession of the Nicene faith is a reminder of the Church’s
painful complicity, and thus a call to lamentation, repentance, and reparation in a
movement towards liberation.

Confessing Nicaea is re-voicing. Reformed theology insists that tradition is not
frozen but is fermenting. Nicaea must be received as a living inheritance arising
from encounter with the liberating God who walks with the enslaved, the exiled,
and the crucified. Therefore, to confess Nicaea is to let the wounded speak to expe-
rience an unfolding journey of liberation to receive, to discern, to struggle, to re-
claim, to reinterpret the living faith in context. It is the joy of the oppressed re-
claiming God’s promise. It is the song of new beginnings, sung in minor key, rising
from the soil of wounded lands. It is the birth of new life. It is theology’s true
starting point - where the Word is not just heard, but received, and rises to life.

Receiving Nicaea Today: The Meaning of Today

‘Today’ is not an ordinary moment, but a kairos - a sacred disruption where history
and heaven collide. It is the day of reckoning, the hour of hope, the now of justice.
Today, the world groans, capitalism extracts, and the empire persists. Theologies
bless bombs. The Church, too often, is tempted to nostalgia or neutrality. But the
Spirit will not wait. Today is the moment to live out what is required, to do justice,
to love kindness, and to walk humbly with God.

‘Today’ is also critique and a mirror. Therefore, today is a call to remember
rightly, not for sentiment, but for resistance. Memory is sacred when it tells the
truth, when it remembers Jesus not as celestial prince, but crucified peasant; when
it names stolen lands, lynched bodies, persecuted prophets, and colonized scrip-
tures. Thus, ‘Today’ is Reformation in motion, Semper Reformanda.

‘Today’ is also Eucharist; a broken loaf in a broken world; a foretaste of joy amid
injustice: Today, not tomorrow, not after orthodoxy is perfected, in the agony of the
empire, in the company of Christ; today is the fullest expression of incarnational
solidarity envisioning a new world. ‘Today’ is therefore not a pause, it is a pulse of
the future breaking in. ‘Today’ is not just time - it is testimony of Spirit breathing
through brokenness; and the crucified Christ saying, even now, «Behold, I am
making all things newy.
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The Global Voices from Reformed Perspectives: The
Meaning of Reformed

To be Reformed is to live a theological rhythm - grounded in Scripture, stirred by
the Spirit’s unsettling presence, shaped by communal confession, and continually
reformed by the cries of the earth and the voices of the wounded. To be ‘reformed’
is to inherit a tradition not as a fortress but as a fire handed down - not for preser-
vation but for transformation. It is a movement of critique and communion.

Born in the turbulence of the sixteenth century Reformation - through Calvin’s
clarity, Zwingli’s courage, and the people’s longing - the Reformed movement insists
that God’s sovereignty is not domination but freedom in embracing vulnerability, that
Christ is not the possession of the empire but the crucified and risen companion of the
poor, and that the Church must be a community of Word and sacrament, justice and
love. But this movement did not stay European, it travelled - through mission and
migration, resistance and resilience - and became a global, polyphonic witness.

To be Reformed is therefore, to be ecumenical to the core - walking with Christ,
seeking communion with all who follow Christ, and with all that is created in and
through Christ, yearning for justice, reimagining creeds, and speaking faith from
the fractures of history. It is to declare status confessionis, not when institutional
systems are threatened, but when the Gospel is betrayed, when racism kills, voices
are silenced, the planet burns, and the empire baptizes violence and conquest.

This book is not merely an anthology. It is a communion of voice - global, di-
verse, fierce, and faithful - rising not to echo sameness, but to embody covenantal
diversity, to affirm unity in difference, and to seek communion free from coercion
and control. They do not speak about Nicaea from a distance, but speak through it
- from scars, from songs, from silence. They compose a polyphony of postcolonial
critique, prophetic courage, ecological imagination, and liberative hope. They re-
claim Nicaea not as relic but as rhythm of life, alive with struggle and Spirit. They
sing not in unison, but in harmony - carrying diverse textures, timbres, and
tongues - all longing for a faith that can rise from the margins and breathe anew
into a fractured world.

Together, these voices ask: Can the Nicene faith still be good news for the
wounded and the waiting? Can it be reimagined as a wellspring of life, for the
whole world God so loves? This book is their bold and beautiful polyphonic harmo-
ny rising from the margins daring to believe that the Nicene faith can still become
good news for all creation.



Reformed Hermeneutics and the
Authority of Creeds

Introduction

The Nicene Creed, uttered in the voice of «We believey, has long been regarded as
a cornerstone of Christian orthodoxy. But in the Reformed tradition - shaped by the
fires of protest, the urgency of contextual truth-telling, and the unrelenting call to
be ecclesia reformata semper reformanda - this creed is not a monument to be pol-
ished but a living threshold to be crossed with discernment, struggle, and prophet-
ic imagination. The essays gathered in this first section take us into the deep waters
of that engagement, exploring how Reformed hermeneutics, rooted in both Scrip-
ture and suffering, reads the creeds as invitations - not impositions - to rediscover,
reformulate, and re-voice the liberating heart of the gospel.

At stake is not merely doctrinal continuity but the living tradition of the Church
itself. How has the Nicene tradition shaped the Reformed faith? How might it still?
How should it? What does it mean to confess the triune God not from the thrones
of power, but from the margins of empire, from the exile of injustice, from the
burning edges of today’s crises? These are not academic questions. They are eccle-
sial, existential, and eschatological. They are the kind of questions that call forth a
hermeneutic of confession, not of preservation.

In his illuminating essay, The Hermeneutic of Confessing in the Reformed Tradi-
tion, Hanns Lessing opens the section with a compelling exploration of a confes-
sional logic that resists ossification and insists on remaining dynamic, responsive,
and alive. Drawing from Rowan Williams’ reading of the Nicene era and Karl
Barth’s theology of confessions, Lessing presents a vision of Reformed confession
as historically responsive, contextually anchored, and spiritually courageous. Nica-
ea, he reminds us, was never a moment of settled certainty - it was a site of theo-
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logical wrestling under imperial shadow. So too were Barmen, Belhar, and Accra.
These confessions did not echo the past; they erupted from the present - naming
heresies of racism, nationalism, and economic injustice not merely as errors of
doctrine, but as violations of the gospel.

Confession, then, is not a backward glance. It is a prophetic gesture. It is the
community’s act of speaking truth at a kairotic time, always provisional, always
discerning, and always oriented to the God who calls, disrupts, and liberates. For
Lessing, a Reformed hermeneutic of creeds means reading Nicaea through the
cries of our age, grounding all doctrinal affirmation in Scripture and lived experi-
ence, and holding it open to reform under the Spirit’'s movement. Creeds are not
timeless verdicts but timely verdicts - offered in history, accountable to Scripture,
and accountable to the communities that suffer.

Heleen Zorgdrager’s profound contribution, Reformed Wrestling with the Spirit:
Navigating Nicaea 325 and Beyond, invites us into one of the most underexplored
tensions in Reformed theology: the marginalization of the Spirit. Drawing on Sarah
Coakley’s work, Zorgdrager shows how Nicaea’s placement of the Spirit as ‘third’
led to a historical and theological sidelining of pneumatology - especially in the
West. Within Reformed theology, this has manifested as a paradox: an expansive
vision of the Spirit’s presence in creation and community, alongside a restricted
confinement of the Spirit to word and sacrament.

Zorgdrager pushes us toward a recovery of Spirit-led hermeneutics, rooted in
the groaning and praying of the Spirit in Romans 8. Here, the Spirit does not simply
‘apply’ salvation as a final step in a patriarchal hierarchy but breathes as a coequal
presence in the divine dance. Reclaiming such pneumatology means resisting not
only ecclesial rigidities but also the social hierarchies they mirror and uphold. In
this vision, creeds must be read not merely with intellectual assent, but with Spir-
it-breathed openness - discerned in prayer, lament, embodiment, and community.
The Spirit does not freeze orthodoxy; She sings it anew in every context, especially
from the underside of history.

Philip Vinod Peacock, in his stirring essay Viewing the Nicene Creed from the
Lens of Justice, continues this work of reimagining. He refuses to read the creed as
an imperial script locked in time. Instead, he unfixes it - prying it open through
feminist, queer, and liberation theologies to reveal its subversive and justice-bear-
ing potential. He shows how the Nicene formula «begotten, not made» was once
used to justify royal legitimacy and hierarchical order - but also how it can be re-
voiced to dismantle those very hierarchies. For Peacock, the creed must become not
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a fortress but a field - where gender binaries, theological exclusions, and doctrinal
controls are unravelled in favour of relationality, plurality, and shared becoming.

He urges us to see the divine image not in abstract metaphysics or doctrinal
precision, but in the full diversity of the human community. The Trinity, re-read
through the lens of justice, is not a hierarchy of divine persons but a model of mu-
tual empowerment, radical equality, and non-dominative communion. Theology, in
this frame, is not about control - it is about co-creation, love, and struggle.

Together, these three essays reveal the power - and the responsibility - of Re-
formed hermeneutics in engaging the creeds. They remind us that to confess is not
merely to repeat, but to wrestle. That creeds are not boundary-markers of the
faithful, but invitations to reimagine what faithfulness looks like in a world groan-
ing for justice. That Reformed theology, when truest to its roots, does not protect
tradition from change, but insists on its transformation in the light of God’s liber-
ating Word and the cries of the world. These essays help us discern how the Nicene
faith can still shape our doing of theology - how it might guide our confessing, our
witnessing, our re-forming - so that the Church does not merely repeat what it
once believed, but becomes what it is called to be: a community of truth, justice,
and Spirit-breathed love.






The Hermeneutic of Confessing in the
Reformed Tradition

Hanns Lessing

In Byzantium at the end of the fifth century, theological debates were not just for
professional theologians. More than sixty years after the Council of Nicaea, Grego-
ry of Nyssa - who, along with Basil the Great and Gregory of Nazianzus, became
famous for his contributions to the development of the Nicene doctrine of the

Trinity - reported wild discussions all over the city:

The narrow streets, the marketplaces, the squares, the alleyways: the whole city is
full of that kind of people. You can find them among those who deal in clothes, mon-
ey changers, the men who sell us food. If you would ask someone about money, he
would philosophize about the Begotten and the Unbegotten; if you inquire about the
price of a loaf, you are told by way of reply that the Father is greater (cf. John 14:28)
and the Son subject to Him; if you ask, «Is my bath ready?» the other person quotes
you a definition about the Son having been created out of nothing.'

Gregory did not like the turmoil, but his observations clearly indicate that the de-
bate over which theological concepts could guarantee salvation in Christ was
deeply rooted in the minds and hearts of the lay people. This debate began long
before the Council of Nicaea and has yet to be fully resolved. Significant streams of
Christianity in the East and West have affirmed the Nicene-Constantinopolitan
Creed, but significant portions of world Christianity have always either rejected the
Nicene language or have not related to the tradition.

1 Gregory of Nyssa, Oratio De Deitate Filii et Spiritus Sancti, [Oration on the deity of the
Son and of the Holy Spirit], Patrologia Graecae 46: 557.trans. Meredith L.D. Riedel, in
“Photios’s Hermeneutic for Wisdom Literature in Amphilochia 9 (2021),” in Receptions
of the Bible in Byzantium Texts, Manuscripts, and their Readers, ed. Reinhart Ceulemans
Barbara Crostini (Uppsala Universitet, 2021), 101 n.40.
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Reformed theologians have played an active role in the debate. The vast major-
ity of voices unequivocally affirmed the Nicene faith. However, the Reformed tradi-
tion has always had reservations about the imperial framing of the creed, in which
the emperor guaranteed the validity of Christian symbols. This tension led to a
particular hermeneutic of confessing that engaged the confessional tradition in the
present tense, seeking to affirm its truth claims in response to contemporary
challenges. This chapter will explore the Reformed hermeneutic of confession in
three steps:

1. The article starts with an overview of the confessional hermeneutics presented
by British theologian Rowan Williams, who served as Archbishop of Canter-
bury from 2002 to 2012, in his book Arius: Heresy and Tradition.* Reformed
people often pride themselves on the conviction that to be Reformed is to be
ecumenical. Therefore, it is appropriate to begin an exploration of the Reformed
hermeneutics of confessing with an outside position that applies Reformed
hermeneutics to encourage an ecumenical debate.

2. The second section discusses Williams's interpretation of the Nicene faith in
relation to Karl Barth’s description of the characteristics of Reformed confes-
sions.® The analysis will focus on Barth’s use of Calvin’s concept of the «divine
compacty in particular.

3. In the Postscript (Theological) to his book on Arius, Williams relates the
Nicene debate to the controversies that led to the Barmen Declaration and
provides a structural analysis of the parallels between these two processes.
The third section of this chapter will use this analysis as a lens to reconstruct
the hermeneutics of confessing in the contemporary confessions of Barmen
(1934), Belhar (1986), and Accra (2004).

Theology for a Church in Crisis

In his book on Arius, Williams delves into the deeper layers of the Nicene debate
that captivated people in the fourth century. This analysis reveals a dynamic that

2 Rowan Williams. Arius: Heresy and Tradition, rev. ed. (London: SCM Press, 2001).
3 Karl Barth, The Theology of the Reformed Confessions: 1923, trans. and annot. Darrel L.
Guder and Judith J. Guder (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2002).
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will guide the church as it attempts to come to terms with today’s theological crises.

He makes three critical observations:

N o o &

Williams’s Postscript unambiguously calls for a critical interpretation of the
relationship between the church and the Roman Empire. The controversies
that emerged before, during, and after the Council of Nicaea made it clear that
the church was far from as unified, self-consistent, or established as Eusebius
of Caesarea’s account of Emperor Constantine’s role at the council suggested.
The prevailing notion of the Constantine church as the baptized oikoumene
under the emperor, who was himself under the logos, did not align with the ac-
tual circumstances on the ground. Following its official recognition, the church
came to the realization that its relationship with the empire had not resolved
the questions surrounding the church’s distinctive identity and mission. The
extensive debate surrounding the appropriate nomenclature to characterize
Jesus Christ’s relationship with God revealed that the employment of a deus
ex machina on the throne was incapable of resolving its inherent internal
contradictions.*

In light of this situation, Williams emphasizes the distinct theological charac-
ter of the debate. The dispute about the Nicene language was not a controversy
between conservatives and progressives. The primary voices in Nicaea were
unmistakably conservative. They firmly agreed that the theology of the church
began in the language of worship. This language rightly conserves metaphors
and titles that are both ancient and ambiguous. But their conservatism did not
stop there.’ In a situation where the empire embraced the church, the church
had to be careful not to be completely absorbed. This required the development
of an independent theological language that allowed the articulation of theolog-
ical truth claims without reference to imperial power. The church had to move
from the loyal and uncritical repetition of traditional formulas to something
more exploratory and constructive to achieve this goal.® The citizens of Byzan-
tium clearly wanted to understand their beliefs and experiences in the church.
They used a «doctrinal hermeneutics» that demanded the re-imagining and
re-creation of the old symbols and rituals in times of crisis.” In their attempt to
come to terms with the new dispensation, the question was not whether new

Williams, Arius, 236f.

Williams, Arius, 235.
Williams, Arius, 235.
Williams, Arius, 237.
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conceptual language should be used. Instead, the question was «What kind of
innovation would best serve the integrity of the faith?»®

3. For Williams, this discovery of the significance of theology was a significant
contribution of the Nicene debate to the church. It was in the controversies
before, during, and after Nicaea that the church developed an understanding
of the significance of theological discourse for its self-understanding and faith:

Although the radical words of Nicaea became, in turn, a new set of formulae to be
defended (intelligently or unintelligently), the actual history of the Church in the
succeeding centuries shows that some kind of doctrinal hermeneutics had come to
stay; continuity was something that had to be re-imagined and re-created at each
point of crisis.’

Following this history, Williams discovers that the theological constellation of the
debate in and around Nicaea reappeared in other crises in which the church had to
re-examine its faith and mission.

Williams demonstrates the continued relevance of the Nicene call for theologi-
cal renewal. He compares the Nicene debate with the theological controversies in
German Protestantism when Adolf Hitler took power in 1933 and detects clear
similarities in the theological constellations of the main actors. These parallels
raise important historical and conceptual questions. Williams cautions his readers
that the analogies might be far-fetched and emotionally loaded in an unfair way.!'’
Nevertheless, he proceeds with the comparison to demonstrate the significance of
the theological wrestling with the Nicene crisis for the church today.'

Williams’ exploration of the theological constellations in Nicaea and Barmen
identifies four parties. Two parties represent classical approaches. The other two
propose the introduction of a new theological language. On the classical side, he
sees an opposition between conservatives who propagated a ritualized adherence
to established truths and those groups that campaigned for a church that would be
synonymous with the national culture.

In Williams’ analysis, these classical approaches proved to be insufficient to
guide the church in times of crisis because they did not satisfy the need for clarity
that was demanded in the debates that led to the Nicene Creed and the Barmen

Declaration. Williams concludes:

8 Williams, Arius, 235.
2 Williams, Arius, 237.
10 Williams, Arius, 237.
' Williams, Arius, 237.
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The debates represent a recognition by the church at large that theology is not only
legitimate but necessary. The loyal and uncritical repetition of formulae is seen to be
inadequate as a means of securing continuity at anything more than a formal level,
Scripture and tradition require to be read in a way that brings out their strangeness,
their non-obvious and non-contemporary qualities, in order that they may be read
both freshly and truthfully from one generation to another. They need to be made
more difficult before we can accurately grasp their simplicities.!?

Two new theological streams gained prominence in the theological debates around
Nicaea and Barmen in response to the increased demand for theological clarity.

In both debates, one of the new parties sought to confirm the traditional faith
of the church by recourse to philosophical thinking. In the Nicaean controversy,
Arius took a firm stance against any concept of God that claimed that God was
created. This was a widespread belief in the multireligious world of late antiquity.
In the context of the persecution of Christians under Diocletian (AD 303-311), his
motive can also be read as a critique of emperor worship, which deified the emper-
or. In response to these challenges, Arius proposed Neo-Platonist language that
described God as a pure singularity who, as a matter of principle, was beyond hu-
man comprehension.'?

From this epistemological point of departure, creation and redemption are un-
derstood as arbitrary acts of God that are disconnected from God’s own being. For
the sake of strict monotheism, Father and Logos-Son could not be of the same es-
sence. Arius explained the creation and salvation in Jesus Christ like this: the un-
created Father created an independent being, the Logos-Son. The Son created the
world, and he was the mediator between the eternal God and the transient world.
In Arius’ radical monotheism, the Son is the first creature of the Father. That is why
Arius insisted that there was a time when the Son was not:

We acknowledge One God,

alone unbegotten, alone eternal,

alone without beginning, alone true,

alone having immortality,

alone wise, alone good,

alone sovereign, judge of all, governor, and provider,
unalterable and unchangeable,

just and good,

God of the Law and the Prophets and the New Testament;

12 Williams, Arius, 236.
13 Williams, Arius, 242.
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he begot an only begotten Son before time and the ages,
through whom he made both the ages and all that was made [...].

But the Son, begotten apart from time by the Father,
and created and founded before the ages,

was not in existence before his generation,

but was begotten apart from time before all things,
and he alone came into existence from the Father. [...]

Therefore, he thus has his being from God,

and glories, and life, and all things have been given over to him;
in this way God is his beginning.

For he is over him, as his God and being before him.!*

This theological framing had enormous consequences for the believers’ faith. Ari-
us’ attempt to secure God from any analogy with earthly authorities led to an apo-
theosis of God’s absolute power in which salvation was by mere fiat and could be
withdrawn at any time.!®

Unlike many others, however, Williams does not reduce Arius’ contribution to
the Nicaean debate to his role as a heretic. He sympathizes with Arius’ approach
and defends him against the unfair polemics of Athanasius and others. At the same
time, he firmly opposes the arbitrariness of Arius’ understanding of creation and
redemption, and probably also his concept of power.

In Williams’ interpretation, Arius’ demand for conceptual innovation set the
Nicene debate in motion. Athanasius and others accepted this challenge and re-
sponded with theologies that adhered more faithfully to Scripture.' But without
Arius’ provocation, there probably wouldn’t have been a Council of Nicaea, and we
would not have an established tradition of theological innovation to come to terms
with crisis moments of the church.

William’s approach is straightforward: the church must cherish theological
provocations. To reinforce his point, he doesn’t shy away from provocations and
compares Arius to Emanuel Hirsch, who, at the time of the Barmen Declaration,

was one of the most controversial theologians in Germany.!”

4 “Letter of Arius and His Followers to Bishop Alexander of Alexandria (318-320),” in
Athanasius. Epistle de Synodis 16, tran. G. Thompson, accessed July 19, 2025, https://
www.fourthcentury.com/urkunde-6.

15 Williams, Arius, 240.

16 Williams, Arius, 235.

7 Williams, Arius, 237.
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Like Arius, Hirsch wanted to save the church’s theology from becoming irrele-
vant by accepting a modern philosophical understanding of truth that rejected any
form of knowledge of the transcendent. From this viewpoint, any attempt to get into
a relationship with God, other human beings, or even with oneself appeared to be
completely incomprehensible. For Hirsch, this observation was a challenge and an
opportunity alike because this deficit in the scientific understanding of truth creat-
ed an opening for a renewed theological language.!®

Hirsch tried to fill this void in the scientific understanding of truth by explor-
ing the mystery of the encounter between man and God and man and man. This
application of the concept of mystery allowed him to go beyond scientific under-
standing without having to abandon its significance for modern life.!’

However, during the National Socialist take-over of power, Hirsch used this
concept of mystery to advocate complete allegiance to Adolf Hitler. Hirsch became
a theological advisor to Imperial Bishop Ludwig Miiller. In this position, he fervent-
ly opposed the Confessing Church. Critics, therefore, draw a line between Hirsch’s
theology, his ardent support of National Socialism, and the ideology of the German
Christians.?’

On the other side of the theological spectrum, Williams points to the position
of Athanasius (AD 328-373), whom he provocatively compares with Karl Barth.?!
In Williams’ interpretation, Athanasius had responded to Arius’ challenge that the
pre-Nicene Trinitarian language required conceptual innovation of a kind that was
similar to Barth’s transformation of German theology in the 1920s.

Athanasius rejected Arius’ attempt to separate God’s being from God’s doing.
He insisted that there was no conceivable gap between God as God acts towards us,
as the Father of Jesus Christ, and that activity in and by which God is eternally
what God is. God is knowable solely because God is active; what can be said of God
can be said because God <utters) himself as Word or Son.??

8 Eckhard Lessing, Geschichte der deutschsprachigen evangelischen Theologie von Albrecht
Ritschl bis zur Gegenwart, Vol. 1, 1870-1918 (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht,
2000) 59.

1" Lessing, Geschichte der deutschsprachigen evangelischen Theologie, 61.

20 Cf. Alexander Grau, “Ein protestantischer Theoretiker der Moderne,” Deutschlandfunk,
November 3, 2013, https:;//www.deutschlandfunk.de/ein-protestantischer-theoretiker-
der-moderne-100.html.

2 Williams, Arius, 237.

22 Williams, Arius, 238.
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Likewise, for Barth, theology had no power over what it speaks because it is
essentially the response to God’s free address. This address is not arbitrary but
expresses God’s eternal self-determination as the Trinity.

Williams’ interpretation clearly emphasizes that God the Father acts in history
through God’s saving Word. This allowed Athanasius and Barth to confidently
sustain their belief in a spiritual authority that is not answerable to secular rulers.
Their belief was firmly grounded in God’s nature, as the external Father of the one
from whom and in whom the church exists.? In both instances, the new language
that Athanasius and Barth suggested had the character of a declaration of indepen-
dence that set the church free from the embrace of politics and culture. The Barmen
Declaration interpreted this new consciousness as a call to resistance against the
Nazi regime.

As influential as the Nicene Creed has been in the history of the church, Atha-
nasius and the other contributors to the Nicene language could not bring closure to
the debate. Athanasius engaged in a situation in which the traditional language of
the church could not adequately express the sameness of God’s acting and being.
The Nicene concepts that describe the divinity of Jesus Christ are the fruits of this
energetic and conflictual wrestling with the question:

[We believe] in one Lord Jesus Christ,

the Son of God,

the only-begotten of his Father,

of the substance of the Father,

God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God,
begotten, not made,

being of one substance with the Father.?*

The commotion among the citizens of Byzantium demonstrated the ongoing vitality
of the debate. Until today, the language of the Creed has often been seen as too
complex and inaccessible to satisfy believers’ needs for spiritual clarity and guid-
ance for the mission of the church. The practice of repeating the creedal text with-
out a renewed engagement with its driving questions has not helped to keep the
Nicene faith alive. In Williams’ interpretation, the Nicene tradition has been suc-
cessful not so much through its language but through its ability to inspire fresh

theological thinking to sustain the church during periods of crisis.

2 Williams, Arius, 239.
2+ Cf. The text of the Nicene Creed in the appendix.
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Like the citizens of Byzantium at the end of the fourth century, Williams only
offers a tentative judgment on the relevance of the Nicene text. He calls for a
hermeneutics of engagement with the theological questions and warns against a
hermeneutics of repetition of the texts.

In this spirit, Williams concludes the Postscript (Theological) with a call to
critics and affirmers of the Nicene Creed alike:

Even those who believe, as I do not, that Nicaea represented a damaging or mistaken
shift in the history of doctrine are bound to consider how it has shaped and continues
to shape Christian speech and prayer. As for those content to affirm the faith of Nicaea,
they too have questions to answer as to the nature of doctrinal continuities, questions
which the very fact of a doctrinal crisis in the fourth century presses upon us.?

The Characteristics of Reformed Confessions

In connecting Athanasius with Barth and the Nicene Creed with the Barmen Dec-
laration, Williams, in a remarkable ecumenical spirit, referred to the hermeneutics
in which the Reformed tradition engages with creeds and confessions. Reformed
theology was never satisfied with what Williams calls the «loyal and uncritical
repetition of traditional formulasy but called for a hermeneutics of engagement
that responds to the pressing challenges of today.

Karl Barth, who, in the twentieth century, had an enormous influence on the
theology and praxis of Reformed confessions, systematized the Reformed under-
standing of confessions in his 1923 Theology of Reformed Confessions. In this book,
Barth identifies five significant characteristics that mark the role of confessions in
the Reformed church. These characteristics are in close alignment with Williams’
understanding of doctrinal hermeneutics, which engages with the crises of the day.

1. Reformed confessions are the products of local processes.

They do not look for affirmation by the empire and the imperial church as visible
expressions of their catholicity. Catholicity was accorded to them because their
content was relevant to other churches that adopted them in response to the chal-
lenges that they experienced. Reformed confessional texts, therefore, cannot be
regarded as «ecumenical confessionsy in the established sense.?

% Williams, Arius, 244.
26 Barth, Theology of the Reformed Confessions, 1.
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The Catholic and Lutheran understanding of symbols was based on the belief
in the spiritual and worldly unity of Roman-Christian-German Europe. The Swiss
Reformers, however, strived for local confessing churches. These churches proved
and defended the truth of their confessions solely through their connection to Holy
Scripture. They did not do so by formally connecting them to a universal church or
a normative exposition of Scripture. For the Reformed, the legitimate pathway to
universality was the pathway of particularity.?

The reasons for this lack of desire for official ecumenical affirmation were
historical and theological. Not only was the connection of Zurich, Geneva, and
Strasbourg to the Roman Empire much weaker than that of the Lutheran churches
in the electorates in Germany, but the Swiss also had no heart for the idea of the
empire and its united church. From the very beginning, Zwingli and Calvin had
broken with historical Catholicism in a different way from the Lutheran Reforma-
tion in Germany. While Luther and Melanchthon wanted to bring about the victory
of the Reformation through a general council, Calvin remained sceptical. For him,
the universality of faith was not something that a council could establish but a gift
of God that the church had to receive continuously.?

2. Reformed confessions are expressions of the freedom of the churches to testify to
their faith in a particular situation.

Each Reformed confession is a singular work. There is neither a united Reformed
confession nor a united interpretation of Reformed confessional texts. The early
Reformed confessions emerged from local debates that strived to ground their
confessions upon holy Scripture alone.

This common grounding defines the confessional freedom of the particular
churches in their relationship with each other. In this spirit, many Reformed
church orders emphasize that «no church shall claim authority or dominion over
any other».” For this fellowship of free churches that respected and affirmed each
other’s different confessions, Calvin coined the phrase «godly compacty.*

In his introduction to the Geneva Catechism of 1538, Calvin emphatically urges
pastors, magistrates, and people of Geneva to commit themselves to such a com-
pact:

27 Barth, Theology of the Reformed Confessions, 11f.
8 Barth, Theology of the Reformed Confessions, 10.
29 Barth, Theology of the Reformed Confessions, 12f.
30" Barth, Theology of the Reformed Confessions, 14.
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But if we desire to prove our obedience to Christ our Leader, we must enter into a
godly compact among ourselves and foster mutual peace, which he not only com-
mends to his own, but also inspires in them. Why? Ought not the enemy also, the
devil himself, to shoot his arrows to make us achieve reconciliation? For even if he
is a beast of many heads, still we see, don't we, how he would hunch himself into a
thick wedge to attack Christ's kingdom? If in the prince of hatreds, factions, schisms,
this is agreement, how much more tightly is it fitting for us, who contend against
him on behalf of the King of Peace, to join purposes and forces? To this end this sort
of combat urges us.’!

3. Reformed confessions are public testimonies of faith that respond to a specific
challenge of the faith.

They do not claim the historical authority of a symbol in the Roman Catholic or
Lutheran sense. For Calvin, a confession was a «testimony of the inwardly con-
ceived faithy, in which nothing should be included other than the «most authentic
truth of Scripture, devoutly composed of choice and solemn wordsy.>2

This character defines the status and authority of confessions. As testimonies
of inwardly conceived faith, confessions do not claim historical authority. Barth
quotes the Second Helvetic Confession: «The catholic faith is not given to us by hu-
man laws, but by Holy Scriptures, of which the Apostles’ Creed is a compendiumy.>

From the beginning of his work in Geneva, Calvin made it clear that, based on
this principle, he found the Athanasian and Nicene creeds unappealing and sus-
pect. He felt that he was dealing with idle speculation and redundant wordiness. He
refused to sign the Athanasian Creed, for he had pledged faithfulness to God and
not to the symbol of Athanasius.**

However, in the Institutes of 1536, he was more lenient and conceded that he
might not reject the terminology of these confessions as a way to describe the bib-
lical truth. Still, for his person and use, they had nothing more than historical value.
This perspective was not the end of Calvin’s journey with Trinitarian theology. In
the Gallican Confession, drafted by Calvin in 1559, he confirmed that the church
confessed the «Apostles’, the Nicene, and the Athanasian Creed, because they are
in accordance with the Word of God».*®

31 L. John Hesselink. Calvin’s First Catechism. A Commentary. Featuring Ford Lewis Battles's
Translation of the 1538 Catechism (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1997) 5.

32 Barth, Theology of the Reformed Confessions, 17.

3 Barth, Theology of the Reformed Confessions, 17.

3 Barth, Theology of the Reformed Confessions, 17.

% Barth, Theology of the Reformed Confessions, 18.
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In Reformed understanding, however, such an affirmation could never be final.
Many Reformed confessions emphasize that testimonies of faith are texts of human
origin and, therefore, prone to error. What is given and revealed in Scripture must,
therefore, not be confused with what one subsequently confesses. Scripture re-
mains Scripture, unique, incommensurable, one of a kind. The Reformed confes-
sions, hence, did not claim a higher level of holiness for the ancient church’s sym-
bols but denied such a claim.

4. Reformed confessions are open to corrections from Scripture and do not claim
absolute authority.

They were intended as improvable and replaceable offerings, always open to in-
struction and correction from Scripture. Barth quotes the Bern consensus of 1532

as an example:

If anything were presented to us by our pastors or others which might lead us closer
to Christ and in the power of God’s Word be more supportive of common friendship
and Christian love than the views presented here, we will gladly accept it and not
block the course of the Holy Spirit. For it is not directed backwards to the flesh but
always forwards towards the image of Christ Jesus, our Lord.*”

This provision emphasizes the personal character of confessions. It is human be-
ings who are wrestling with each other about the correct interpretation of Scripture
in a given situation. The confession and the confessor cannot be separated. If things
are proceeding correctly, the confession stands or falls with the stance of the con-
fessor.*®

5. Reformed confessions call for commitment and do not demand obedience.

Confessions are testimonies of the inwardly conceived faith, but they have the
character of public statements. With the acceptance of a confession, a community
becomes a «godly compacty.

In Barth’s eyes, however, this compact was fragile and depended on the com-
mitment of each individual believer. If this commitment was lacking, everything
was left to chance. Without faith commitment, it was really not all that important

whether the church had an old confession or a new one or none at all. Where the

3¢ Barth, Theology of the Reformed Confessions, 19f.
37 Barth, Theology of the Reformed Confessions, 24.
3 Barth, Theology of the Reformed Confessions, 31.
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commitment dwindled, the «godly compact» ceased to exist. In this case, the only
way to reestablish the eucharistic community was to convene a new synod and
formulate a new confession.*

The Hermeneutics of the Confessions of Barmen,
Belhar, and Accra

It is at this last point that the trajectories of Williams and Barth connect. Williams’
point can be summarized in Barth’s language: A collapse of the early church’s
godly compact provoked the debates that finally led to the Nicene Creed and, 1,600
years later, to the Theological Declaration of Barmen. In these moments of crisis,
new theological language was required to sustain the church’s mission.

Barth’s affirmation of confessions as theological instruments to respond to
crises inspired churches all over the globe to engage in processes of confessing.
This chapter will explore three confessions that guide the vision and mission of the
World Communion of Reformed Churches today, namely, the Theological Declara-
tion of Barmen (1934), the Confession of Belhar from South Africa (1986), and the
Accra Confession, adopted by the then World Alliance of Reformed Churches in
2004. The newer confessions closely relate to the earlier ones, but they differ in
context, theological method, and the witness that they call for.

This chapter researches how the three texts apply the Nicene hermeneutics of
confessing. The analysis focuses on the letters that accompany the confessions and
introductions and explain the approach to confessing in the given situation.

The Theological Declaration of Barmen*°

The Barmen Declaration was published with a preamble and a postscript that gave
reasons for the need for an act of confession, explained the Declaration’s character,
and called Christians in Germany to commit to its affirmations and rejections.
Surprisingly, the preamble opens with a quote from the constitution of the
German Evangelical Church, which the Nazi Government had approved only a few

months ago. What, at first glance, might seem like a rather odd move, at second

3 Barth, Theology of the Reformed Confessions, 37.
40 Cf. the text of the Theological Declaration of Barmen in the appendix.
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glance, appears as a paradigm for a hermeneutics that moves from repetition to
confessing.

In 1933, the Nazi led German Evangelical Church propagated a national church
in close alliance with the Nazi state. Article 1 of the Constitution, however, still
used classical language to describe the theological basis of the church:

The inviolable foundation of the German Evangelical Church is the gospel of Jesus
Christ as it is attested for us in holy scripture and brought to light again in the con-
fessions of the Reformation. The full powers that the church needs for its mission are
hereby determined and limited.

What the Barmen Declaration now did was to take the classical formulation seri-
ously and build a new confessing language upon it. In the process, it also affirmed
language from the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed:

We, the representatives of Lutheran, Reformed, and united churches, of free synods,
church assemblies, and parish organizations united in the Confessional Synod of
the German Evangelical Church, declare that we stand together on the ground of the
German Evangelical Church as a federation of German confessional churches. We
are bound together by the confession of the one Lord of the one, holy, catholic, and
apostolic church.

In a third step, the preamble publicly declares that the very government that had
approved the constitution endangered the basis of the church as defined in Article 1:

We publicly declare before all evangelical churches in Germany that what they hold
in common in this confession is grievously imperiled, and with it the unity of the
German Evangelical Church. It is threatened by the teaching methods and actions of
the ruling church party of the «German Christians) and of the church administration
carried on by them.

By rejecting the enforced conformity with the Nazi state, the confession, in a lan-
guage that reminds of Calvin’s warning of the ceasing of the «godly compacty,
wanted to reestablish the church’s theological identity, independent from the gov-
ernment:

This threat consists in the fact that the theological basis on which the German Evan-
gelical Church is united has been continually and systematically thwarted and ren-
dered ineffective by alien principles, on the part of the leaders and spokesmen of the
(German Christians) as well as on the part of the church administration. When these
principles are held to be valid, then, according to all the confessions in force among
us, the church ceases to be the church and the German Evangelical Church, as a
federation of confessional churches, becomes intrinsically impossible.
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This renewed embrace of the theological identity of the church also allowed an ec-
umenical breakthrough. Lutheran, Reformed, and united churches were deeply di-
vided in their understanding of the function and role of confessions. But threatened
by the Nazi take-over, they were able to speak with one voice and discovered that,
at the moment when the Gospel itself was threatened, principles were at stake that
weighed more than confessional identities.

The six theses of the Barmen Declaration unfolded the theological basis of the
church. Like Athanasius and his fellow campaigners during and after the Council
of Nicaea, they proposed a language that grounded the church in Scripture and its
confessing nature. It was this renewed theological identity that allowed the church
to reject state interference.

Since the German churches were deeply divided in their understanding of
confessions, the text adopted at the Confessing Synod in Barmen could not be
called a confession. In today’s Germany, the formal authority of the text is only
expressed in vague terms at the national level. But the postscript of the Declaration
bypasses this obstacle to the authority of the Declaration by calling for faithful ac-
ceptance of the affirmations on the basis of the confession’s theological principles:

The Confessional Synod of the German Evangelical Church declares that it sees in
the acknowledgement of these truths and in the rejection of these errors the indis-
pensable theological basis of the German Evangelical Church as a federation of con-
fessional churches. It invites all who are able to accept its declaration to be mindful
of these theological principles in their decisions in church politics. It entreats all
whom it concerns to return to the unity of faith, love, and hope.

The Belhar Confession*

The Belhar Confession has its roots in the struggle against apartheid and confronts
the sin of racism and its theological justification by Reformed churches. The con-
fession was formally adopted in 1986 by the then Dutch Reformed Mission Church
(DRMC). In recent years, the confession has been received by churches in southern
Africa, North America, and Europe.

The Confession of Belhar draws from the Barmen Declaration and the Reformed
confessional tradition. The Accompanying Letter opens with a theological descrip-
tion of the situation that calls for a confessing response to the crisis in South Africa:

4 See. the text of the Confession of Belhar in the appendix.
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We are deeply conscious that moments of such seriousness can arise in the life of
the Church that it may feel the need to confess its faith anew in the light of a specific
situation. We are aware that such an act of confession is not lightly undertaken, but
only if it is considered that the heart of the gospel is so threatened as to be at stake.
In our judgment, the present church and political situation in our country and par-
ticularly within the Dutch Reformed Church family calls for such a decision.

The following sentences distinguish the confession from other texts produced by
church and theology:

Accordingly, we make this confession not as a contribution to a theological debate
nor as a new summary of our beliefs, but as a cry from the heart, as something we
are obliged to do for the sake of the gospel in view of the times in which we stand.

The second paragraph of the letter emphasizes that the authority for such a confes-
sion can only be the Word of God. Confessions have to recognize that the confessing
act cannot be separated from the confessor. The confession also judges those who
adopt the confession:

We are aware that the only authority for such a confession and the only grounds on
which it may be made are the Holy Scriptures as the Word of God. We do not wish to
serve any group interests, advance the cause of any factions, promote any theologies,
or achieve any ulterior purposes. [...] We do not make this confession from God’s
throne and from on high, but before God’s throne and before other human beings.

The third paragraph marks a decisive shift from the imperial framing of the Nicene
tradition. Confessions reject false doctrines, but they do not have the authority to
condemn people. Confessing is aimed at liberation:

This confession is not aimed at specific people or groups of people or a church or
churches. We proclaim it against a false doctrine, against an ideological distortion
that threatens the gospel itself in our church and our country. Our heartfelt longing
is that no-one will identify themselves with this objectionable doctrine and that all
who have been wholly or partially blinded by it will turn themselves away from it
[...]. Our church and our land have an intense need for such liberation.

The Belhar Confession expresses itself in the classical format of Reformed confes-
sions. It opens with a declaration of faith in the triune God and affirms the descrip-
tion of the holy catholic church. Multiple scriptural references back up every section
of the confession. This method points to a particular scriptural hermeneutics. The
references are not presented as scientific truth that would close all conversation.
They are signposts for the church’s discernment.
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The Belhar Confession engages the false gospel that justified the ideological
foundation of the apartheid system in three major articles under the headings
Unity, Reconciliation, and Justice. Following the example of the Barmen Declaration,
each article begins with an affirmation, which is followed by the rejection of false
doctrine.

The exposition of the affirmations, however, differs from the Barmen Declara-
tion. While the affirmations in the Declaration can be read as testimonies of the
inwardly conceived faith (cf., e.g., the affirmation in thesis one: «Jesus Christ, as he
is attested for us in holy Scripture, is the one Word of God which we have to hear
and which we have to trust and obey in life and in deathy), the Belhar Confession
binds faith and ethics together. It stresses that God’s gifts are also obligations and
presses for the visibility of the confession in the life of the church.

In emphasizing the visibility of the church’s commitment, the Belhar Confes-
sion takes up a critique of the Barmen Declaration. While many people cherish the
clarity, with which the Declaration rejects the capture of the church by the Nazis,
critics point to the Declaration’s silence in the face of the persecution of the Jews
and the maltreatment of all opposition against the totalitarian state. In the light of
these blatant injustices, the Declaration’s focus on the integrity of the church’s
proclamation might appear self-centered. In taking up this critique, the Belhar
Confession emphasizes that the confession must become visible in the witness of
the church. -Article 2 on Unity makes the call:

that this unity must become visible so that the world may believe; that separation,
enmity and hatred between people and groups is sin which Christ has already con-
quered, and accordingly that anything which threatens this unity may have no place
in the church and must be resisted.

Article 3 on Reconciliation makes it clear that failing to make reconciliation visible
in the life of the nation contradicts God’s gifts

because the credibility of this message is seriously affected and its beneficial work
obstructed when it is proclaimed in a land which professes to be Christian, but in
which the enforced separation of people on a racial basis promotes and perpetuates
alienation, hatred and enmity.

Article 4 on Justice affirms that

in a world full of injustice and enmity God is in a special way the God of the destitute,
the poor and the wronged and that God
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and calls that the

church, belonging to God, should stand where God stands, namely against injustice
and with the wronged.

Article 5, at the end of the confession, reflects upon the consequences that the
church will experience if it lives out its call to make its faith visible:

We believe that, in obedience to Jesus Christ, its only Head, the Church is called
to confess and to do all these things, even though the authorities and human laws
might forbid them and punishment and suffering be the consequence.

The Accra Confession

The Accra Confession that the then World Alliance of Reformed Churches adopted
in 2004* is based on the theological conviction that the economic and ecological
injustices of today’s global economy require a faith response.

The Accra Confession follows the Belhar Confession in its insistence that the
church is called to live out its witness in the challenges of today’s world and, there-
fore, calls for faithfulness to God’s covenant (§ 15). The Accra Confession stands in
the tradition of the Barmen Declaration and shares many of the commitments that
are expressed in the Accompanying Letter to the Belhar Confession: i.e., the need
to confess anew when, in a specific situation, the heart of the Gospel is at stake
(§16); the conviction that the authority for such a confession can only come from
Scripture as the Word of God (cf. the affirmations in §§17-32); and the recognition
that the confession as well as the confessors stand under the judgment of God’s
justice. ACCRA, therefore, demands that the church acknowledge its complicity in
the injustice. (§34).

However, the theological method of the Accra Confession differs from the ear-
lier confessions. While Barmen and Belhar follow a vertical format and open with
references to Scripture and doctrine, the Accra Confession follows a lateral ap-
proach that proceeds from human experience to human witness. This structure is
based on the See-Judge-Act method from Latin American theology of liberation.
The Accra Confession translates the See-Judge-Act language into a Reformed idi-
om: Reading the Signs of the Time, Confession of Faith in the Face of Economic Injus-
tice and Ecological Destruction, and Covenanting for Justice. This lateral structure

42 Cf. the text of the Accra Confession in the appendix.
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has the advantage that it is open to the experiences of people and creation, which,
in vertically structured confessions, often only enter as an afterthought.

Critics, however, have denounced this approach as a contradiction to the
Nicene tradition and accused the Accra Confession of turning away from the theo-
logical basis for the church that would allow it to denounce ideology and power
from first principles that transcend the political discourse.

This critique, however, does not do justice to the method of the confession.
Accra is different from other confessions in that it integrates the discernment of
what is at stake into the text of the confession itself. The confession was, therefore,
not published with an accompanying letter like Belhar, but it shares the story that
led the World Alliance to proclaim the confession in the confession itself: Accra
responded to an urgent call of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC’s)
African constituency that was strengthened by the encounter of church-sponsored
injustice during the visit to the dungeons of the slave forts in Elmina and Cape
Cross in Ghana:

Gathered in Accra, Ghana, for the General Council of the World Alliance of Reformed
Churches, we visited the slave dungeons of Elmina and Cape Coast, where millions
of Africans were commodified, sold, and subjected to the horrors of repression and
death. The cries of (never again» are put to the lie by the ongoing realities of human
trafficking and the oppression of the global economic system. (§ 3).

The discernment of the “Reading the Signs of the Times” chapter is complex. It not
only analyses economic injustice but also engages the ideological and theological
arguments that are brought forward to justify or resist the current economic order.
The discernment, therefore, does not only analyse the economic situation but also
seeks to understand God’s call to action. As a result, this discernment does not take

a neutral position but calls for the church to take a side:

We see the dramatic convergence of the economic crisis with the integration of eco-
nomic globalization and geopolitics backed by neoliberal ideology. This is a global
system that defends and protects the interests of the powerful. It affects and capti-
vates us all. Further, in biblical terms such a system of wealth accumulation at the
expense of the poor is seen as unfaithful to God and responsible for preventable
human suffering and is called Mammon. Jesus has told us that we cannot serve both
God and Mammon (Lk 16.13). (§ 14)

However, such discernment, as well-researched as it may be, does not yet have the

authority of a confession as long as it cannot demonstrate that the witness of



48 The Hermeneutic of Confessing in the Reformed Tradition

Scripture supports it. Only if this theological basis is established can the church
proclaim the discernment as God’s Word.

Therefore, it is essential to recognize that the Accra Confession, like any other
Reformed tradition, engages Scripture to test the discernment of economic injus-
tice. The confession follows the example of Barmen and Belhar and examines every
rejection in the light of an affirmation of God’s gifts:

We believe in God, Creator and Sustainer of all life, who calls us as partners in the
creation and redemption of the world. We live under the promise that Jesus Christ
came so that all might have life in fullness (Jn 10.10). Guided and upheld by the Holy
Spirit we open ourselves to the reality of our world.

We believe that God is sovereign over all creation. «The earth is the Lord’s and the
fullness thereof.» (Ps 24.1)

Therefore, we reject the current world economic order imposed by global neoliberal
capitalism and any other economic system, including absolute planned economies,
which defy God’s covenant by excluding the poor, the vulnerable and the whole of
creation from the fullness of life. We reject any claim of economic, political and mil-
itary empire which subverts God’s sovereignty over life and acts contrary to God’s
justrule.” (§§ 17-19)

Unlike Belhar, however, the Accra Confession does not integrate the obligations
that make God’s gifts visible in the life of the world into the exposition of the affir-
mations. Following the See-Judge-Act methodology, this integration takes place in
the section on ‘Covenanting for Justice’. Also, here, it is crucial to note that the
confession provides the hinge that connects the ‘Reading of the Signs of the Times’
with the call for ‘Covenanting for Justice’. As the discernment needs to be tested in
the engagement with Scripture, all acts of covenanting stand under the judgment
of God’s justice:

We commit ourselves to seek a global covenant for justice in the economy and the
earth in the household of God. We humbly confess this hope, knowing that we, too,
stand under the judgment of God’s justice. (§§ 33-34)

Conclusion

Confessions are expressions of the living faith. Rowan Williams follows Karl Barth’s
insistence that the need to confess arises in response to a particular challenge to
the Gospel. In each confessing moment, the church has been saying, «we, here, now,
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and for the time being, want to understand in this particular way, not the articles of
faith, but the Word of God given alone in Scripturey.*

The confessions that are discussed in this chapter demonstrate the potential of
the confessing faith for theology and witness of the church. Barth and Williams
trace the origins of this understanding of confessions back to the Council of Nicaea
without concealing the ambiguities of the Nicene tradition. For both theologians,
the debates that led to the confessions are almost as important as the confessional
texts themselves. Barth describes the link between the discernment and text in the
early Reformed confessions:

The stringency with which they were acknowledged in the earliest years, and the
unquestioned and universal acceptance with which they were immediately received,
were based upon the seriousness with which, at decisive times, Reformed Christians
determined that they must confess, and upon the vitality of the knowledge out of
which the confession emerged. (This is true apostolic authority [...] which is not built
upon place or persons, and this is derived from sacred scripture) [Bohemian Confes-
sion (1609)]. [...] The commitment to the confession as a binding juridicial act was,
in terms of its substance, a secondary matter of merely external order.*

The need to confess arises when the «godly compacty in a community becomes
fragile and a crisis demands renewed commitment. In such situations, the church
is called to move beyond the secure patterns of tradition. Such exercise is risky.
Despite a careful reading of the signs of the times and scrupulous scriptural test-
ing, some language that arises will later be declared false or even heretical. None-
theless, Barth and Williams agree that the church should take the risk. The possi-
bility of failure should not lead to stronger policing of the theological discourse. On
the contrary, both theologians call for a hermeneutics of confessing that continu-
ously tests the traditions of the church in the light of Scripture and discerns the
new language that is coming up in situations of crisis.

The confessions of Barmen, Belhar, and Accra embrace the Nicene faith. But
they interpret it in the Reformed tradition, which is determined to liberate confes-
sions from the imperial framing introduced by the Council of Nicaea. Confessions
do not have authority because they are enforced by empires, but because of the
persuasiveness of their claim to proclaim God’s Word in a given situation.

43 Barth, Theology of the Reformed Confessions, 23. Cf. also, Karl Barth, “The Desirability
and Possibility of a Universal Reformed Creed (1925),” in Theology and Church, trans.
Louis P. Smith (London: SCM Press, 1965), 112-135, esp. 116.

4 Barth, Theology of the Reformed Confessions, 31.
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As one can see in the development of modern confessions from Barmen to Ac-
cra, churches in the twentieth century became increasingly aware that their mis-
sion could not be restricted to a narrow focus on individual salvation. In confronta-
tion with totalitarian and unjust structures, churches were forced to articulate
their theological truth claims without reference to imperial power. In such mo-
ments, the confessing witness of the church could not be anything other than an
intervention into history. The confessions of Belhar and Accra made this implicit
notion of the Nicene Creed and the Barmen Declaration explicit and insisted on the
visibility of the confessing commitment in the church’s witness.

If one follows the journey of Reformed Christians from Barmen to Accra, one
sees that the circle of the church’s witness is continuously widening: Barmen en-
gages the relationship between church and state, Belhar calls for the visibility of
the church’s witness in the entire life of the nation, and Accra, finally, focuses on
the whole creation.

None of these confessions remained unchallenged. Like Nicaea, the modern
confessions strove for clarity and unity in situations marked by high levels of polar-
ization. Confronted with the problem of what to prioritize higher, the confessions
opted for clarity in the hope that the truth would eventually prevail and lead to a
unity grounded on the Gospel.

The commotion among the citizens in Byzantium is clear evidence of the con-
troversial nature of processes of confessing. A living hermeneutics of confessing
creates a robust culture of engagement because the participants feel that their
highest faith convictions are at stake.

Reformed people sometimes look enviously at the orderliness and hierarchical
courtesy that mark the atmosphere in other Christian communions. But few would
want to renounce the energy and sincerity of the practice of Reformed discernment.
For us, who do theology in the Reformed tradition, the commotion is a sign of trust
in the living God who «gathers, protects, and cares for the church from the begin-
ning of the world and will do to the end».*®

4 The Confession of Belhar, Art. 1.



Reformed Wrestling with the Spirit:
Navigating Nicaea 325 and Beyond

Heleen Zorgdrager

The Holy Spirit has always retained a more prominent place in the Church of the
East than in the West. This is evident in what scholars allude to as the filioque
addition to the Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople by the Latin Church, that was re-
jected by the Eastern Church. Eastern theology appeared less inclined to bind the
Spirit exclusively to Christ and granted the Spirit a relatively independent position.
While the Spirit proceeds from the Father as ‘one God’, the Spirit is conceived as
active and effective in all of creation. A second example of the more prominent
position of the Spirit in Eastern theology is the emphasis on the Spirit’s role in
the Eucharist. It is only after invoking the Holy Spirit that the consecration of the
sacraments take place.

Metropolitan Kallistos Ware and others warned not to exaggerate the difference
between East and West on the issue of the filioque.! Much of the controversy might
be more in the area of semantics than in any basic doctrinal differences. Recent
ecumenical dialogues show that it is possible to overcome the rigorist position.
A good example is the joint declaration on the filioque of Orthodox and Roman
Catholic theologians from North America: “The Filioque: A Church Dividing Issue?:
An Agreed Statement.”

' Bishop Kallistos Ware, in Diakonia no. 6 (1985), quoted in Elias Zoghby, A Voice from the
Byzantine East: A Handbook for Inter-Church Relations (Indiana: Notre Dame University
Press, 1992), 43.

2 “The Filioque: A Church Dividing Issue?: An Agreed Statement”, Statement of the North
American Orthodox-Catholic Theological Consultation, last modified October 25, 2003,
https;//www.uscch.org/resources/filioque-a-church-dividing-issue.
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Notwithstanding such ecumenical attempts of finding common ground, we
cannot deny that in Western classical theology the Holy Spirit has received sig-
nificantly less attention than in Byzantine tradition. Authors reflect this relative
neglect of the Holy Spirit through vivid metaphors. The Spirit is called «faceless»
(Walter Kasper), a «shadow figure» (John Macquarrie), the «poor relation» in the
Trinity (Norman Pittenger), the «<unknowny» or «half-known» God (Yves Congar),
the «forgotten» God (Elizabeth A. Johnson), and - my favorite - the «Cinderellay of
the Trinity (Nicola Slee).

For several decades now, a reappraisal of the Spirit is going on in mainstream
Roman Catholic and Protestant theology. This reappraisal was necessitated by re-
alities such as the ecological crisis, the growth of the charismatic and Pentecostal
movement, globalization and migration, the «material turn» with its focus on em-
bodied agency, and the intensified encounter with other religious and indigenous
traditions. Feminist, womanist and queer theologians have contributed substantial-
ly to this renewed attention to the role of the Spirit.> New insights, daring visions,
innovations of church life and practices, and liberating actions of (black) women,
queer folks, people with disabilities and other marginalized groups are acknowl-
edged to spring from the Holy Spirit who gives life, creates, sustains, liberates,
heals, and allows for organic connections with deeply engrained epistemologies.
The Spirit empowers to say ‘no’ to principalities and powers and to see possibilities
for renewed life in the future. The Spirit is (re)discovered as the vital force present
within and amid the personal and political struggles people find themselves in.

Nicaea 325 and the Spirit as “third’

This ‘turn to the Spirit’ calls for a re-evaluation of the achievements of the first
ecumenical council of Nicaea in AD 325. Clearly, the Holy Spirit was not high on
the agenda of the conciliar meeting. The doctrinal debates were on the relationship
of the Father and the Son, and not on the role and nature of the Spirit. Challenged

® Ivone Gebara, Longing for Running Water: Ecofeminism and Liberation (New York: Fortress
Press, 1999); Linda E. Thomas, “The Holy Spirit and Black Women: A Womanist Perspec-
tive,” in eds. Jenny Daggers and Garce Ji-Sun Kim, Christian Doctrines for Global Gender
Justice (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 73-88; Elizabeth Johnson, She Who Is: The
Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse, (Chestnut Ridge NY: The Crossroad
Publishing Company, 2002); Marcella Althaus-Reid, The Queer God (London: Routledge,
2003); Patrick S. Cheng, Introduction to Queer Theology (New York: Seabury Books, 2011).
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by the Arian position, the first ecumenical council attained consensus on the
Christological issue of the divine nature of God the Son and his relationship to God
the Father. The early version of the Nicaean creed barely mentions the Spirit. After
the confessional-liturgical affirmations of the homoousios of the Father and the Son
there is a very short statement on the Holy Spirit: «and [we believe] in the Holy
Spirit».* More detailed explanations would only come half a century later.

In what came to be known as the creed of Nicaea-Constantinople (AD 381) it is
read: «and [we believe] in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and Giver of life, who proceedeth
from the Father, who with the Father and the Son together is worshiped and glori-
fied, who spoke by the prophetsy.® These textual amendments are attributed to the
council of Constantinople, as clarified by the acta of the fourth ecumenical council
at Chalcedon in AD 451.% Most probably various versions of the later authorized
creedal text were already in use in liturgies. Thus, in the creed of Nicaea-Constan-
tinople the consubstantiality (homoousios) of the Spirit was confirmed, alongside
several explanatory details.’

Both Eastern Orthodox and Western Trinitarian traditions find normative orien-
tation in the Nicaea-Constantinople conciliar affirmations. It is not the aim of my
chapter to further inquire about the reasons why, in the subtle doctrinal balancing
between unity and diversity of the divine persons, the Spirit has retained a more
prominent position in the Eastern Church.? Instead, I am intrigued by the approach of
the Anglican feminist, patristic, and systematic theologian Sarah Coakley, who shifts
our attention to what happened in the process leading up to the first council of Nicaea.
She points to how certain decisions of Nicaea-Constantinople impacted both East and
West and how both have suffered consequences in their Trinitarian theologies, despite
the relatively more acknowledged position of the Spirit in the East. Coakley explores
what happened to the diversity of lived traditions of the Spirit of the early church.

As Eduard Schweizer aptly formulated: «Long before the Spirit was a theme
of doctrine, the Spirit was a fact in the experience of the churchy.’ The Spirit was

See the text of the Nicene Creed in the appendix.

See the text of The Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed in the appendix.

John N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, 3rd edition (London: Longman, 1972), 323-331.

Veli-Matti Karkkdinen, Pneumatology: The Holy Spirit in Ecumenical, International, and

Contextual Perspective (Baker Academic, 2018), 37-67.

& For the post-Nicene debates see the influential study of Lewis Ayres, Nicaea and Its
Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-Century Trinitarian Theology (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2000).

?  Eduard Schweizer, “pneuma, pneumatikos,” Theological Dictionary of the New Testament

6:396.
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already embedded in worship, liturgy, prayer life, ministry, in an abundance of
mystical-charismatic experiences of men and women, both individual and commu-
nal, and reflected in contemplative and ascetic writings of church fathers. In her
book God, Sexuality, and the Self: An Essay ‘On the Trinity’ (2013) the first volume
of a planned systematic theological tetralogy, as well as in multiple articles and
lectures,!® Sarah Coakley narrates a different story of the theological journey of the
Holy Spirit in the early centuries up to the councils of Nicaea and Constantinople,
as well as after the councils. It is the story of a Spirit-led minority tradition of
Trinitarian theology that was sidelined, with serious implications for the post-con-
ciliar church and theology. Coakley holds the thesis that the doctrinal decisions of
Nicaea-Constantinople specified the relations between the persons of the Trinity in
such a way that the Spirit was defined as ‘third’ in the processional order, and this
implicitly led to a certain type of trinitarian theology being favored over another
as ‘orthodox’.

In this chapter I will present Coakley’s view and bring her into dialogue
with some significant Reformed theological voices. Where is Reformed theology
in this picture of the role of the Spirit? Is the verdict of a relative neglect and
devaluation of the Spirit’s role and work also applicable to Reformed engage-
ments with the Spirit? In my view we can speak of a particular Reformed way
of wrestling with the Spirit. I will depict the pneumatological ambivalence in
Reformed tradition first - an ambivalence that is also present in the Institutes
of John Calvin. In a second step, I present Coakley’s nuanced but critical in-
terrogation of Nicaea-Constantinople and the developments thereafter, and her
hypothesis of a Spirit-led trinitarianism in the early church. Finally, I will turn
to an alternative Reformed voice on the Spirit, namely Friedrich Schleiermacher,
who tends also to prioritize the Spirit in his much underrated and neglected
Trinitarian design. What would be the potential of Schleiermacher and Coakley
for an ecumenical pneumatology today that will inspire people to perceive God
amid creation, to experience God under earthly living conditions, to receive and
embrace a novel vision of life in fullness that resists the values and principles
of a world «fallen among thieves» (Luke 10.30; John 10.10) and leads into life in

19 Among them Sarah Coakley, “Prayer, Politics, and the Trinity: Vying Models of Authority
in Third-Fourth-Century Debates on Prayer and ‘Orthodoxy’,” Scottish Journal of Theology
66, n0. 4 (2013): 379-399; “The Spirit in the Trinity: Mystical Theology,” lecture, Vancou-
ver School of Theology, 5 October 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=809SdjezV-
vY; “On Desire and Gender,” lecture, Harvard Divinity School, 3 June 2014, https://www.

youtube.com/watch?v=vhJWpR6_8i0.
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communion with God, fellow human beings, and the more-than-human nature -
safe, empowered, and dignified?!!

Reformed Wrestling with the Spirit

There is something highly paradoxical in the Reformed tradition’s engagement
with the Holy Spirit. If one looks at The Oxford Handbook of Reformed Theology,'"? a
separate chapter on pneumatology will not be found, while there is one on all other
loci of systematic theology.'® It is also well-known that the Reformed theologian Karl
Barth did not touch upon the doctrine of the Holy Spirit in his Church Dogmatics.
Does it indicate a certain unease with the work of the Spirit in Reformed theology?
However, on the other hand, we encounter a surprising frankness and even a
warm embracing of the Spirit in Reformed theology as well. When searching to
characterize Reformed theology, and giving expression to what gives this tradition
its vitality, a theologian like David H. Jensen posits that the central drive behind
all has been a theology of the Spirit.!* He argues that Reformed tradition resists
defining its «common core» in a single uniting confession, liturgical-devotional text
such as the Book of Common Prayer, or an ethics (such as pacifism). Reformed
scholars have tried to describe a «common core» by appealing to essential tenets or
an overarching theme such as covenant theology, or in a pattern of habits and traits
which could be called a ‘Reformed ethos’. These attempts, however, all fall short,
according to Jensen. Instead, he considers a theology of the Spirit as the powerful,
if often unarticulated, drive that made theology inherently open to the confessional
plurality that characterizes the Reformed churches. He also names it as the ani-
mating force behind Reformed theology’s politically engaged understanding of the
Reign of God.

11 Michael Welker, Gottes Geist. Theologie des Heiligen Geistes (Neukirchen-VIuyn: Neukirch-
ener Verlag, 2015, 1*t ed. 1992), 306.

12 Michael Allen and Scott R. Swain, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Reformed Theology (Oxford
Academic, 2020), online edn, Oxford Academic, 8 October 2020, https://doi.org/10.1093/
oxfordhb/9780198723912.001.0001.

3 An exception is the chapter on “John Owen’s Discourse on the Holy Spirit,” authored by
Suzanne McDonald 266-279. This chapter is located in Part I, Texts, whereas Part III,
Topics and Themes, lacks a separate treatment of the Spirit.

4 David H. Jensen, “Reformed and Always Being Reformed: A Tradition of the Spirit?” in
Always Being Reformed; Challenges and Prospects for the Future of Reformed Theology, ed.
David H. Jensen, 3-20 (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2016), 4.
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He admits that this is a perhaps surprising outlook on Reformed tradition:

Rarely has Reformed Christianity been described as a tradition of the Spirit. The
stereotype of the tradition is that it is too preoccupied with order, too suspicious of
winds that quickly get carried away. Calvin was wary of enthusiasts, Westminster
guards against spiritual excess, Barth was suspicious of pietists. Each generation in
the Reformed tradition, it seems, has been cautious of granting the Spirit too much
ground. Pneumatology is the slipperiest of doctrines in the tradition, and, as a result,
often gets short shrift in the tradition.'

Be that as it may, Jensen points to the fact that theologians such as Calvin and
Schleiermacher have been described as theologians of the Spirit.!* He suggests that
one can read the entirety of Calvin’s Book III of the Institutes as pneumatology.'”

To substantiate his proposal to consider the Reformed tradition from the
perspective of a theology of the Spirit, Jensen clarifies how Reformed theology
has provided parameters for contemplating the work of the Spirit, linked to six
doctrinal areas. The Spirit works in the areas of Scripture, of the unification of the
believer with Christ, of both individual and corporate faith, of the sacraments, of
the transformation of the person in the work of sanctification, and - in what Jensen
calls ‘the most comprehensive note of Reformed articulations of the Spirit’'® - in
its intimation as divine presence in creation. As for the latter, he underlines, with
Jirgen Moltmann and others, that a theology of the Spirit needs to be creation-cen-
tered, allowing us to see the presence of God in all things. He deems it a genuine
Reformed posture to affirm this: «If we ask where the Spirit is active, the answer is
everywhere in creationy.'” Jensen refers to the Nicaea-Constantinople creed where
the Spirit is appraised as «Lord and Giver of life» and to Calvin’s view of the Spirit
who is «excepted from the category of creatures, but transfusing into all things his
energy».2

15 Jensen, “Reformed and Always being Reformed,” 11.

16 See for Schleiermacher as a Trinitarian theologian who begins with the Spirit, besides
the famous suggestion of Barth, also Del Colle, R., “Schleiermacher and Spirit Chris-
tology: Unexplored Horizons of The Christian Faith,” International Journal of Systematic
Theology 1 (1999): 286-307, https://doi.org/10.1111/1463-1652.00020; Theodore Vial,
Schleiermacher: A Guide for the Perplexed (London/New York: Bloomsbury, 2013); Shelli
Poe, Essential Trinitarianism: Schleiermacher as Trinitarian Theologian (London/New
York: Bloomsbury, 2017) and Heleen Zorgdrager, Theologie die verschil maakt. Taal en
seksedifferentie als sleutels tot Schleiermachers denken (Zoetermeer: Boekencentrum:
2003).

17" Jensen, “Reformed and Always being Reformed,” 11, footnote 20.

18 Jensen, “Reformed and Always being Reformed,” 14.

1% Jensen, “Reformed and Always being Reformed,” 14-15.

20 John Calvin, The Institutes of The Christian Religion 1.13.14.
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Tension Between Expansive and Restrictive
Understanding

The bold proposal of Jensen together with his awareness that Reformed theologians
have always been «cautious of granting the Spirit too much ground» is helpful for un-
derstanding the nature of wrestling with the Spirit in Reformed tradition. Perhaps it
is best described as two strands that have always provoked and challenged each other
in an unresolved tension and thus impacted the further history and development
of a Reformed doctrine of the Spirit. On the one hand, the creational breadth of the
Spirit’s activity is emphasized, and, on the other hand, the Spirit is strongly linked to
Word and Sacrament. An expansive and a more restrictive view of the Spirit’s work
stand in a strained relation. «<Reformed articulations of the Spirit are thusy, Jensen
writes, «marked by striking particularity (connecting Spirit to Word and Sacrament)
and unbounded by any particular (as Spirit is discerned in all life)».2!

With a closer look at the work of the Spirit in relation to the Bible, so to speak in
the hermeneutical inner circle, Jensen detects a similar tension. Reformed tradition
confesses the Spirit as both the author and interpreter of the Word. If the pole of
authorship is emphasized, it could lead and has led in tradition to a sacrosanct use of
the source of Scripture, bordering at fundamentalist ways of reading and interpreting
the Bible. If the pole of interpreter (testimonium Spiritus sancti internum) is empha-
sized, much more space can emerge for a Spirit let loose in the world, indwelling in
traditions, science, culture and human experience, and for dynamically integrating
these sources in reader-response, context-informed approaches to the biblical text.

Though the unbounded nature of the Spirit is confessed, Reformed have also
carefully delineated some bounds to discern the work of the Spirit. Reformed con-
fessions (up to Belhar and Accra) can be read as guides to discerning the Spirit.?2
The World Communion of Reformed Churches has ‘discerning’ as one of its key
verbs: Discerning, Confessing, Witnessing, and Being Reformed Together. Com-
munal discernment is identified as a foundational principle in Reformed theology.
Discernment is understood as a corporate, Spirit-led process that involves the
entire church community.?

2 Jensen, “Reformed and Always being Reformed,” 15.

22 Jensen, “Reformed and Always being Reformed,” 18.

23 “The Power of Discernment in Christian Witness: Discerning God’s Call for the Future,”
25 February 2025, https://wcrc.eu/the-power-of-discernment-in-christian-witness-dis-
cerning-gods-call-for-the-future/.
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Discerning the Spirit was a central theme in the Reformed-Pentecostal dia-
logue on Mission, 2014-2020.2* In delineating the ways of empowerment by the
Spirit, from the Reformed side, the need for communal, careful discernment was
strongly emphasized:

36. [...] Power is expressed in various dimensions, such as spiritual, ecclesial, emo-
tional, psychological, cultural, political, economic, and military. Hence, we believe
that we need careful discernment (Romans 12:2) a) of the understanding of em-
powerment, b) of the social context of empowerment, and c) of past shortcomings.
This discernment regarding power is guided by God’s authority (1 Cor 12:10), as a
self-emptying power that brings wholeness to life (Phil. 2:5-11).%

37.[...] All claims to empowerment require discernment in connection and keeping
with God’s mission. [...]%

Rationalizing Tendencies

Two more areas of Reformed wrestling with the Spirit can be pointed out. The first
is in the field of liturgical theology and pertains to the reduction of the work of the
Spirit to intellectual understanding and to one-sided emphasis on moral meaning
at the cost of emotions, affects and embodiment. Shannon Craigo-Snell calls it the
¢rational slant of Calvinism».?”” The focus on Scripture involved a shift away from
experiencing the divine through the body, through sight, touch and ingestion.
Overly rational Calvinism participated, according to Craigo-Snell, in generating a
disintegrated theological anthropology in which the mind is set as guard over the
unruly emotions, will, and body. She identifies the roots in the Reformation and
its subsequent enmeshment with modern epistemology, in particular Descartes
and Locke. By elevating reason above all other human faculties Reformed tradition
helped paving the way for rationalizing modes of ‘othering’ that became productive
in upholding chattel slavery and colonialism.

2+ “Called to God’s Mission: Report of the Third Round of the International Dialogue between
Representatives of the World Communion of Reformed Churches and Representatives of
the Pentecostal World Fellowship, 2014-2020.” Reformed World 69 no.1 (2021): 117-148.

% “Called to God’s Mission,” 129.

26 “Called to God’s Mission,” 129-130.

27 Shannon Craigo-Snell, “Reforming Calvinism,” in The Oxford Handbook of Calvin and Cal-
vinism, eds., Bruce Gordon, and Carl R. Trueman, Oxford Handbooks (2021); online edn, Ox-
ford Academic, 14 July 2021), https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198728818.013.30.
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Although already Calvin had affirmed that Christian faith is about «tasting of
the goodness of Gody, the correction of Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758) was needed
who insisted on knowing the spiritual truth through «the sense of the heart».

Craigo-Snell concludes that, for Reformed faith to remain a vital and nourish-
ing tradition, it will need to develop more integrative Christian disciplines and
practices. With Talal Assad (and with Sarah Coakley, as we shall see), she affirms
that affections can be formed and sustained through such disciplines of devotion
and prayer.?® Practices of worship and devotion are needed that make God ‘real’ for
the people.

Also, Michael Welker, who worked extensively on a biblical, realistic theology of
the Holy Spirit ‘from below’, from the perspectives of witnessed experiences of the
Spirit, criticizes the rationalizing tendencies in Western-style theology, including
in Karl Barth. A reductionist presentation of the Spirit, he argues, is the result of a
dominant Aristotelian identification of spirit with reason, intellectual reflection and
self-reflection. This sort of dualizing thinking of spirit and matter, together with a
Hegelian totalitarian-metaphysical conception of the Spirit, impacted Protestant
pneumatology in a detrimental way. For Welker, the event of the «outpouring of
the Spirit» (Acts 2) points in a different direction: «The outpouring of the Spirit and
the efficacious actions of the Spirit, in general, are an essentially multipolar rather
than bipolar event».?’ By this he means that the Holy Spirit is to be understood
first as the multifaceted unity of perspectives on Jesus and of spoken and lived
testimonies of him. He understands the testimonium Spiritus Sancti internum as
the activity of God in and through which the witnessing voices of the Bible refer to
God’s presence and glory, and as the multipolar response to the Word of God that is
heard, received and bears fruit in multiple contexts. This multipolar understanding
leads Welker to the view of the Holy Spirit as a public person: the Spirit actualizes
the public work of Jesus Christ in its rich complexity. The Spirit is the power that
recognizes, revitalizes and preserves the Body of Christ in the community that
embodies the selfless love of Christ in the world.*® Welker stresses that the rule of

28 Craigo-Snell, 619-620. Reference to Talal Assad, Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and
Reasons of Power in Christianity and Islam (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1993), 138.

2 Michael Welker, “God’s Spirit, the Human Spirit, and the Outpouring of the Spirit,” in
Leaning into the Spirit: Ecumenical Perspectives on Discernment and Decision-making in the
Church, Pathways for Ecumenical and Interreligious Dialogue, eds., Virginia Miller, David
Moxon and Stephen Pickard, (Cham: Springer Nature Switzerland AG, 2019), 23-38, 27.

%0 Welker, Gottes Geist, 286-288. He considers here the kingly office of Christ in the power
of the Spirit.
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Christ is not limited to ‘word and sacrament’ alone. Christian humanism also in-
fluences other religious and secular forms of practiced love and compassion while
also receiving strong impulses from them.?! We hear resonances with the intuition
behind the notion of ‘common grace’ from the works of neocalvinist theologians
Abraham Kuyper and Herman Bavinck.3?

With his elaborated pneumatology Welker accentuates the continuous genera-
tion of novelty and newness out of the inner depths of God.*>* He does not speculate
on an immanent Trinitarian being of God.

Federal Theology Prioritizing Father and Son

Speculation on an immanent Trinitarian being of God, however, is present in a second
area that reveals the problematic relation of Reformed theology to the Spirit. It is the
Reformed scholastic doctrine of the divine decrees.** Did the decree to elect come
before or within the decree to create and permit the human fall into sin? A solution
was thought to be found in the so-called federal theology, with its focus on the foedus
or covenant of God with creature, proposing that the saving works of God ad extra
were themselves predicated upon a covenant within the divine life itself.

In this doctrinal conception, the divine being is the original, eternal covenant.
Francis Turretin (1623-1687) depicts the covenant of redemption as a pact or
agreement between the Father and the Son in their immanent Trinitarian being.?
The covenant of grace is the outworking of the fruit of the covenant of redemption
in time by application of the Holy Spirit on the church.

Covenantal theology has been extremely powerful in the history of Reformed
churches, also harmful in its excluding effects and closeness to racist and ethnic
ideologies. For the topic of this chapter, I notice that first and foremost dogmatic

31 Welker, “God’s Spirit, the Human Spirit,” 31-32.

32 “All that is good and true has its origin in this grace, including the good we see in fallen
man. The light still does shine in the darkness. The Spirit of God makes its home and
works in all the creation.” In: “Herman Bavinck’s Common Grace.” trans. Raymond C.
Van Leeuwen, Calvin Theological Journal 24 (1989): 1, 51, https://bavinckinstitute.org/
wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Herman-Bavinck-Common-Grace.pdf.

33 Michael Welker, “Der schopferische Geist, Kreativitat und Neues in Gott,” Evangelische
Theologie 78 (2018): 339-348.

3 Katherine Sonderegger, “The Doctrine of God,” in The Oxford Handbook of Reformed Theol-
0gy, eds., Michael Allen and Scott R. Swain, Oxford Handbooks (2020); online edition, Ox-
ford Academic, 8 Oct. 2020), https://doi.org/10.1093/0xfordhb/9780198723912.013.25,

% Sonderegger, “The Doctrine of God,” 398.
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attention is given to the Father and the Son, whereas the Holy Spirit’s task is that of
applying and mediating the fruit of the divine covenant to human beings. Although
Turretin also calls the Spirit a «cause together with the Father and the Sony,¢ it is
not clear what exactly the causal work of the Spirit would have been.

John Calvin: Distinction of Order in the Trinity

Calvin for whom the knowledge of God, far from empty speculation, «takes root
in the heart»,® goes for an integral approach. In the Institutes, he aims to hold
together a focus on the Spirit’s creational work and a strong linking between the
Spirit and Scripture. Does he succeed in keeping the two together?

Initially, yes. Scripture itself, he states, ascribes this office of the «Giver of
life» to the Spirit, both in the creation story in Genesis 1 and in the sending of
prophets (Is 48.16): «his [the Spirit’s] being diffused over all space, sustaining,
invigorating, and quickening all things, both in heaven and on the earth».3® The
Spirit «transfuses into all things his energy». And only after this appraisal of the
Creator Spirit, we hear about the regenerating work of the Spirit in the believers:
«In like manner, by means of him we become partakers of the divine nature, so as
in a manner to feel his quickening energy within us».*’

Problems arise when Calvin unfolds his view on the Trinity. In relation to
Romans 8, the key text in Coakley’s argument for an alternative tradition of a Spir-
it-led trinitarianism, Calvin ends up in the opposite direction. For him, Romans 8
evidences the filioque including conceiving the Spirit as ‘third’ in order. He argues
that Romans 8 is the clue for attributing to the Father «the beginning of action, the
fountain and source of all things; to the Son wisdom, counsel and arrangement in
action, while the energy and efficacy of action is assigned to the Spirit».*® From this
«distinction of order» Calvin derives that «the Father is being considered first, next
the Son from him, and then the Spirit from bothy. Does the Creator Spirit get lost
along the way?*!

% Francis Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology, trans. and ed. G. M. Giger and J. T.
Dennison, Jr. (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Press,1992) 165. Quoted by
Sonderegger, 398.

% Calvin, Instit. 1.5.9, quoted in Sonderegger, 393.

3 Calvin, Instit. 1.13.14.

3 Calvin, Instit. 1.13.14.

40 Calvin, Instit. 1.13.18.

41 An alternative possibility to this vanishing of the Creator Spirit behind the Spirit of elec-
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With his saying that «the Father is being considered first», Calvin holds to the
monarchy of the Father:

The Scriptures teach that there is essentially but one God, and, therefore, that the
essence both of the Son and Spirit is unbegotten; but inasmuch as the Father is first
in order, and of himself begat his own Wisdom, he, as we lately observed, is justly re-
garded as the principle and fountain of all the Godhead. Thus God, taken indefinitely,
is unbegotten, and the Father, in respect of his person, is unbegotten.*?

Calvin calls on the authority of Augustine: «But it is far safer to rest contented
with the relation [of Father and Son] as taught by him, than get bewildered in
vain speculation by subtle prying into a sublime mystery».** Augustine famously
described the Spirit as the bond of love between Father and Son, and between God
and humanity. Other metaphors he uses for the Spirit are ‘communion of Father
and Son’, ‘shared love’, and ‘gift’. This is the Trinitarian tradition in which Calvin
finds his home. He does not want to go beyond Augustine.*

Coakley on Spirit-led Trinitarianism

Sarah Coakley narrates a different story of the theological journey of the Holy
Spirit in the early centuries up to the councils of Nicaea and Constantinople, with
serious implications for the post-conciliar church and theology, as well as for the
position of women in the church. This is how her alternative story goes:

In the early church we can find a distinctive approach to trinitarianism.
This approach was founded explicitly in demanding spiritual practices of prayer,
contemplation, and personal transformation. It characteristically appealed for its

tion and regeneration is offered by Margit Ernst-Habib in her revision of the Reformed
doctrine of election. Election, grounded in the divine decree, she argues, is not an event
between Father and Son only, but happens in the communion of Father and Son with
the Holy Spirit. The grace of the Holy Spirit in electing human beings is always and
everywhere a Creator Spiritus, a life-creating and life-enabling Spirit, who creates ex
nihilo. But, she emphasizes, also that preservation and conservation of created life, the
creatio continua, is an act of grace of the Creator Spiritus, because without it everything
would perish. See Margit Ernst-Habib, ““Erwdhlt in Christus durch den Heiligen Geist.
Pneumatologische ReVisionen einer reformierten Zentrallehre,” in Unsere grossen Worter:
Reformatorische ReVisionen, eds., Matthias Felder and Magdalene Frettloh, (Ziirich: The-
ologischer Verlag, 2022), 187-205.

42 Calvin, Instit. 1.13.25.

4 Calvin, Instit. 1.13.19.

# Katherine Sonderegger speaks of the “conventional,” or even “predictable” way of Re-
formed confessions and teachings of the divine nature and the triune God, 390.
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scriptural inspiration to Romans 8 with its Spirit-initiated account of prayer. It
focused on the invitation to the pray-er to be drawn by an intervention of the Spirit
into intimate incorporation into the life of Christ. The prayer-based approach to
Trinitarian thinking was, as Coakley contends,

[...] implicitly different in its emphasis and starting point from that which started
more extrinsically from the issue of the Son’s status vis-a-vis the Father (as inflected
particularly via the Logos Christology of John), and only then turned afterwards to
fit the Spirit, as third, into the homoousion picture.*®

As Coakley argues, it was the linear Johannine-based approach, and not the
Spirit-led approach of Romans 8, that became, after Nicaea especially, more
normatively associated with conciliar and ‘orthodoxy’, and thus protected by epis-
copacy. Coakley sees the radical equality of the Spirit compromised by the historic
conciliar treatment of the Holy Spirit, for it defined the Spirit as a ‘third’ in the
processional order. In the conciliar disputes from Nicaea through to Constantino-
ple the reflection was dominated by a linear structure from the Father to the Son
to the Spirit. The relationships in the Godhead became a logical if not ontological
hierarchy. Everything leads back to the Father as sole source and cause. It became
the normative creedal model. The main axis is that of the Father and the Son/
Logos. In the order of salvation, the Son has to go so that the Spirit may come. The
Spirit joins as a third.

The alternative, prayer-based, yet neglected minority tradition of the Holy
Spirit emphasizes a radical equality of the persons. It is fully accounted for in
Scripture. The key scriptural basis is Romans 8:14-30 where the apostle Paul
describes how the creation has been groaning for redemption as in the pain of
childbirth, and «we ourselves groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption to
divine sonship [...] We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit itself
intercedes for us through wordless groans» (Rom 8.26). Prayer is imagined by the
apostle not as a monologue but as joining of a conversation, an ongoing divine
dialectical conversation, in an incarnational embodied space.

Coakley speaks of the practice of prayer as an intensely embodied activity, in
which the desiring person experiences the relationship with God as the source
and goal of all desire. In ecstatic or contemplative prayer, the person who longs
for communion with God, will experience that she arrives at her limits, that she
is drawn into a crisis of not-knowing and not-seeing, where all language, ratio-

4 Coakley, “Prayer, Politics, and the Trinity,” 380.
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nality and control cease. In that void it may happen that God's own desire takes
over, that «the Spirit itself intercedes for us through wordless sighing». This is,
according to Coakley, the experiential basis of the doctrine of the Spirit. Here
the Spirit is experienced as radical divine. The discovery of the Spirit, which
ultimately leads to conceiving of God as Trinity, is not a product of the study, but
a “spiritual necessity sweated out in the exigencies of prayer.”*¢ In the surrender
to the logic of divine love, a human being becomes a self that can graciously give
room to others. The Spirit intervenes, purifies and ‘breaks’ our desire to possess,
to use, to control, and makes the human desire free to align gracefully with God's
desire.

Coakley argues that in the ascetic or mystical tradition the radical equality of
the Spirit with the other two Persons was lived, experienced and practiced. We find
such reflections on the believer’s encounter with the life of God in the Montanist
movement of the second century.*” The Montanists focused on a certain loss of
control to the leading experiential force of the Spirit, and on an entry into a realm
beyond words, whether glossolalic or otherwise. The Montanist prophet spoke
in ecstasy. Montanism was condemned by the emerging institutional church as
‘heresy.” Coakley suggests that the church might have had problems with the expe-
riential priority they gave to the Spirit because of the political implications on the
one hand (it challenged ecclesial authority with a higher revelation possible) and
sexual and gender implications on the other hand (it released women into positions
of power and authority). Coakley’s thesis is that the early Montanists with their
ecstatic prophecies gave the Spirit «a bad name» and this discouraged explicit or
apologetic use of a trinitarianism giving experiential priority to the Spirit; however,
this alternative approach to the Trinity was not silenced but would take on different
forms in church fathers like Origen, Tertullian, and Irenaeus.*® In their works, in
particular in their more contemplative-ascetic texts, Coakley finds evidence for a
reception and continuation of the Romans 8 tradition. They granted less specific
experiential effects of the Spirit and manifested no sectarian tendency, yet they
continued to develop a theory of prayer and contemplation as an incorporative
participation within the very life of the Trinity.*

=

¢ Coakley, God, Sexuality, and Self, 12.

4 Coakley, “Prayer, Politics, and the Trinity,” 383; God, Sexuality, and the Self, 121-126.
8 Coakley, God, Sexuality, and the Self, 126

? Coakley, God, Sexuality, and the Self, 142.

£ =



Heleen Zorgdrager 65

The Arian controversy, already addressed in Nicaea, came to its end in Con-
stantinople AD 381 with the Cappadocian insistence on homoousios of the Spirit
alongside Father and Son.*® Coakley writes

[...] the more demanding incorporative rendition of the Spirit a la Romans 8 which
we witnessed in Origen came to sit somewhat uneasily alongside obedient assent to
the new achieved orthodoxy of ‘three persons in one substance’.’!

That formal creedal equality achieved in Constantinople in AD 381 was bought with
a certain price. The tradition of the Spirit-led, «incorporative» Romans 8 approach
to trinitarianism was sidelined. The tradition remained alive in social locations,
always on the edge of the established church. The monastic movement kept the
«subtle alternative» most vibrantly alive.> A manifested power-of-prayer to perfect
and transform, kept on challenging the new forms of episcopal power mandated
both by imperial support and by a post-Nicene understanding of orthodoxy as
submission to creedal assent.*®

Coakley’s opinion on the authority of the conciliar creeds is that they must
stand as historical creeds but it is our job as theologians «to expand» these concili-
ar agreements.> We can go beyond them, in retrieving spiritual traditions, present
in the most distinguished church fathers that allowed women to exercise religious
agency and freedom. Coakley understands ‘orthodoxy’ neither as mere creedal cor-
rectness, nor as imposed ecclesiastical regulation. For her, orthodoxy is a project
of théologie totale, the longed-for horizon of personal transformation in response to
divine truth. At the horizon of true orthodoxy, she sees theology, spirituality, and
ethics as fully united.*®

Thinking Forward with Schleiermacher Beyond Nicaea

Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834) is increasingly considered by contemporary
scholarship a Reformed theologian. His work bears the main contours of Reformed tra-
dition. Shelli Poe highlights two characteristic Reformed features in Schleiermacher’s

0" Coakley, God, Sexuality, and the Self, 134.

1 Coakley, God, Sexuality, and the Self, 134.

2 Coakley, God, Sexuality, and the Self, 135.

%3 Coakley, “Prayer, Politics, and the Trinity,” 389-397.
% Coakley, “The Spirit in the Trinity,” lecture.

% Coakley, God, Sexuality, and the Self, 89-90.
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dogmatic work, Der Christliche Glaube (Christian Faith).*® First, the dogmatic theology
he unfolds is anti-speculative, in line with Calvin. It opposes any tendency to make
considerations about God apart from the world, as both are given only together in
human consciousness.” Secondly, his theology is deeply Trinitarian in structure.
Schleiermacher intendedly wanted to contribute to a Protestant doctrine of the Trinity
measuring the scientific standards of his time and serving the ecclesial context of
the uniting church in Prussia. The focus is on the love and wisdom of the living God,
mediated by the Spirit in the Body of Christ, the church. The important place of the
Spirit and the church in mediating the Word/Christ is characteristically Reformed.

Famously, Schleiermacher called the doctrine of the Trinity the «coping-stone»
of the whole, fittingly summed up at the end of the book (§ 170.1). But far from de-
valuing the importance of theological attending to the Trinity, we should consider
this concluding reflection as an interpretative key for the whole work, as Poe sug-
gests, and I was on the same track before.”® Then an intriguing possibility looms:
Within the Reformed tradition, Schleiermacher’s Glaubenslehre, read backwards,
holds out the possibility of a Trinitarian theology that begins with the Spirit.>

Are we finding in Schleiermacher’s theology an alternative approach to the
Trinity, what Coakley has called «a Sprit-led approach»? Can the ‘father of modern
theology’ be seen as a major and modern representative of a minority tradition
sidelined by the councils of Nicaea-Constantinople, a Christian strand that con-
tinued to emphasize the radical equality of the Spirit and its leading role both in
prayer-based life and in reflection on who God is?

The answer needs to be nuanced. With the same persuasiveness it can be
argued that Schleiermacher’s theology is profoundly christocentric, as has been
stated by many scholars. There is no either/or in this case. Indeed, Christology
undergirds all of Schleiermacher’s dogmatic theology. John 1.14 is the key text,
the «Grundtext».®® But as Christ is communicated and embodied (‘nachgebildet)

%  Shelli M. Poe, “Friedrich Schleiermacher’s Christian Faith”, in The Oxford Handbook of Re-
formed Theology, eds., Michael Allen and Scott R. Swain, Oxford Handbooks (2020); online
edn, Oxford Academic, 8 October 2020, accessed 2 May 2025, https://doi.org/10.1093/
oxfordhb/9780198723912.013.20

7 See also Sonderegger, “The Doctrine of God,” 401.

%8 Zorgdrager, Theologie die verschil maakt, 372-375.

% Poe, “Friedrich Schleiermacher’s Christian Faith,” 325.

% In a letter to K.H. Sack, 9 April 1825: ‘Das Wort Joh 1,14: Wir sahen seine Herrlichkeit
u.s.w. ist der Keim alles Dogma und gibt sich selbst fiir nichts anderes, als fiir die in
Rede tibertragene Affection.” Aus Schleiermacher’s Leben. In Briefen, eds., L. Jonas and W.
Dilthey (Berlin 1858-1863. Reprint: Berlin/New York, 1974) Vol. 4, 334f.
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in the shared love of the church in and through the Holy Spirit, there can be no
discrepancy but only full congruency between Christ and the Spirit. In a dynamic
mutuality and essential equality, Christ and the Spirit explain each other. As much
as we can read Schleiermacher’s Christian Faith in a christocentric way, we can do
it in a pneumacentric way. Schleiermacher himself considered it a serious option
for the structure of his dogmatic theology to begin with the Spirit/the Church.¢!

So, given our question in this chapter, how does Schleiermacher conceive of
the role and place of the Spirit in his approach to the Trinity?

In the guiding principle § 170 of Schleiermacher’s Christian Faith,** he states
that the essential features of the Christian life are «posited in the essential features
of the doctrine of the Trinity». With this, the reality of redemption stands or falls.
The divine being in the person of Christ and in the Spirit of the church have to be
absolutely equal, and these two have to be equal with divine nature as such (§ 170.1).

True to his conviction that dogmatic theology should not transgress the limits of
the actual Christian-religious consciousness in mere empty speculation, he rejects
the doctrine of an immanent Trinity. He shares with Calvin the insight that we can
only know God as revealed in our lived experience of how God is toward us. However,
he draws a further conclusion for the doctrine of the Trinity: we can only retrospec-
tively reconstruct and reflect, by way of a summarizing attempt, the threefold divine
activity in relation to creation.®® Shelli Poe carefully analyzes, «although Schleier-
macher himself explicitly draws out only love and wisdom as essential to the divine
being (§165),% his Glaubenslehre lends itself to a triune formulation of the divine
essence as causality, love, and wisdom».®® These essential features correspond with
the stages of created life: the beginning of creation, the completion of creation, and
the progressive perfection of creation. Now we can read backwards through the lens
of an ecclesial pneumatology. Divine love corresponds with redemption as the love

" In the second open letter addressed to his friend Liicke: “Ich hitte gewiinscht, es [die
Glaubenslehre] so einzurichten, dass den Lesern moglichst auf jeden Punkt hitte
deutlich werden miissen, dass der Spruch Joh 1,14 der Grundtext der ganzen Dogmatik
ist.” “Zweites Sendschreiben an Liicke,” Friedrich Schleiermacher Kritische Gesamtausgabe
1/10, 343.

2 Friedrich Schleiermacher, Christian Faith: Two Volumes, A New Translation and Critical
Ldition, trans. Terrence N. Tice and Catherine L. Kelsey (Louisville: Westminster John
Knox Press, 2016).

¢ § 170, second part: “however, in its ecclesial formulation this doctrine is not itself an ex-
pression that immediately conveys christian self-consciousness but is only a combination
of several such expressions”, Schleiermacher, Christian Faith Vol. 2, 1019.

® Schleiermacher, Christian Faith, Vol 2, § 165, 1002.

% Poe, “Friedrich Schleiermacher’s Christian Faith,” 319.
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of Christ shared in the church, while divine wisdom is revealed in the connection
between the love of Christ and the church willing to expand the reign of God (both
the themes of Part 2 of the Glaubenslehre). Divine causality is revealed in the power
of new life found in the church, which the Christian self-consciousness experiences
as identical with the living divine activity with which God governs the created world
as a whole (the theme of Part 1 of the Glaubenslehre). In this creative and innovative
way, in a reverse mode, Schleiermacher brings all the parts of his Glaubenslehre
together in a theology of the Spirit.

Now for our goal it is not enough to evidence that it is possible to read Schlei-
ermacher’s Glaubenslehre as a theology of the Spirit. We also need to go back with
him in history, to understand Schleiermacher’s wrestling with the Trinitarian doc-
trine as it had been established from the creedal affirmations of Nicaea onwards.

In 1822, shortly after the publication of the first edition of the Glaubensleh-
re 1821/1822, Schleiermacher published a major text titled «On the Contrast
between the Sabellian and the Athanasian Conceptions of the Trinity».% In it,
Schleiermacher discloses his theological sympathy for the position of the pre-
Nicene Sabellius, who was excommunicated as a heretic by Callixtus in AD 220.
As motivation for his research of the pre-Nicene discussions on the Trinity he
referred to the shortcomings in the established ecclesiastical conception of the
doctrine of the Trinity. He was of the opinion that, in order to escape the so-called
Sabellian way of presentation, the church had done «too muchy. For the purpose
of positing the twofold union of the divine being with the human nature «an eter-
nal twofold separateness in the divine being [Father and Son] was posited,» as
we find in the Nicaean teaching.” This motivated him to examine in detail what
was actually problematic and worrying about the Sabellian way of presentation,
and to analyze how the approach of Sabellius in fact resisted all kinds of Arian
reductions of the divine in Christ and in the Spirit.*®

Sabellius would have been the first to use the term opoovaciot to designate that
the members of the Trinity were of the same being.” The established church doc-
trine assumes a purely immanent and originally separate Trinity in the Godhead,

6 “Uber den Gegensatz zwischen der Sabellianischen und der Athanasianischen Vorstel-
lungen von der Trinitat,” in Friedrich Schleiermacher Kritische Gesamtausgabe 1/10,
223-306. First published in Theologische Zeitschrift, Berlin 1822.

7 Der Christliche Glaube 1821-1822, Friedrich Schleiermacher Kritische Gesamtausgabe
1/7, § 190 Zusatz, 370-71.

% Kritische Gesamtausgabe (KGA) 1/10, 225.

% KGA 1/10, 290.
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Father, Son and Spirit from eternity.”® Sabellius contends that the Trinity exists
only in relation to the different types and spheres of efficaciousness of the Godhead:
the Godhead is world-governing as the Father, redemptive in the person of Christ
which makes God known as the Son, and sanctifying in the community and unity
of the believers which makes God known as the Spirit.”! If this is the real difference
between Sabellius and the church doctrine since Nicaea, Schleiermacher asks, what
then makes the teaching of Sabellius irreligious? The Father, in Sabellius’ view, is
not the source of the Godhead for the Son and the Spirit. His opponents called this
a blasphemy. Well, if that is the case, then it is a blasphemy against the Son and
the Spirit if these are not immediately, but only through a third (the Father), taking
part in the unity of the Godhead, as the main church doctrine formulated.”? Schleier-
macher goes for a radical divine equality. He theologically rehabilitates the so-called
modalist theologians Noetus, Beryllus, and Sabellius. With them he concurs that the
Son is not the Logos as preexisting eternally as different from the Father, but the Son
is the «Logos who became fleshy. Only after the incarnation, and even more strictly:
only in reciprocal explanation of the Urbild through a plenitude of Nachbildungen in
the church - mind Schleiermacher’s historic-empirical approach! - can one speak
of Christ as the Son, as a particular revelation of the divine being. For Christian
doctrine it means that the Son is distinguished as different from the Father (and from
the Spirit) only after the full explication of the Christian-religious consciousness at
this moment in time, as he demonstrated in Christian Faith. Beryllus and Sabellius
were right, in Schleiermacher’s view, to call the Father, the Son, and the Spirit just a
particular circumscription (zeprypaen) of the divine being.”

So where did Nicaea go wrong? In the Alexandrian Christology, Schleiermach-
er explains, two elements were in tension with each other: the subordination of
the Son to the Father, and the divinity of the Son as the hypostasized Logos. The
Arian part gave up the view of the hypostasized Logos in order to maintain the
subordination of the Son to the Father, while Athanasius and his allies elevated
the hypostasized Logos as the divinity of the Son in order to achieve the equality
of being. They distanced themselves as much as possible from the Arian view of
subordinationism, yet wanted to keep the difference of the Persons. To solve this
conundrum the difference between being (ovcia) and hypostasis (vrécTacong) was

7 KGA 1/10, 297.
' KGA 1/10, 297.
2 KGA 1/10, 298.
3 KGA 1/10, 266, 267, 273,27 6f.
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transferred to God’s self. Because they could never define the difference firmly
enough, they and their followers always had to waver [‘Schwanken’] between the ap-
proach to tritheism and a ‘Sabellian’ view of modalism. Therefore, Schleiermacher
concludes, it is «already implied in the way the church’s view came into being that
it could not develop into a pure and consistent doctrine of the Trinity».”* The Father
is a Person in a different way than the other two, and the other two are not Person
in the same way, because the view of the second Person was founded on a theory of
the hypostasized Logos and that of the third was not. «Therefore, everywhere, the
third Person, regardless of all protests against any inequality, unmistakably steps
back behind the others [...]».”* The church’s view has been formed more from a neg-
ative approach, to avoid other allegations, whereas Sabellius’ view demonstrates
a testimony of originality and independence. From the affirmation of the radical
equality of the three-ness given the unity of the divine being it follows that the
superior position, the monarchy, of the Father can and should be questioned.”® By
disrupting the hierarchical structures in the doctrine of the Trinity Schleiermacher
effectively removes the pillars from under a patriarchal concept of God.

With Schleiermacher Coakley refutes a privileged dyad of Father and Son
in the doctrine of the Trinity, «and that the Spirit then somehow has to be fitted
in thereafter».”” She calls it «the ironic (Nicene) tragedy of the Holy Spirit.»”® In
the very last pages of God, Sexuality, and the Self Coakley expresses a speculative
thought, playfully formulated and shared. Indeed, there is a necessity to purify the
linear subordinationism in Trinitarian theology and to consequently speak about
divine equality and a Spirit-led «procession» into the Godhead. If we were to further
speculate about the «processionsy», Coakley writes, we would not only need to speak
of the Son eternally coming forth from the Father, but

[...] more daringly, we would also need to speak of the Father’s own reception back
of his status as ‘source’ from the other two ‘persons, precisely via the Spirit’s reflex-
ive propulsion and the Son’s creative effulgence. Here, in divinity, then, is a source
of love unlike any other, giving and receiving and ecstatically deflecting, ever and
always.”’

7+ KGA 1/10, 305.

> KGA 1/10, 305.

76 Schleiermacher, Christian Faith Vol. 2, § 171.5, 1030: “The superior position accorded the
Father in this respect proves that he is still conceived as having a different relationship
to the unity of the divine nature.”

7 Coakley, God, Sexuality, and the Self, 330.
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The Father is taken in in a radical dynamic reciprocity. The Father as source thus
becomes ecstatic goal as much as ecstatic origin within the life of the Trinity. Coak-
ley finds Schleiermacher fully at her side when she finishes her «daring thought»
with the observation that «it is finally only the clarification of the place of the
Spirit in the Trinity which can resist the (ever-seductive) lure back into patriarchal
hierarchy».®

To Conclude

For a Reformed navigating that is both appreciative of the achievements of Ni-
caea and necessarily moving beyond Nicaea, I recommend sailing with (at least)
Schleiermacher and Coakley as reliable guides. They make us aware where the
cliffs loom, are not afraid of storms, depths, and dangerous currents, and orient
themselves to a bright horizon, with a courageous openness to tradition, Scrip-
ture, and contemporary challenges, empirically led by a piety «taken root in the
hearty. Moreover, they demonstrate a sound intuition for where in the history of
the church fertile potential can be found and unearthed to articulate the Spirit
in her full divinity and, in so doing, they greatly add to the feast of ecumenically
commemorating the council of Nicaea (325).

8 Coakley, God, Sexuality, and the Self, 333.






Viewing the Nicene Creed from the
Lens of Justice

Philip Vinod Peacock

Introduction

The role of the Nicene Creed in the liturgy across various denominational traditions
is fascinating. In many churches worldwide, including my own, the congregation
stands and recites the Nicene Creed aloud. Conversely, in many other churches,
this practice does not occur. While some may recite the creed occasionally, perhaps
once a year during Passion Week, others hold a healthy skepticism towards it. Al-
though it remains in prayer books or at the end of hymnals, it is rarely, if ever,
spoken aloud. Others, including the Baptist church I attended as a teenager, were
more accepting of the Apostles’ Creed, even though they seldom read it aloud.

It is not insignificant that the churches which read it regularly tend to be more
formal and hierarchical, namely the Catholics, the Orthodox and the Anglicans -
all of which are also close to state power in their respective contexts - while it is
the non-conformist churches that maintain this healthy suspicion. There appears
to be an almost intrinsic connection between the Nicene Creed and notions of
power that are reified and reinscribed by liturgical practice, as evidenced by the
standing to recite it, which suggests a bio-politics at work.

Aside from the regular recitation of the Nicene Creed in churches, it is perhaps
not surprising that the only place where the Council of Nicaea has captured public
imagination is in Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code. If nothing else, Dan Brown’s work
epitomizes conspiracy theories and perhaps highlights suspicion of non-conformist
churches. After all, as Naomi Klein quotes Gilroy Ware in her book Doppelganger to
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suggest, «Conspiracy Theories are a misfiring of a healthy and justifiable political
instinct: suspiciony.! It is interesting that Klein also argues that conspiracy theo-
ries resonate with those who are disenfranchised from the system and mistrust
institutions.

Yet, despite conspiracy theories and healthy suspicions, the Nicene Creed is
essential for defining the boundaries of Christian doctrine. In doing so, it delineates
the lines of belonging and non-belonging. In this sense, for those who affirm the
creed - the ‘in-group’ that belongs - it becomes a tool for Christian unity and has
remained so for the last 1700 years.

The purpose of this article is to provide an analysis of the Nicene Creed from a
justice perspective and explore some of the possibilities and pitfalls it presents. It
is divided into three parts: the first begins with examining the historical legacy of
the Nicene Creed and particularly its christological formula in relation to the poli-
tics and social climate of the fourth century. The second attempts to engage with
the possibilities of subversion and power relationships from within the text, and
the last section explores the potential of fostering a theological imagination if we
apply a lens of fluidity that ‘unfixes’ the christological formula of the Nicene Creed.
We begin by trying to define what exactly a creed is.

Of Creeds and Confessions

Gail Omvedt, writing in Dalit Visions, begins by discussing Hinduism and suggests
that «Its greatest virtue has been its elasticity, its pluralism, its lack of dogma.
Hinduism, it is said, has no ‘orthodoxy’ (although it may have an ‘orthopraxy’)».
While Omvedt herself later disputes this popular perception of Hinduism, she
makes an important point when she suggests that Hinduism has an orthopraxy
instead of an orthodoxy. Christianity, for the most part, has presented itself as a
religion clearly defined by a set of creeds that structure its doctrinal principles and
boundaries.

It is perhaps common knowledge that the English word ‘creed’ is derived from
the Latin word ‘credo’, meaning «I believey, and is taken from the first word of the
Latin text of the Apostles’ Creed. But what is at stake here is not so much what a
creed is as much as what creeds are about. Therefore, we begin by attempting to

! Gilroy Ware cited by Naomi Klein, Doppelganger: A Trip to the Mirror World (New York:
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2023) 243.
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define what creeds are about. This is not just a clever play on words; by definition,
creeds are defining. That is to say that they create boundaries and impose limits.
Jaroslav Pelikan in his work Credo: Historical and Theological Guide to Creeds and
Confessions of Faith in the Christian Tradition, suggests that the «definition of a
creedy is «a technical term for the process of legislating what the church is required
to believe, teach and confess».? The elements of Pelikan’s definition are significant
for our consideration. Two elements stand out for our consideration: firstly, he im-
plies that creeds are mechanisms for defining belief, and this mechanism necessi-
tates ‘legislation’, and secondly, it is significant that he uses the term ‘required’.

The argument is that creeds obligate an authoritative process for their estab-
lishment, define both the ways and the means through which faith can be under-
stood and expressed, and requires believers of that faith to adhere to the creed in
order to belong. In the following sections of this chapter, each of these aspects will
be addressed separately.

Creeds, Power, and Authority

Today, we understand that the Indus Valley Civilisation, a Bronze Age society
which thrived between 3300 BC and 1300 BC across northwestern South Asia,
possessed some form of centralised authority. Archaeologists arrived at this con-
clusion based on evidence of a standardised system of weights and measures used
throughout the extensive territory occupied by this largely urban civilisation. The
implication is that a centralised power, with the appropriate authority and legiti-
macy, is necessary for establishing, implementing, and maintaining a system of
standards. To ‘fix’ something and to prevent fluidity requires power.

For the Christian faith, the Nicene Creed sets this standard: an established and
recognised formulation that defines the boundaries of Christian doctrine. It is well
known that as the Christian faith evolved from a Jewish sect in the first century
into a larger and potentially more diverse faith, various ways of expressing its arti-
cles and implications also arose. To preserve the unity of faith - and possibly also
the unity of this diverse community - a consensus on the core tenets of the faith
needed to be maintained. When the community was smaller, marginalized, and
less influential, this could be achieved through discernment and agreement. How-

2 Jaroslav Pelikan, Credo: Historical and Theological Guide to Creeds and Confessions of
Faith in the Christian Tradition (New Haven: Yale Theological Press, 2003), 1
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ever, as the community expanded and became more influential, and as more was at
stake, other mechanisms for reaching consensus became necessary. This was par-
ticularly true as the faith negotiated power with the empire. As Reiger points out,
the idea of the separation of church and state within the Roman Empire is anachro-
nistic; it involves applying a modern concept into a context where religious and
political life could not be separated. The truth is that Christianity, in the fourth
century, had a complex and intertwined relationship with power. While it is clear
that Jesus, and perhaps the early church, had a critical stance towards the empire,
this was not the case four centuries later. This does not necessarily mean that the
church had fully sided with the empire either, but rather that there existed a variety
of theological positions at the time. As Reiger states, «The heritage of the church
- in all its orthodox and heterodox forms - has been shaped by the intersections of
empire and church since the early days».

This dispute reached its height when the church, confronted with two conflict-
ing views, was compelled to determine Christ’s relation to the divine being. On one
side was Arius, who contended that Christ was made rather than begotten, while
the vehement opposite was the Athanasian stance, affirming that Christ was begot-
ten, not made. This issue was significant enough to necessitate an ecumenical
council to resolve it. Though not the first of its kind, what was remarkable was the
attendance of Emperor Constantine - an emperor who ultimately dictated the
church’s orthodox stance. The issue was not about church and state relations, as
Reiger has already noted that portraying the separation of church and state in
fourth-century politics is indeed anachronistic, but about the emperor’s capacity to
articulate and enforce church doctrine. In particular, it was about asserting that
Jesus was «of the same substance» as the Father, or more accurately, about enforc-
ing the full excommunication of those who claimed otherwise. Reiger points out
that those labelled ‘heretics’ were barred from gathering and had their properties
confiscated.

However, the role of the emperor was not merely that of pontiff and policeman.
The debate about the nature and person of Christ also carried political consequenc-
es in the emerging royal theologies of Roman imperialism, which were grappling
with their own questions of relationships. In the following section, we shall analyse
the question of the person of Christ within the context of a newly developing royal
theology.
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Begotten and Not Made: Royal Implications

The feminist theologian Mary Daly famously stated in her work Beyond God the
Father that «God is male then the male is God».* Through this, Daly highlights how
the exclusive male imagery of the divine in the Judeo-Christian tradition contribut-
ed to and reinforced the development of patriarchy in society, leading to the oppres-
sion and exploitation of women as a class and putting them at a disadvantage
compared to men on multiple levels. By making this assertion, Daly also implies
that theological and sociological categories are interconnected and influence each
other, rather than existing as separate, neat boundaries. In other words, theological
ideas impact sociological realities and vice versa. By extension therefore, if God is
king then all kings are god!

The fourth century marked the rise of a new royal theology. In earlier royal
theologies, it was easy to depict Caesar as one of many gods within a polytheistic
society. However, how could one develop a royal theology within a monotheistic
faith that emphasised the sovereignty of the divine? It was achieved by asserting
that the emperor was the God-ordained universal ruler. To accept Christ as the
eternal king was also to accept the emperor as the universal temporal king. But the
question that underpinned it was whether one became Christ or emperor, or to put
it differently, are they begotten or made.

Undoubtedly, this is the central question of the Nicaean Creed: is Christ begot-
ten or is Christ made? On the one hand, Athanasius argues that Christ is «one in
being with the Father, begotten not made», and on the other hand, Arius contends
that Christ was a being created by God and not co-eternal with the Father. The issue
at hand had, not only divine implications, but also deeply temporal ones concerning
how the emperor came to be.

Raymond Van Dam, writing in the Cambridge Companion to the Council of Nica-
ea, argues that beside the Athanasian-Arian controversy, there was also a debate
concerning the succession of kings. He states that the Council of Nicaea was «a
crucible for the formation of both a theology of God and a political philosophy of a
Christian emperor».* At the heart of these politics was the struggle between coor-
dination and subordination, between order and hierarchy, particularly among the
3 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women's Liberation (Boston:

Beacon Press, 1973), 19.
4 Raymond Van Dam “Imperial Fathers and Their Sons: Licinius, Constantine and the

Council of Nicaea,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Council of Nicaea, ed. Young
Richard Kim (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021) 21.
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tetrarchs of the emperors. By the late third century, the Roman Empire was con-
trolled by a group of rulers which, by the time of Constantine, had become a singu-
lar monarchy. Van Dam contends that the coding of the Nicaean creed symbolically
represents this political power struggle.’

In his article titled Imperial Fathers and their Sons: Licinius, Constantine and the
Council of Nicaea, Van Dam explains that when Diocletian became emperor in AD
281, he appointed Maximian as his co-ruler. Soon after, in AD 293, they promoted
Constantius and Galerius to form a Tetrarchy, or a group of four emperors, with
Diocletian and Maximian serving as the two senior emperors (Augusti) and Con-
stantius and Galerius as the junior emperors (Caesars). Diocletian and Maximian
retired in AD 305, and Galerius and Constantius became Augusti, while Severus
and Maximinus assumed the title of Caesars. However, this order soon collapsed,
for after the death of Constantinus in AD 306, his son Constantine was proclaimed
emperor by some, while others elevated Maxentius to emperor. This sparked a
succession war, ultimately resulting in a college of six rather than the usual four.
In this new arrangement, Licinius was promoted to Augustus alongside Galerius,
while Constantine and Maximinus held the title of Caesars, with the two previous
Augusti, Diocletian and Maximian, still retaining some power.

What followed was a series of skirmishes and power struggles that eventually
led to the rise of Constantine and Licinius. Both secured political and theological
support from various bishops. In AD 324, Constantine defeated Licinius, which
ultimately damaged Licinius's reputation. Van Dam suggests that this was achieved
‘twice over': «Firstly the usual degradation of the loser in a civil war combined with
the vicious infighting among bishops over theology to transform him into both an
illegitimate ‘tyrant’ and a merciless ‘persecutor’».® Prime among his accusers was
Eusebius of Caesarea. Conversely, Bishop Eusebius of Nicomedia remained close to
Licinius and was known for manoeuvring within Licinius’ court. Interestingly, both
Eusebiuses were known to have expressed support for Arius over and against the
Bishop of Alexandria. The point here is that political intrigue, court patronage, and
theological disputes played a role in efforts to resolve issues around sameness and
difference, equality and hierarchy, and temporality and eternity. Van Dam, noting
the similarity between the Tetrarch and the Trinity, states, «The Tetrarchy of em-
perors was something like a Trinity of divinities: collective but distinct, equal but

> Van Dam, “Imperial Fathers and Their Sons,” 22 ff.
¢ Van Dam, “Imperial Fathers and Their Sons,” 23.
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hierarchical, somehow divine and human simultaneously».” Questions concerning
the doctrine of the Trinity, especially regarding the person of Christ, sought reso-
lution through the Nicaean creed.

At the centre of the political debate was the question of whether emperors
were born or made. In the early Roman Empire, succession from father to son was
generally the norm. However, civil war had destabilised this tradition, and the
system of tetrarchs had indeed disrupted it, as biological or adopted heirs no longer
had a straightforward route to power. Van Dam outlines three complications that
arose: firstly, that direct sons did not necessarily become emperors. Secondly, the
complex relations among the tetrarchs, where Diocletian and Maximian, the Au-
gusti, were the fathers-in-law of Constantius and Galerius, yet they referred to
themselves as brothers, and the two junior tetrarchs as sons. Consequently, while
the tetrarchs were meant to be equal, they were hierarchically structured by differ-
ing notions of paternal and fraternal harmony. Unsurprisingly, this led to discord
among the four. Thirdly, the fragile unity among the tetrarchs was constantly tested
by their attempts to promote their own sons.

In the period after the civil war and the rise of Licinius and Constantine, they
quickly worked to promote their own sons as Caesars and once again emphasized
that emperors were born, not made, or perhaps begotten, not created.

It is no surprise then that the early church relied on this language to begin
describing the relationship of Jesus to the Father. Terms such as begotten, or sec-
ond-God, or familial patterns like father, son, and brother were used to describe
this relationship. Interestingly, this conundrum was also exploited by the political
side in that Constantine referred to himself as the son-father as he presided over
Nicaea.

It is clear then that imperial ambitions and the structures of succession played
a significant role in the Nicaean formulation. However, this does not necessarily
mean that they cannot support a liberative critique of power and relationships. In
the next section, we will explore these possibilities, first by employing a neo-ortho-
dox approach that seeks new meanings in the ancient text, and second by utilising
the insights of feminist and queer theology through ‘unfixing’ the text and employ-
ing imagination in constructing theology.

7 Van Dam, “Imperial Fathers and Their Sons,” 27.
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The Nicene Creed as a Subversive Text?

Perhaps what the christological formulation in the Nicaean creed enables is a
coming to terms with the question of plurality. Neither the world, symbolic or ma-
terial, nor the divine, can be comprehended without addressing the question of
plurality - the fact that we are many and diverse. As we live and find our being
within a varied society - the same principle applies to God. God is understood in
plurality; only the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit together allow us to grasp
the fullness of God. God cannot be understood as singular. In fact, I would argue
that viewing God as singular does a disservice to our understanding. In this way,
the christological formulation presented in the Nicaean creed and extended through
the Trinitarian doctrine affirms plurality and difference within our society. This
concept is also reflected in Jewish theology, which professes strict monotheism, yet
the Shema - «Hear O Israel, the Lord your God is one» - illustrates that the idea of
one is not about singularity but rather about unity, as in a bunch of grapes. It is
one, yet many. This imagery is also extended within Christian theology and can be
seen in Christian symbols. One particularly illustrative example is during Pente-
cost, where in several Christian traditions around the world, the pomegranate
serves as a symbol of the event. This is because the pomegranate is composed of
many seeds contained within one fruit. This symbol reminds us of the many that
are united as one whole.

However, this sense of many yet united also carries political implications. It
can be argued that this feeling of unity and oneness is linked to the fact that the
christological formula developed as a critique of the power held by the singular
emperor of the Roman Empire. While the Council of Nicaea depicted Constantine
as the sole emperor emerging from the tetrarchs, it is evident that the Nicene Creed
itself offers a critique of this concentration of power. The doctrine of the Trinity,
which describes God in three persons, recognises that power cannot be concentrat-
ed in one individual and must be shared. This also provides a lesson for our leader-
ship models today.

Community of Being

Unity and oneness can also present issues. For example, there is the challenge be-
tween sameness and difference, as the famous line from U2's song ‘One’ states, «we
are one but we are not the samey. This raises questions about community and indi-
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vidual identity, with significant political and social implications. In India, many
oppose the idea of unity and nationalism, especially when it is associated with
Hinduism and a particular brand of Hinduism. The promotion of this line by the
Sangh Parivar obviously makes minorities uneasy. Additionally, in some cases,
maintaining family unity involves subordinating the wishes and desires of women
and children to the demands of men. A major problem today, both in India and
globally, is balancing unity and diversity. On one hand, we emphasize our unity,
that we are one people. On the other, we celebrate our diversity as individuals and
unique communities. Moreover, we seek a society where minority groups and
marginalised communities can coexist without the risk of being overshadowed or
eliminated by the majority. How can we achieve this balance? The model offered by
the Nicene formula or being of one substance but also being different, provides
insight. Each person within the Trinity is unique and distinct, yet they are all of
one substance. That’s why we say, the Trinitarian formula is one substance, three
persons! These three persons were present at Jesus’ baptism, demonstrating how
to live in community in a manner that is fair and equitable to all. Each has a place,
and no one’s existence diminishes another.

We also find that only the entire human community can truly represent the
image of God: while the three persons of the Trinity reveal aspects of the commu-
nity of being within the Godhead and speak to us of mutuality and dependence, the
reverse is also true. It is only through the whole human community that the image
of God can be reflected. What is meant here is that the complete nature of who God
is cannot be embodied by a single human. In fact, the image of God as a communi-
ty of being, as depicted in the three persons of the Trinity, can only be reflected in
the human community as a whole. That is, no individual human or even a group of
humans can claim to be made in the image of God or as God’s representatives on
earth. Instead, only the entire human race can genuinely claim to embody the im-
age of God together. This includes humans of all sizes, shapes, colours, genders,
abilities, and preferences. The diversity within the Godhead is only mirrored in the
variety of humanity. This has profound implications for our world today, suggesting
that God is best represented through diversity - the full spectrum of cultures,
genders, and religious experiences - because only then can we truly comprehend
who God is. It also means that no culture, gender, or religious experience can claim

superiority over another. Collectively, they all reveal who God is.
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From ‘Not’ to ‘And’ ... Fluidity Funding Liberation

The christological formula of the Nicene Creed indeed provides us with an oppor-
tunity to rethink power and relationships, all of which inherently contain elements
of power. However, perhaps we can approach this differently. This chapter started
with the idea that what creeds do is to ‘fix’ things. They establish the boundaries of
faith formulations by fixing them. The question to ask is what the theological pos-
sibilities are if we unfix this text?

It is here that the insights of queer studies can be valuable. Discussions on
gender, initiated by scholars such as Judith Butler, go beyond the heteronormative
theorisation of gender and sex as defined within the binary of male and female.
Instead, Butler uses the term ‘heterosexual matrix’ to describe the grid created by
institutions, practices, and discourses through which all bodies are categorised as
belonging to either one of two sexes and genders. Queer theory further argues that
categories of identity based on binaries, such as male and female, or ‘homosexual’
versus ‘heterosexual’, overlook the more complex idea that sexualities are ex-
pressed across an entire spectrum. What queer theory maintains is that binary
identities oversimplify and fix these identities, rather than recognise their fluidity
and ambiguity. But what if we applied this argument to text rather than just iden-
tity? It is here that the insights of queer studies can be helpful. Discussions on
gender, initiated by scholars such as Judith Butler, go beyond the heteronormative
theorisation of gender and sex as defined within the binary of male and female.

The Nicene Creed itself provides a clue to this. While it is true that the text
mentions Christ being begotten and not made, thus closing an option and establish-
ing a specific point, an earlier part of the Nicene Creed describes God as creating
all things, visible and invisible. The idea of God as the creator of all things, seen
and unseen, opens up many possibilities for us. On one hand, we could argue that
this refers to the material world as well as the spiritual realm, including angels and
demons. On the other hand, we might also suggest that the divine being is the
creator of non-material aspects of life like love, joy, empathy, and so on. The point
being made is that if one were to relax the fixed interpretation of the creed and al-
low for fluidity, the possibilities for theological imagination would open up.

This idea of fluidity supports the earlier point. The christological formula in the
Nicene Creed actually arises from efforts to reconcile shifting identities. It ques-
tions how the divine can be both one and many simultaneously, how God can be
singular yet possess multiple identities. The concept of the Trinity immediately
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challenges fixed notions of identity by implying that even divine identity is fluid.
This is where the doctrine of perichoresis is relevant; it seeks to address questions
of unity and difference, aiming to preserve the beauty of diversity while maintain-
ing unity. It encourages celebrating differences rather than suppressing them. In
doing so, the Trinity challenges totalitarian regimes that seek to homogenise ev-
erything into a single identity, such as nationalism.

The Trinity offers a framework for challenging dominant authority. As theolo-
gians, especially within Christianity, we must recognise that the concept of God
has frequently been exploited to justify absolutist and authoritarian regimes. This
is particularly noticeable in monotheism, which concentrates all power and author-
ity in a single figure. However, Christian theology, while not dismissing its mono-
theistic origins, reinterprets this idea through the Trinity. Historically, the Trinity
can be seen as a response to the absolute authority of Caesar as Emperor of Rome.
From this perspective, it provides a model of shared, non-hierarchical power. The
doctrine critically questions the idea of unchecked power in one individual and of-
fers an alternative view on authority.

Moreover, the Trinity further destabilises heteronormative assumptions about
relationships and family by portraying a Godhead that interpenetrates and mutual-
ly relates to each other.

The question this chapter seeks to explore is what theological imagination can
be justified when considering Christ as both begotten and not made. It is not insig-
nificant that the christological formulation of the Nicene Creed is distinctly chris-
tological, meaning it avoids focusing on the historical Jesus by its aim to establish
Christ’s co-eternity and co-equality with the Father. It should be noted here that it
does acknowledge Jesus as being born of the Virgin Mary, suffering under Pontius
Pilate (naming the Roman Empire in connection with his death), being crucified,
dying, and being buried.

Nevertheless, the imagery of Christ emerging from the creed differs greatly
from the Jesus of the gospels. The Jesus portrayed there is a revolutionary leader
who urges people to believe in something beyond the Roman Empire - namely, the
Kingdom of God - which ultimately resulted in his crucifixion in a manner reserved
for the most severe insurrectionists. Nonetheless, it is this Jesus whom the earliest
creed referenced when they declared that Jesus is Lord. This simple statement was
not only a claim that Jesus is divine but also extends on two levels. Firstly, it affirms
that Jesus is the only true Lord, dismissing other earthly lords such as landlords
and slave owners. Yet it also conveys something more profound: to truly compre-
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hend the divine, one must look at Jesus. The historical, earthly Jesus is depicted as
the complete revelation of the divine being. In doing so, it challenges traditional
ideas of divine power and instead associates divine authority with powerlessness
and vulnerability. It invites us to perceive the divine in entirely different ways.

But the fact remains that the earthly Jesus is not only begotten but also made,
as Jesus exists within a specific society in Palestine at a particular time. This his-
torical Jesus is someone who grows and learns. He learns from those around him.
Jesus becomes who he is through his interactions with people, such as the woman
at the well in John 4 and the Syro-Phoenician woman. He draws energy from people
and has energy drawn from him.

Of course, we are changing the meaning of ‘made’ from the purest sense in
which it was used in the Nicene Creed, but it allows us to perceive the Christ figure
differently and outside the usual framework of power in which he is often placed.
Furthermore, it gives us the chance to see Jesus as a being who is both existing and
becoming.

In Exodus, the divine name is presented as ‘I am,” expressing both being and
becoming. This suggests that God should not be viewed as a static entity but as one
who is continually evolving. The idea of a fixed God derives from patriarchal views
of an unchanging, unmoving deity, rooted in philosophy’s conception of God unaf-
fected by human history. However, considering Jesus’s incarnation, we can also
understand the divine as a process of becoming, transforming, and being shaped
through interactions with creation - a God moved by pain and moulded by the
groans of all beings.

Viewing Jesus as both begotten and made opens a creative path that helps us
understand a divine being who is moved and shaped through interaction with cre-
ation. Who evolves with creation. Moving beyond the binary of begotten and not
made also allows us to reimagine hierarchies and speak of a plurality of God that
provides a model of living in a community of being. But more importantly, and re-
turning to the beginning of this chapter, it offers us a way of living and loving into
discipleship rather than merely having a doctrinal statement of faith. After all,
disciples are made rather than simply emerging because of a specific set of faith
boundaries. Let’s revisit the question: what happens when we unfix the creed?

We don’t just loosen a theological formula - we open up an entire field of
imagination. We move from dogma to encounter, from boundary to relationship.
This isn’t about tearing down tradition for its own sake. It’s about creating space
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- space for complexity, ambiguity, and becoming. And at the centre of it, for love
that isn’t conditional on doctrinal purity.

But what if Christ is both begotten and made? Not merely as a linguistic twist,
but as a theological claim with real consequences. It would mean that God is not
only eternal and untouched but also historical, material, shaped by others, shaped
by us. The Jesus who learned from the Syro-Phoenician woman, who touched and
was touched, who wept, argued, listened, and changed - that Jesus becomes our
lens into the divine. Not a God who sits above history, but a God in process. In rela-
tionship. In movement.

This shifts our understanding of power. The creed, as it is, centres divine
power as eternal, unchanging, and singular. But the Trinity - if taken seriously -
already destabilises that. It offers a model of fluid, relational power. Shared author-
ity. Mutual becoming. And when we take that further - when we queer the binaries
of begotten/not made, male/female, divine/human - we begin to imagine a God
who is not the guarantor of empire but the undoer of it. A God who does not lord
over us but dwells among us. Who grows, listens, and evolves in and through cre-
ation.

This isn’t just abstract theology. It matters because it reshapes how we live. If
God is not fixed, then neither are we. We are not bound to identities or roles as-
signed by ability, caste, birth, culture, or creed. We are made - and being made -
through love, struggle, community, and encounter. Discipleship isn’t about ticking
off doctrinal boxes. It’s about entering into a way of becoming. Of being made, to-
gether. So perhaps queering the creed isn’t about replacing one dogma with anoth-
er. Maybe it’s about resisting the need to fix everything too quickly, about staying
open to what the Spirit might still be saying - through history, through our bodies,
through the groaning of creation.

Maybe it’s about learning to say and instead of not.

Conclusion: Unfixing Creed, Reimagining Faith

The Nicene Creed, for all its historical significance and doctrinal clarity, has long
stood as a fixed point in Christian orthodoxy - a boundary marker for belief, au-
thority, and identity. Yet, as this chapter has explored, creeds do more than define
theology; they shape socio-political realities and reinforce structures of power, often
in ways that exclude, marginalize, and constrain. The very formulation of the creed,
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born from imperial negotiations and theological contestations, reflects a moment
when the church sought not only to clarify faith but also to consolidate authority.

But what if, instead of merely reciting the creed as a doctrinal checkpoint, we
engaged it as a living text - one that invites interrogation, fluidity, and imagination?
What if we dared to unfix it?

Through the lens of justice, feminist critique, queer theory, and liberation
theology, the Nicene Creed can be re-read not as a static boundary but as a dynam-
ic possibility. Its Trinitarian structure, far from legitimizing hierarchy, can instead
model shared power, mutuality, and diversity. Its christological formulation, rather
than closing off meanings, can open us to see Christ as both begotten and made -
divine and human, eternal and historical, transcendent, and situated.

To affirm faith through a justice lens is to resist the singularity of power and
the rigidity of dogma. It is to recognize that divine truth is best reflected not in
uniformity but in community, not in dominance but in mutual relationship, not in
fixed identities but in the fluid dance of being and becoming.

Ultimately, this is a call to reimagine discipleship not as mere doctrinal assent
but as a liberative, loving practice - one that sees the divine in the faces of the
marginalized, hears God in the voices of dissent, and proclaims with bold humility:
we believe, but we also imagine.



Nicaea and the Empire

Introduction

What happens when we look at the Council of Nicaea not from the thrones of em-
perors or cathedrals of dogma, but from the debt-laden lands of those colonized in
Christ’s name? What if the creeds we so easily recite are not merely declarations of
faith but also echoes of imperial violence, threads in the fabric of Christian com-
plicity with systems of exclusion, conquest, and epistemicide? This section gathers
six remarkable voices that read Nicaea and its legacy from the underside of history
- from the wounded yet witnessing bodies of the colonized, the displaced, the
heretic, the forgotten. Together, these chapters offer a powerful, necessary unmask-
ing of the entanglements between creed and empire, creed and faith, to extend an
invitation toward liberative, postcolonial, and plural theological imaginations.

Sara Parvis sets the stage with a historiographically rigorous reconstruction
of the Council of Nicaea and its long, contested reception. Yet even here, beneath
the surface of theological debate, we glimpse the imperial scaffolding - Constan-
tine’s political calculus, Athanasius’s theological finesse, Eusebius’ strategic am-
bivalence. Parvis reminds us that what we call ‘orthodoxy’ was not born clean or
consensual; it was forged amid ecclesial struggles and imperial ambitions. Her
careful attention to the politics of creed-making offers an entry point to explore
how theological language can be both a tool of communion and a weapon of domi-
nation.

Andreas Miiller’s reflection on Eusebius’ Vita Constantini uncovers a stunning
rhetorical move: the recasting of the council as a new apostolic assembly. In silenc-
ing dogmatic controversy and replacing it with imperial harmony, Eusebius erases
theological dissent and Jewish roots alike. His narrative not only masks conflict but
also sets the pattern for future theological memory: a memory shaped not by
truth-telling but by imperial mythmaking. The consequences of this silence rever-
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berate across centuries, particularly in the erasure of theological voices that do not
conform to the constructed ‘orthodox’ centre.

Jayakiran Sebastian’s Asian perspective calls for a hermeneutics of memory
and hope reaching back - not to enshrine empire but to re-interpret theology from
below. He exposes the ways the theological legacies of Nicaea have shaped, con-
strained, and sometimes suffocated the Asian church’s witness. For churches
wrestling with colonially inherited traditions, the challenge is not to discard Nicaea
wholesale but to reengage it critically allowing the memory of empire to teach hu-
mility, the memory of resistance to inspire agency, and the memory of marginaliza-
tion to birth new forms of solidarity and unity.

Kathleen Griffin’s chapter exposes how Christian empires - Constantinian
and Hispanic alike -have used creeds not as instruments of unity but as ideological
tools of coercion and persecution. The tragic story of Miguel Servet, executed de-
spite his commitment to a humanistic, scripture-rooted Christology, confronts us
with the violent cost of doctrinal hegemony. That Servet was executed in Geneva,
under the oversight of Reformed authorities, must also trouble the Reformed con-
science. Heresy, it seems, is often just theology voiced in the wrong accent or from
the wrong body. The complicity of Reformation movements in this violence - not
merely as victims but as enforcers - must be acknowledged and lamented. This
chapter is a lament and a warning: whenever orthodoxy is policed by the empire, it
will shed the blood of its own.

Henry Kuo’s contribution seeks to reclaim Nicaea for the Reformed tradition
- but not uncritically. He probes whether decentralizing ecclesial power, a core
Reformed aspiration, truly leads to decolonial ecclesiology, or whether it simply
localizes colonizing habits. His chapter proposes a ‘Reforming Nicene ecclesiology’
- one that holds memory, tradition, and the call to justice in creative tension.
Henry does not throw away the creeds; he seeks to unbind them from empire and
reweave them into communities of resistance and hope.

Finally, Jason Goroncy and John Flett, writing as settler-theologians listening
to Australian Aboriginal Christians, offer a searing critique of Nicaea. For them,
the creedal Jesus is not liberator but colonizer - a figure wielded by missionaries
and theologians to annihilate Indigenous worldviews. Their chapter is a prophetic
call to dismantle the theological machinery of ‘oneification’, to repent of universal-
isms that erase difference, and to listen - really listen - to the Spirit already at
work in the stories, rituals, and land-based wisdoms of Indigenous communities.
They reject the idea that theology can ever be disembodied or a-cultural. The Spirit,
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they argue, does not come bearing Greek metaphysics or Latin categories but as
wind and fire in every tongue and tradition.

Together, these chapters refuse the sanitized memory of Nicaea. They uncover
the layers of empire embedded in our theological DNA and dare to imagine what a
post-imperial, liberative reception of Nicaea might look like. They implicitly en-
quire whether the Nicene Creed faithfully retells the Nicene faith in all places.
They do not seek to destroy the creed, but with all theological sensitivity, seek the
possibility to understand theology without it, and to liberate the creed - from the
palace to the village, from the emperor’s pen to the people’s liturgy, from the colo-
nizer’s gospel to the God of the margins.

This is Nicaea retold from below. It is a cry and a song, a wound and a witness.
It is the beginning of a new traditioning - not built on imperial orthodoxy, but on
the Spirit’s wild work among the wounded and the waiting. Let those who have

ears, hear.






Nicaea to Constantinople I: Lessons
from Fourth-century Ecclesiastical
Politics

Sara Parvis

The theological and legislative fruits of the Council of Nicaea are the original
Nicene Creed (not the one normally recited today under that name), and the twenty
Canons of Nicaea. Of these, the two which might be considered of most enduring
importance are the theological term homoousios (the same in essence) and Canon
13, which lays down that all those who want to receive the Eucharist on their
deathbed should be allowed to do so. The Council of Nicaea also addressed the
Melitian schism in Egypt, and attempted to establish a universal means of calculat-
ing the date of Easter.
The original Nicene Creed was this:

We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of all things seen and unseen.

And in one Lord, Jesus Christ the Son of God, begotten of the Father, the only-begot-
ten, that is, from the essence (ousia) of the Father, God from God, Light from Light,
true God from true God, begotten, not made, of the same being (homoousios) as the
Father, through whom all things came to be, both the things in heaven and on earth,
who for us humans and for our salvation came down and was made flesh, becoming
human, who suffered and rose again on the third day, ascended into heaven, who is
coming to judge the living and the dead.

And in the Holy Spirit.

The catholic and apostolic church condemns those who say concerning the Son of
God that there was a time when he was not or he did not exist before he was begot-
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ten or he came to be from nothing or who claim that he is of another subsistence or
essence, or a creation, or changeable, or alterable.!

Effective modern ecumenical discussion of the Council of Nicaea depends on sev-
eral things. It depends on each party to the discussion having a clear theological
view of the status and importance of the council and Creed of Nicaea in their own
tradition. Is its establishment of the term homoousios to describe the relationship
between Father and Son something to rejoice in, or something to be deeply suspi-
cious of? Theologically speaking, does Nicaea’s insistence that those who have de-
finitively left the Church be welcomed back on their deathbed if they request it and
receive the Eucharist, matter? It also depends on having at least some agreement
on a historically accurate account of what happened at Nicaea, and what can be
discarded as myth, or at least treated as unclear or unproven. In addition, it de-
mands a clear sense of the relationship between the original Nicene Creed of AD
325 and the ‘Nicaeno-Constantinopolitan Creed’ of AD 381, which is the creed
normally called the ‘Nicene Creed’ today.

In this necessarily short chapter, I will offer three contributions to these goals:

* A reminder of the sources for the Council of Nicaea, and the problems
associated with them;

* A summary of what can be reliably said about the course of the council
itself, including its immediate aftermath,;

* A narrative of the path from the original Nicene Creed to the drawing up
of the ‘Creed of Nicaea’ at Constantinople in AD 381, now generally called
‘the Nicene Creed’.

In conclusion, I shall argue that the hundred and twenty-six years of debate which
led from the original Nicene Creed in AD 325 to the promulgation in AD 451 of the
Creed now called the Nicene Creed can be considered an important model for
present and future worldwide attempts at ecumenical agreement on theological

terminology.

! English translation of Creed of the Council of Nicaea, G. L. Dossetti, Il Simbolo di Nicea e
di Constantinopoli: Edizione critica, (Roma: Herder, 1967), 226-241 trans. Aaron West,
Fourth-Century Christianity, accessed March 10, 2025. https://www.fourthcentury.com/
urkunde-24/.


https://www.fourthcentury.com/urkunde-24/
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Sources about the Council of Nicaea and the Problems
Associated with Them

Thirty-four documentary sources for theological discussion in the period leading
up to Nicaea, for the proceedings of the council itself, and for what happened after-
wards were first gathered together by Hans-Georg Opitz (1905-1941) under the title
Urkunden zur Geschichte des arianischen Streites.? This is part of a monumental
ongoing project, to publish a full critical edition of all of Athanasius’ works. These,
as well as other historiographical sources identified more recently, can be found on
the admirable website titled Fourth Century Christianity,® maintained by the history
department of Wisconsin Lutheran College, and the Asia Lutheran Seminary, under
the direction of Dr Glen L. Thompson. The site includes Greek texts and English
translations of all the documents in Opitz’ Urkunden, all the accounts in fourth and
fifth-century continuations of Eusebius of Caesarea’s Ecclesiastical History, and
many other documents relevant to Nicaea, freshly updated for the 1700™ anniver-
sary of the council. It identifies in particular three sets of eyewitness documents
and seven accounts from ancient histories of the proceedings of the council. The
three sets of eyewitness documents are:

e Ten letters of Constantine;

* A number of documents by Eusebius of Caesarea including passages from
his Life of Constantine and his Letter to the Church of Caesarea,

e Athanasius’ On the Decrees of Nicaea, On the Synods of Ariminum and
Seleucia, and Letter to the Bishops of Africa.

Athanasius’ On the Decrees is the key defence of the council’s use of the term ho-
moousios, and of the associated phrase «from the essence of the Fathery. Nicaea
had been criticised since the beginning for using these two technical philosophical
terms which were not in Scripture, and Athanasius, who was present at the council,
though not a bishop but a deacon at that point, sets out the reasons why it did so.
In particular, he argues that the Scriptural terms describing the relationship be-
tween the Father and the Son, «Image of the invisible God», and «Christ, Power of
God and wisdom of God», had to be clarified in such a way as to rule out Arius’ in-
terpretations of these passages.

2 Hans-Georg Opitz, Urkunden zur Geschichte des arianischen Streites (Berlin: De Gruyter &
Co., 1934-1935).
3 Fourth-Century Christianity.
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Eusebius of Caesarea’s description of the council in the Life of Constantine
(I[.4—22) is important for its account of the ‘feel’ of the occasion itself, as well as
for the portrait it draws of Constantine’s involvement. It stresses how strange the
bishops found it to be ushered into the imperial chambers past the same armed
guards who had tortured and executed their predecessors. His Letter to the Church
of Caesarea, (Urk(unde) 22), on the other hand, shows how unhappy he was at
having to sign the creed, as well as the way in which he justified doing so theolog-
ically to his own supporters. It argues that the term homoousios was insisted on by
Constantine, and that his own aim in agreeing to it was peace.

Three of Constantine’s letters are associated with Nicaea itself: the fragment
(which survives in Syriac) moving to Nicaea a council which had originally been called
to Ancyra, (Urk. 20), a letter on the date of Easter preserved in Eusebius of Caesarea’s
Life of Constantine, (I11.17-30 = Urk. 26), and a letter to the Church in Alexandria from
Athanasius’ On the Decrees of Nicaea. (38.1-9 = Urk. 25). The first of these raises the
question of whether Constantine himself first called the council and later moved it, or
whether he simply took control of a council which had already been called. The second
is the main evidence for Nicaea’s debates concerning the date of Easter. The third is an
important witness to how Constantine wanted to present the council’s activities vis-a-
vis Arius, at the close of the council. Other letters of Constantine (including the complex
Letter of Constantine to Alexander and Arius, from Eusebius’ Life of Constantine 11.64-72
= Urk. 17) show his early attitude to the dispute shortly after his defeat of Licinius, and
his changes of mind regarding Arius, Eusebius of Nicomedia, and Theognis of Nicaea.
A final important work of Constantine’s is his Speech to the Saints, which survives as
an appendix to Eusebius’ Life of Constantine, and probably dates from just before Nica-
ea. It uses the term homoousios to mean two things at the same level.

It is worth pausing at this point to note that the historiography of Nicaea always
has been, and still effectively is, a debate between Athanasius’ and Eusebius of Cae-
sarea’s interpretations of the council. A third option - which we might consider Eu-
sebius of Nicomedia’s option - is to forget it, overwrite it or sideline it as quickly as
possible.

The Palestinian bishop Eusebius of Caesarea, who was a Scripture scholar,
historian and theologian, had invented the idea of telling church history through
selected sources to illustrate the ecclesiastical trends he was writing about.* His

4 On Eusebius, see Barnes, Constantine and Eusebius (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1981), and Johnson, ‘Narrating the Council: Eusebius on Nicaea,” in The Cambridge
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sources for the period up to the mid-third century are mostly derived from the
episcopal library of Caesarea in Palestine, whose materials were primarily collect-
ed by the great third-century Scripture scholar Origen, with help from a number of
Christian communities with whom he was in contact, including the women librar-
ians of Rome. Origen’s biographer and Eusebius’ predecessor Pamphilus had added
to these, as had Eusebius himself. Eusebius was thus able to write a history of the
church, normally called the Ecclesiastical History, from the time of Jesus up until
his own day. He identifies three particular organising themes of interest to him in
writing the work: martyrs, Christian scholars (mostly bishops) and heresies. Euse-
bius selected documents and writings, that he cited wholly or partly, to illustrate
these themes. Nonetheless, his choice of documents, despite the richness of his
collection, is necessarily partial and tendentious: he chose documents that best il-
lustrated his own narrative in the way he wanted. This is evident in the way Euse-
bius tended to use the documents he selected in cases where a fuller version exist-
ed elsewhere, as for example with the Martyrdom of Polycarp. Eusebius had no
hesitation in omitting sections that were too long, or because they could seem im-
plausible to educated readers, as in the account of a dove coming out of Polycarp’s
body when he was stabbed, which Eusebius silently omits.

The Ecclesiastical History, it has been argued, ran through three editions. The
first seven books ended in Eusebius’ own day in what he took to be a time of peace;
the second edition added books 8 and 9 in order to tell the story of the Diocletian
Persecution, and the third added book 10, including the accession of Constantine.
However, after that point, the sort of triumphalist ecclesiastical history, focused on
the unity of the bishops, which Eusebius had been writing up until then, became
impossible to continue. The Council of Nicaea was for him a narrow escape from
condemnation, and there was no way he could tell its story as part of a wider nar-
rative of a united church battling heresy, because it was he himself and his own
party who had been deemed to be the heretics before it began. Instead, he turned
to writing a Life of the Emperor Constantine, in which he included the sources
(many of them letters from Constantine himself) which he had gathered concerning
the council, probably originally with the intention of carrying the Ecclesiastical
History into a fourth edition. Even so, the work remained unpublished during his
lifetime, and was published by his successor, Acacius of Caesarea.

Companion to the Council of Nicaea, ed. Young Richard Kim (Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 2021) 202-222.



96 Nicaea to Constantinople |

The other main sources for documents associated with the council itself are
Athanasius of Alexandria’s On the Decrees of Nicaea of AD 353, as already noted,
Epiphanius’ Panarion of AD 375, and Gelasius of Caesarea’s lost continuation of
Eusebius of Caesarea’s Ecclesiastical History from the late 380s, which is probably
behind most of the documents preserved in the fifth-century histories not known
from other sources.” The fifth-century Antiochene historian Theodoret also had
access to some other original documents, probably from the archives of the church
of Antioch, which had been thoroughly searched twenty years before for legal ma-
terials used in the compiling of the Theodosian Code.

The documents and histories which tell the story of Nicaea were always a historio-
graphical battleground between Eusebius of Caesarea and his successors, and Athana-
sius and his successors. Athanasius of Alexandria in Egypt and Epiphanius of Salamis
in Cyprus were both ‘Old Nicenes’, from the party which had been led by Athanasius
himself from AD 328, when he became Bishop of Alexandria, until his death in AD 373.
Athanasius, following his associates Eustathius of Antioch and Marcellus of Ancyra,
first concentrated on the political wrongs of the period after Nicaea, but gradually
came to focus on and defend first, the general theology of the Nicene Creed in the 340s,
and then its exact wording, in the 350s. Epiphanius, writing just after Athanasius’
death, worked hard to separate the theology of the different parties which developed in
the mid to late fourth century, and to show which individuals were the heretics and
which were not. Both Epiphanius and Athanasius sought to undermine the ‘middle
party’, the ‘homoiousians’, which had drawn closely on Eusebius of Caesarea’s prestige
and theology. It is important to note that the reasons for this were partly political. Eu-
sebius had been closely involved in the condemning of Athanasius and his allies in the
years between AD 328 and Eusebius’ death in AD 339, and his successor Acacius had
carried on the quarrel, so Athanasius had to undermine them both, to establish his
own innocence. But the differences were also theological.

Gelasius of Caesarea, on the other hand, worked hard to obfuscate the whole
story, because he and his uncle Cyril of Jerusalem had initially been part of the
middle party which had followed the path of Eusebius of Caesarea and refused to
accept Athanasius’ innocence, or indeed, in their case, the original Creed of Nicaea.
By the time Gelasius wrote his work in the late 380s, they had both attended Con-
stantinople 381 and were fully signed up to the original Nicene Creed. Cyril, indeed,

> See Wallraff, Stutz and Martinides, eds. Gelasius of Caesarea, Ecclesiastical History, The
Extant Fragments, with an Appendix Containing the Fragments from Dogmatic Writings
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2018).
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was probably one of the main authors of the new Nicene Creed of AD 381. So Gela-
sius had a good deal to conceal in his writing.

The early Arian Controversy, and particularly the years immediately after Ni-
caea itself, are often described as ‘a battle by night’, where those on the same side
could be found attacking one another. But I have argued elsewhere that the fog
which enshrouded the ecclesiastical history of the years after Nicaea issued from a
smoke machine operated in the 370s and 380s by Gelasius of Caesarea and the
other ‘new Nicenes’ (including, for very different reasons, Basil of Cappadocian
Caesarea). Those who battled one another in the 320s and 330s knew exactly what
they were fighting about, theologically and politically, as is clear from all of Atha-
nasius’ writings.

Constantine’s writings are more difficult to characterise. Some of them would
have been written or touched up by speechwriters; others appear to be in his own
voice. He comes across in a number of them as vacillating and rambling, and given
to strong and often strange emotional responses to the individuals to whom they
are addressed. Constantine’s aims and intentions have been extensively analysed,
and given widely different interpretations. The view taken here will be that Con-
stantine was an interesting and idiosyncratic individual, but that his religious
policy and that of his successors was mainly shaped in the long term by the eccle-
siastical actors.

So, the sources, though they are essential to making sense of the council and
the creed alike, need to be read with caution. The notarised proceedings of Nicaea,
unlike those of the Council of Seleucia of AD 359 and those of key fifth-century
councils, do not survive. Everyone who writes about the Arian Controversy, from
Eusebius of Caesarea to the present author, has theological reasons for interpreting
the sources the way they do. Ecumenism demands that we test one another’s nar-
ratives against the sources, and keep as open a mind as we can about their different
possible interpretations.

The Council and Aftermath: Reliable Conclusions

The following facts about the Council of Nicaea of 325 are not in serious doubt:

e The council was invited by Constantine to meet in the imperial palace in
Nicaea, less than a year after he had taken over the Eastern portion of the
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empire, the last portion he conquered, some twenty years after he had first
been acclaimed as emperor.

* Constantine attended at least some of the sessions, and although he made
play of being there by permission of the bishops, his authority was decisive.

* Atleast 218 bishops, nearly all from the Eastern part of the empire, signed
up to the Nicene Creed, and probably close to 300 were present, along with
other clergy in attendance as secretaries.

e A creed was drawn up at the council, which was not a baptismal creed to be
said by new Christians but a ‘test-of-orthodoxy’ creed for clergy, intended
to ensure that they interpreted the relationship of the Father and the Son
in an orthodox manner.

e The anathemas in particular targeted linguistic formulas to which Arius
had previously committed himself.

e Those who did not sign the creed were sent into exile, including Arius
himself and two Libyan bishops, Secundus and Theonas, but most of Arius’
supporters signed the creed, including Eusebius of Caesarea and Eusebi-
us, Bishop of Nicomedia (Licinius’ capital city), who had previously been
Arius’ most illustrious supporter.

* The condemnation of Arius, at least, had always been the intention of the
majority party at the council, and they worked hard to come up with a text
incompatible with his theology.

* Nonetheless, the twenty canons the council also produced were for the
most part more eirenic, working out the terms on which those who were
estranged were to be welcomed back into the church, though they also re-
stricted some practices regarding the ordination and conduct of the clergy.
The subject matter and terminology of the canons were both influenced by
the canons of the Council of Ancyra of AD 314.

A few other points concerning the council are contested. Theodoret claims that
there were seventeen ‘Arian-minded’ bishops who corresponded with one another
before Nicaea. I have argued that the evidence of Theodoret’s narrative of the peri-
od before the council suggests that most other bishops at Nicaea were already
signed up to Alexander of Alexandria’s party before they arrived; other scholars
have assumed that the majority of the bishops were uncommitted one way or the
other at the time the council met. RPC Hanson, following Manlio Simonetti’s lead,
argued that there was a ‘moderate majority of Origenist bishops’ present at Nicaea,
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who found Arius’ views extreme, but would go on at later councils to condemn Eu-
stathius of Antioch and Marcellus of Ancyra for being Sabellian (being unclear on
the abiding reality of the distinction between Father, Son, and Spirit). [ have argued
that this ‘moderate majority of Origenists’ is not clearly visible in the evidence be-
fore the Council of Seleucia in AD 359. Several scholars, including Timothy Barnes,
have argued that the «great and hieratic synod at Ancyra» referred to as impending
at the Council of Antioch of late AD 324 had already been called before Constan-
tine’s victory; that Licinius, Constantine’s predecessor, had forbidden it to take
place; and that Constantine had allowed it on being petitioned to do so, but moved
it to Nicaea in order to have greater control over it.

In other words, it is possible to argue that Constantine intended to be a calming
influence on a collection of angry bishops who were fully intending to depose a
number of their fellows, including Eusebius of Caesarea, Eusebius of Nicomedia,
and others. This is the view taken by HA Drake, who believes Constantine was ac-
tually following Eusebius of Nicomedia’s agenda at the time of Nicaea itself. It is
important to note that Eusebius of Nicomedia was related to Constantine’s half-sis-
ter and half-brothers: the complex politics of Constantine’s relations with him are
therefore family politics.

It is not always noted that most of the decisions of Nicaea were reversed two
years after it took place, when Constantine returned from Rome with his mother
Helena as his main female associate in governing, having executed his wife Fausta
as well as his eldest son Crispus. Arius was recalled from exile, as were Eusebius
of Nicomedia and his associate Theognis of Nicaea, who had been exiled themselves
shortly after Nicaea for not taking the council’s exile of Arius and his companions
seriously enough. Eustathius of Antioch, whom Constantine had previously sup-
ported as bishop there, was deposed at the same time when Arius returned. Con-
stantine also put pressure on Alexander to receive Arius back into the church of
Alexandria, although Alexander died before anything could come of it. The text of
the Nicene Creed, meanwhile, largely disappeared for the next twenty-five years.
Careful attempts were made to replace it with other test-of-orthodoxy creeds and
professions of faith in both East and West. [ have shown elsewhere that the ecclesi-
astical leaders of the anti-Arian party at Nicaea were all carefully targeted and re-
moved by Arius’ supporters by the time of Constantine’s death in AD 337.

Had Constantine not defeated Licinius and taken the remaining Eastern por-
tions of the empire, a major council might still have taken place at Ancyra and
condemned the propositions of Arius, though one suspects that Eusebius of Nico-
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media would have escaped deposition in most scenarios. Whether the council
would have used the term homoousios to condemn Arius is another question: the
term does not appear in any previous theological discussions in proximity to the
council. We cannot be sure who introduced this word, but it was Athanasius who
became its main defender in the medium term. We can say, however, that this word,
as a descriptor of the relationship between the Son and the Father, became the
council’s main theological fruit.

The Path from the Nicene Creed (325) to the Nicene-
Constantinopolitan Creed (381)

It is important to realise that Constantine’s involvement with church politics was
not of itself an innovation: he was drawing on precedents which had been estab-
lished in the third century. In AD 260, the emperor Gallienus ended the general
persecution of Christians and legally restored to them property which had been
confiscated. In AD 270, Christians petitioned Aurelian on his reconquest of Antioch
from Zenobia to remove Paul of Samosata as bishop there. Aurelian had said he
would do so if the Bishop of Rome endorsed the request, recognising the em-
pire-wide nature of Christian organisational structures.® Constantine widened the
scope of imperial involvement in episcopal elections and depositions to the extent
that he could be seen as systematically backing one ecclesiastical party over anoth-
er, although his choice of party changed more than once. His son Constantius II
extended this practice to a degree which was widely seen as bringing Christianity
into disrepute. We should be clear that in both cases, almost all their ecclesiastical
actions were reacting to petitions from the Christians themselves. Subsequent
emperors, beginning with Julian ‘the apostate’, attempted to draw back from this
extent of State involvement in ecclesiastical politics; however, Christianity’s politi-
cal importance by this point meant that State involvement in its affairs was un-
avoidable. Too many people cared deeply about the identity of local bishops and
their theological, sexual, and financial probity for the emperor not to have a policy
on the process of appointing and dismissing them.

It is useful to remember that Constantine’s practice of calling councils to solve
ecclesiastical problems was initially triggered by property disputes caused by the

¢ H.A. Drake, ‘The Elephant in the Room: Constantine at the Council’, in The Cambridge
Companion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), 111-32.
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Diocletian persecution.” When he took over North Africa from Maxentius in AD
313, he instructed that property confiscated from Christians in the persecution be
returned to them. But the Christians themselves were in dispute over who owned
the property, because the Bishop of Carthage, Caecilian, had been ordained by Felix
of Aptungi, who was deemed to have handed over the Scriptures to soldiers during
the Diocletian persecution. The lay people who held the deeds for the church prop-
erty, which had been given to them to protect it in the time of persecution, refused
to return it to Caecilian on the grounds that his ordination was invalid. Constantine
had therefore asked the Bishop of Rome to adjudicate. However, those in control of
the property appealed to Constantine himself, and he therefore called a council at
Arles in Gaul in AD 314, which came to the same decision as the Bishop of Rome
had done. This was the first occasion on which an emperor had directly called a
council. Constantine said that he would abide by the bishops’ decision, but, in fact,
did not do so for long, as would again be the case at Nicaea.

The path from Nicaea to Constantinople (AD 381) is a convoluted one, and the
story can be told in different ways, but it is helpful to highlight the main creeds and
parties which developed in response to different imperial policies. [ have noted that
Constantine side-lined both Nicaea and its creed after two years, recalled Arius
from exile and eventually deposed all the surviving leading actors of the anti-Arian
party, Eustathius of Antioch, Athanasius of Alexandria, and Marcellus of Ancyra.
Athanasius and Marcellus returned on his death in AD 337, only to be deposed
again by his successor in the Eastern Empire, his son Constantius II. They sought
support from the Bishop of Rome, who was in a different jurisdiction, that of Con-
stantius’ brother Constans. Constantius and Constans agreed that an ‘ecumenical
council’, in other words, a council which would include bishops from both portions
of the empire, would take place in AD 343. Nicaea was retrospectively also deemed
to be an ‘ecumenical council’, and taken as the model for the new meeting at Serdi-
ca. The Eastern and Western bishops never met as one council, but each held a
separate council which supplemented or replaced the Nicene Creed. Athanasius
worked hard to suppress the ‘Western’ creed and to argue that it was not an official
document of the Council of Serdica (which he otherwise recognised). He later re-
turned after Constans’ death in AD 350 to defending the Creed of Nicaea.

Athanasius’ career is an excellent test of the relative impotence of emperors to
determine ecclesiastical policy in the medium and long term: almost every emperor

7 Drake, ‘The Elephant in the Room’, 114-116.
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during Athanasius’ career as bishop from AD 328-373 tried to depose him (Con-
stantius did so twice), but he always managed to be re-instated. He was crucial to
the growing Egyptian Christian identity, and particularly Egyptian Coptic identity,
which liked to hold Roman rule at arm’s length as far as possible. Athanasius is a
saint in all the main church traditions of the ancient world- the Byzantines, the
Latins, the (‘Nestorian’) Church of the East and the Miaphysite African and Near
Eastern Churches. Nonetheless, it is to the African Miaphysite churches, the Coptic
and Ethiopic churches, that he is most central, being at the fountain-head of their
separate linguistic, theological, and canonical tradition. The later post-Nicene tra-
dition told many colourful stories about Athanasius, which are mainly preserved in
Rufinus’ Ecclesiastical History, but although they are highly entertaining, they de-
rive from Gelasius, and were part of a strategy of relegating Athanasius to the status
of popular hero while sidelining his theology. Fortunately, Athanasius’ own words
survive in abundance.

Athanasius was deposed by Constantine in AD 335, but returned on his death
in AD 337 with the permission of his other son, Constantine III. He was deposed by
Constantius in AD 339, re-instated in AD 345, and fled into exile himselfin AD 356
to escape Constantius’ soldiers, who at that point were trying to execute him. He
returned under Julian in AD 362, was deposed by Julian in AD 363, and re-instated
by Jovian after Julian’s death. Valens attempted to depose him again in AD 365, but
was persuaded against it by the local authorities, and lived out his life relatively
peacefully until his death in AD 373, though continuing to take a close interest in
the politics of the three different parties who were by then claiming to support the
Nicene Creed.

Constantius Il became sole ruler of the empire after AD 353. He was involved
in a number of councils of different sizes, some formal, others informal, two of
which produced major creeds, the Dedication Creed of AD 341 and the ‘Homoian’
Creed of AD 360, which pronounced that the Son was «like the Father according to
the Scriptures». This merely underlined why the term homoousios (officially banned
in AD 360) had been necessary: to say «like the Father according to the Scriptures»
was to say that any interpretation of the Scriptural terminology was possible, which
had been the original point of dispute. Athanasius’ defence of the Nicene terminol-
ogy in On the Decrees of Nicaea, and his defence of abandoning the fruits of all the
later councils in favour of Nicaea in On the Councils of Ariminum and Seleucia in AD
359, was crucial to gradually winning the theological argument in favour of Nicaea.
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He added the importance of recognising that the Holy Spirit was not created and
was «not alien to the essence of the Father» in the Council of Alexandria in AD362.

From AD 360-380, theological debate was severely circumscribed for much of
the time. Julian ‘the Apostate’ was sole emperor from AD 361-363. Julian, who
turned Christianity into a private religion unsupported by the State and cut all its
tax breaks, may be credited with restoring the possibility of genuine theological
conversation, as well as allowing five different theological parties to develop, each
with their own rival set of bishops and aspirant bishops: the Eunomians, Eudox-
ians, Macedonianists, Old Nicenes and New Nicenes. The ‘Eudoxians’ (also called
‘Arians’ by the Council of AD 381 and, by modern scholars, ‘homoians’) controlled
all three major Eastern sees of Constantinople, Antioch, and Alexandria after 373,
but they did not survive the death of Valens in AD 378. The ‘Old Nicenes’ (Peter and
then his brother Timothy) took Alexandria, and the New Nicenes (Meletius and
Gregory Nazianzen) took Antioch and Constantinople. However, Gregory’s legiti-
macy was questionable, and so Theodosius I, who had entered Constantinople as
emperor of the East in November of AD 380, called a new Council of Constantinople
AD 381 to confirm a bishop there and to restore the (original) Creed of Nicaea, still
legally banned since 360 because of its use of the term homoousios.

It is not always recognised that it was the original Nicene Creed which was
legally re-instated by the Council of Constantinople of AD 381, although this was
argued by A.M. Ritter in 1965 in his monumental work on the Council, Das Konzil
von Konstantinopel und sein Symbol. The Council of AD 381 did draw up the creed
which is now normally called the ‘Nicene Creed’. However, as Ritter shows, it was
not promulgated until AD 451. Its most important theological move in relation to
the original Nicene Creed was to retain the phrase «homoousios with the Father».
The ‘Nicene Creed’

(Drawn up at Constantinople 381, promulgated at Chalcedon in AD 451)

We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and
earth, of all that is, seen and unseen.

And in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, eternally be-
gotten of the Father, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten,
not made, of one being with the Father. Through him all things were made.
For us, humans, and for our salvation, he came down from heaven, was
incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the virgin Mary, and became fully human.
For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate. He suffered death and
was buried.
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He rose again on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures.

He ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father.

He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his king-
dom will have no end.

And in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the
Father, who in unity with the Father and the Son is worshiped and glori-
fied, who has spoken through the prophets.

[We believe] in one holy universal and apostolic church.

We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins.

We look for the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come.
Amen.

Lessons from Fourth-century Ecclesiastical Politics
Regarding the Nicene Creed

From the account recounted thus far, it is evident that there were a hundred and

twenty-six years of debate between the original Nicene Creed of AD 325 and the

final promulgation in AD 451 of the Creed now called the Nicene Creed. This can

be considered an important model for present and future worldwide attempts at

ecumenical agreement on theological terminology in the following ways.

1.

Real creedal ecumenism is slow, because what matters is not only what is
said and done at the time when a creed is drawn up, but how it is received
afterwards, up until today. Some councils (for example, the Council of Con-
stantinople of AD 360 and its creed) do not last. The Creed of Constantino-
ple (known as the creed of Ariminum in the West) was still being appealed
to in the fifth century and beyond, and ‘Barbarian Arianism’ existed in
Visigothic Spain until AD 589, but the arguments in the East had moved on
after the fifth century, and the new ‘Nicene Creed’ became the main point
on which all the different Eastern Churches were agreed.

Some aspects of a council, including its creed, can be received even by
those who do not receive the council as such. The Council of Chalcedon
was not received by the Church of the East, or by the Miaphysite churches,
but they all accepted the new ‘Nicene Creed’, which it promulgated for the
first time.
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3. Ecumenical Trinitarian discussion is still a fruitful work in progress
across all the main traditions. The ‘Nicene Creed’ in the Latin tradition
adds the ‘Filioque’ clause that the Spirit proceeds from the Father «and
the Sony. The Patristic justification for this was thoroughly discussed at
the fifteenth-century Council of Florence. Although it remains a point
of dispute between the different Chalcedonian churches, it thereby also
remains a fruitful source of Trinitarian theological discussion between the
churches, given that the difference is one not of theology but authority.

The 1700™ anniversary of the Council of Nicaea above all highlights the complexi-
ties of fruitful ecumenical dialogue. Real progress is made, and it takes real work,
thought, and discussion to move the debates forward. Progress on the most complex
theological questions must be measured in centuries. This is a good thing. God has
so far given us twenty centuries to try to make sense of the gift of the incarnation,
which was a good deal more time than the early Christians were expecting. Time to
resolve quarrels is grace - we should give thanks for whatever opportunity is still
left to us to carry on working on resolving them, before we have to give an account
to the author of our being of what we have done.






Council of Nicaea: Through the Eyes of
Eusebius of Caesarea

Andreas Mdiller

The Council of Nicaea has already been portrayed as a historical event by contem-
porary historians although entire records of it have not been preserved.' Only indi-
vidual accounts recorded by council participants such as Athanasius of Alexandria
are available. However, there are several canons of the Council, and its symbols
that are useful for reconstructing the history. In addition, late antique literature of-
fers early evidence of the reception of the major event that took place in the impe-
rial residence in Bithynia. Eusebius, bishop of Caesarea Maritima, was a direct
witness to the events of the Council. He is known to have created literary monu-
ments to himself as an exegete and apologist, but also as a historian. These include
his chronicle, the report on the martyrs in Palestine and his Ecclesiastical History,
which was revised several times, and finally his Vita Constantini. Even though this
text was little received in late antiquity,? it was nevertheless fundamental to the
further development of the «Byzantine imperial ideal». Eusebius constructed Con-
stantine as an apostle-like ruler who made a massive contribution to the Christian-
isation of the Roman Empire. The historical reliability of this icon has rightly been
the subject of much debate. Nevertheless, it has had a massive impact on the
Eastern Orthodox perception of Constantine, at least up to the present day, and
should therefore not be neglected. The emperor is venerated as a holy and apostol-

ic person even today in the orthodox churches. In the following article, the question

' Cf. Horst Schneider, in Eusebius von Caesarea. De Vita Constantini, Bruno Bleckmann
(ed.)/ Horst Schneider (tr.), Fontes Christiani 83, (Brepols, 2007), 316 n177.

2 On the weak reception of the Vita Constantini see Friedhelm Winkelmann, Euseb von
Kaisareia. Der Vater der Kirchengeschichte (Berlin: Verlags-Anstalt-Union 1991), 156.
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of how Eusebius portrayed the emperor and his role in the Council negotiations
will be discussed at length. It is also important to consider how Eusebius organised
the overall outline of his Vita Constantini to portray the emperor’s work at the
Council of Nicaea in detail. Eusebius had a specific agenda behind this strategy. As
I have already explained in detail elsewhere, the Vita Constantini has a close inter-
textual relationship with the Acts of the Apostles.® Roughly speaking, we must an-
alyze more precisely that the Council of the Apostles in Acts 15 and the deeds of
the apostles form the typos, of which the antitype was the Council of Nicaea. For all
these reasons Eusebius thus offers an interpretation of the Council that needs to be
analysed more closely. To do this, however, we must first trace the depiction of the
Council in his Vita Constantini.

The Events of the Council According to the Vita
Constantini

In the run-up to the Council, Eusebius first describes the turmoil within the
churches of Alexandria (tag kotd v AdeEavdpelay EkkAnoiag) and in this context
also speaks specifically of a schismatic evil that had even burdened the emperor.
This does not refer to the conflict between Alexander and Areios, but to the Melitian
schism.* This is supported by the fact that there is talk of differences between the
inhabitants of the Thebaid and Egypt, which implies not just an initially rather lo-
calised conflict in the metropolis. According to Eusebius's account, the society in
Egypt was so divided, that almost civil war-like conditions prevailed.’> Another
reason for the emperor's supposedly deep anguish was the dispute over the date of
Easter. According to Eusebius, there was one party that believed that Jewish prac-
tice should be followed (énecBat deiv 11| Tovdaimve cuvibeia), and another, which
strictly followed the season for calculating the date (mpocnkew v dxpipf Tod
kapod mapapvidrttey dpav) - meaning the dominical practice. According to Euse-

3 Cf. Andreas Miiller, “Eusebius’ Reception of the Acts of the Apostles in the Vita Constanti-
ni,” Die Apostelgeschichte im Kontext antiker und friihchristlicher Historiographie eds., Jorg
Frey, Clare K. Rothschild, Jens Schroter, Beihefte zur Zeitschrift fiir die Neutestamentliche
Wissenschaft 162 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2009), 393-417. My further remarks are strongly
based on this article.

4 For an overview of the Melitian schism, see Andreas Miiller, “Athanasius und die Meli-
tianer,” in Athanasius Handbuch, ed. Peter Gemeinhardt (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011)
122-126.

> Cf. Eus. V.C. III 3,4 (FC 83,312-314 Schneider).
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bius, the second party was also pitting belief in a life according to the grace of the
gospel against Jewish practice.® He himself interpreted the situation in such a way
that the divine statutes had become disorganised, especially as some were still
fasting around the date of Easter while others were already celebrating joyfully.
Therefore, a therapist with a divine mandate was needed, namely Emperor Con-
stantine.” He initially addressed a letter to the inhabitants of Alexandria, but this
had no effect. Accordingly, Eusebius interpreted the dispute as diabolical,® and the
convening of an ecumenical assembly (cOvodov oikovpeviknv) as a battle of God
against the devil.” The emperor not only summoned the delegates with honourable
letters, but also supported the journey by providing the cursus publicus, the state
postal system which allowed them to travel comfortably. Eusebius even interpreted
the name of the city in which the Council was to take place with a view to the battle
to be fought: Nicaea ultimately means victory.!’

According to Eusebius, the bishops were probably motivated to participate for
different reasons: some may have hoped for a good (&yaf@dv €éAmic) outcome to the
dispute; some anticipated to participate in peace (eiprivng petovoia) as it was the
emperor who had called for the Council; and still more may have just harboured
hopes to witness the spectacle of the extraordinary sight of the emperor (tod t¢
E&vov Bavpotog Tiig Tod Tocovtov Pactlémg dyemg 1 0¢a).!! So very different people
gathered in one place in terms of disposition and origin and Eusebius uses the
image of a wreath made up of very different flowers to capture this eclectic mix.!?
Eusebius never tires of listing the regions from which the participants came - even
Pope Sylvester would have come if he hadn't been too old. According to Eusebius,
Constantine, the one emperor, knotted a bond of peace and thus created an image
of the apostles (gikova yopeiag dmootolikig)."® This is probably intended to refer to
the apostles at Pentecost, but can also refer to the apostles at the Council in Jerusa-
lem according to Acts 15. According to Eusebius, bishops alone numbered 250 at
the Council."* Of these, several were good in rhetoric, others were strict confessors

¢ Cf. Eus. V.C. Il 5,1 (FC 83, 314 Schneider).
7 Cf. Eus. V.C. Il 5,2 (FC 83, 314 Schneider).
8 Cf. Eus. V.C. III 5,3 (FC 83, 316 Schneider).
?  Cf. Eus. V.C. 1IT 6,1 (FC 83, 316 Schneider).
10 Cf. Eus. V.C. Il 6,1 (FC 83, 316 Schneider).
1 Cf. Eus. V.C.III 6,2 (FC 83, 316 Schneider).
12 Cf. Eus. V.C. III 6,2 (FC 83, 318 Schneider).
3 Eus. V.C.III 7.2 (FC 83, 318 Schneider).

14 Cf. Eus. V.C. III 8 (FC 83, 320 Schneider).
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or ascetics.!” In any case, Constantine had provided for all of them sufficiently. The
assembly took place in the innermost house of the palaces (év [...] T® pecortdt®
oikm TV Poacireimv), where there was a fixed seating arrangement.'® The emperor
staged himself like a heavenly messenger of God (olo 00 Tic 0VpavIog &yyehog),
who in his appearance even worked with the metaphor of light (domep @mTOg
papuopuyais ééactpantov teptBoinv), which in later times was a symbol of faith
associated with Christ.!” Eusebius describes in detail the welcome speech of the
presiding bishop and then reproduces verbatim the speech given in Latin by the
emperor, who emphasised above all the unity of the assembly that he promoted,
which was to strive for a common opinion (piov te kownv Bpafedovoav toic ndcv
gipnvikny cvugaviav). To this end, the reasons for the disputes were to be named
and possible solutions sought to overcome them.!® As numerous arguments of this
kind were put forward, the emperor endeavoured to mediate between the disputing
parties, now in Greek, and urged unity (opdvouav), which was expressed in una-
nimity and all those present being of the same opinion (opoyvopovog Kol
Opod6Eovg).t? In this case, Eusebius also speaks of unanimous faith and the unan-
imous determination of a date for Easter, without specifying the first point more
precisely.?® The resolutions, Eusebius claims were written down and signed by all
participants.?! This is followed by descriptions of the Vicennalia, the 20™ anniver-
sary of Constantine's accession to the throne, which immediately followed the
Council and is described by Eusebius as the kingdom of God on earth.?? Eusebius
also includes a letter from Constantine to the churches, in which he emphasises his
ideal of unity,?® but in particular refers to the celebration of Easter on one and the
same date.?* Eusebius also quotes the emperor to the effect that the Council had
rejected the quartadeciman practice of the feast «according to the custom of the

5 Cf. Eus. V.C. II1 9 (FC 83, 320 Schneider)

16 Cf. Eus. V.C. 1T 10,1 (FC 83, 320 Schneider).

17 Cf. Eus. V.C. IIT 10,3 (FC 83, 322 Schneider). In the following section, Eusebius also uses
all the registers of panegyric.

18 Cf. Eus. V.C. IIT 11f. (FC 83, 322-326 Schneider).

1% Cf. Eus. V.C. I 13 (FC 83, 326 Schneider). Constantine himself formulated the same goal
of unity in the letter to the synodals reproduced by Eusebius, Eus. V.C. III 17,1f. (FC 83,
330 Schneider). Accordingly, division and disputes over faith were no longer to exist.

20 Cf. Eus. V.C. 11T 14 (FC 83, 326 Schneider).

2 Cf. Eus. V.C. III 14 (FC 83, 328 Schneider).

22 Cf. Eus. V.C. III 15f. (FC 83, 328 Schneider).

% In the quotation from the letter, Constantine emphasises that, despite the regional diver-
sity, the church is or should be characterised by a single spirit, cf. V.C. III 18,5 (FC 83,
334 Schneider).

2+ Cf. Eus. V.C. III 18,1f. (FC 83, 332 Schneider).
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Jewsy (tf] 1@V Tovdaimv [...] cuvynbeiq).?® The anti-Jewish rhetoric even escalates to
the statement: «So we should have nothing in common with the most hated rabble
of Jews».2® According to the allegedly quoted letter from the emperor, which Euse-
bius certainly includes in the account with royal approval,?’ there is a call to dis-
tance oneself from «habits of quite evil people» (801 naykdkwv) - that means from
the Jewish practice of dating pascha.?® Furthermore, it also pointed out that some
Christians should not still fast while others were already celebrating Easter due to
two different festival calendars,?’ but rather all should adhere to an exact calcula-
tion (GxpiPrg Adyoc) of the festival

To conclude the description of the Council, Eusebius mentions a letter to each
eparchy with the same content as well as a final exhortation from the emperor to
the bishops to unity and to refrain from envying the spiritual gifts of other bishops
- rather, the latter should be regarded as part of a common good.** Even minor
mistakes made by others should be forgiven in the spirit of unity.*! The emperor
dismissed the bishops from Nicaea with a request for a prayer for himself. Eusebius
summarises the event referring to the image of the one body from 1 Cor 12.12-32:
«But they went back rejoicing, and from then on there was one opinion among all
of them, which had been agreed upon in the presence of the emperor, since they,
who were actually far apart, were united as if in a single body».3?

% Cf. Eus. V.C. III 18,2 (FC 83, 332 Schneider).

26 Eus. V.C. 111 18,2 (FC 83, 332 Schneider): und&v toivov Eotm duiv kowodv petd tod &yfictov
v Tovdaiov dyAov.

%7 According to Averil Cameron, Eusebius also included Constantine's letters for apologetic
reasons. Eusebius certainly wanted to support his Christian image of the emperor,
which was embedded in the history of salvation, with the documents as well as his own
dogmatic position, cf. Averil Cameron, Eusebius’ Vita Constantini and the Construction of
Constantine, in: Mark J. Edwards/Simon Swain, Portraits. Biographical Representation in
the Greek and Latin Literature of the Roman Empire (Clarendon Press, 1997), 166 s. It
is no longer possible to determine with certainty to what extent Eusebius always quotes
Constantine’s letters correctly. In any case, such a strong anti-Judaic stance on Constan-
tine’s part seems excessive for a pontifex maximus, even in view of his edict of AD 321.
On Constantine”s attitude towards Judaism and its ambivalent portrayal, see also Giinter
Stemberger, Jews and Christians in the Holy Land (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 1999)
43-47.

28 Eus. V.C. 1T 18.4 (FC 83, 334 Schneider).

2 Cf. Eus. V.C. Il 18,6 (FC 83, 334 Schneider).

%0 Cf. Eus. V.C. 11T 20,3-21,1 (FC 83, 338 Schneider).

31 Cf. eus. V.C. III 21,2 (FC 83, 338 Schneider).

32 Eus. V.C. III 21,4 (FC 83, 340 Schneider): ol &’ énaviiecav oOV €DEPOGHVY, EKPATEL TE
AoV TTop L TOG TGt pio yvaun mop avtd Baciiel cuppmvnbeica, GUVATTOUEVOY BOTEP
VP EVi COPATL TAV €K HoKPOD SpnpHEV@OV.
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A One-sided Depiction of the Council in Eusebius

It has often been observed in the literature that Eusebius did not mention numer-
ous resolutions of the Council and did not quote corresponding synodal letters and
imperial letters in its context of the Council. Instead, he concentrated on dealing
with topics such as the date of Easter. According to his report, the dispute over
Areios does not seem to have played any role at all.>* There are no references to the
exile of Theognis of Nicaea, Eusebius of Nicomedia, Theonas and Secundus from
Libya, or even to the condemnation of Areios. In the course of his account, he also
makes no reference to the rejection of Melitians and Novatians. Authors such as
Horst Schneider certainly rightly explain this with the origins of the Vita Constan-
tini, and with the lack of its agreement with the principle of concord, the opdvoua,
which was so important to Eusebius.?* For this very reason, Eusebius may have
omitted the fact that some of the Council Fathers did not sign the Council's anath-
ematisms. His statement that all bishops signed the Council's decisions is clearly
misleading. Ultimately, the Council's decisions did not correspond to Eusebius's
personal faith, who is known to have taken the position of a central party that was
very close to Areios in the later disputes. * In a eulogy to the emperor, who, accord-
ing to the quotation from the letter, was primarily interested in unity, Eusebius
may have concealed his dissenting opinion and possibly put forth symbolically

only his irrelevant interpretation of the opoovciog. Even Constantine did not con-

3 An indirect reference can be found in the letter of Constantine quoted above, in which
‘the Jews’ are described as murderers of fathers and masters, cf. V.C. 19,1 (FC 83,
336 Schneider). The term patricide (matpoxtovor) can only be understood against the
background of the equality of essence between father and son, which, however, was not
further elaborated on at this point and was thus more or less overplayed by Eusebius.

34 (Cf. Schneider, FC 83, 330 note 193.

% On Eusebius' Arianism, see Holger Strutwolf, Die Trinitdtstheologie und Christologie
des Eusebius von Caesarea, Forschungen zur Kirchen- und Dogmengeschichte 72 (Van-
denhoeck & Ruprecht, 1999); Friedhelm Winkelmann, ed., Uber das Leben des Kaisers
Konstantin, Eusebius Werke 1 1, Die Griechischen Christlichen Schriftsteller (Berlin:
Akademie-Verlag, 2™ ed. 1991) XXVIIIL The essay by K.[evin] R. C.[onstantine] Gutzman,
“Bishop Eusebius of Caesarea and his ‘Life of Constantine’”, Greek Orthodox Theological
Review 42 (1997): 351-358, attempts to recognise Eusebius’ significance for the Byzantine
tradition despite his “heretical” orientation. Following James Stevenson, he makes the
interesting observation that of the 22 imperial charters that Eusebius was in possession
of, he did not quote the eight that dealt with Arianism (cf. ibid. 355). Cf. also Schneider,
FC 83,316f. Note 177: “For Eusebius, the account (scil. of the Council) was problematic
insofar as he - at least at times himself an Arian - could not report impartially and had to
observe the genre boundaries. He completely omitted the immediately preceding Council
of Antioch, at which Eusebius himself was condemned for his closeness to Arianism,
from his report.” Translation into English by Andreas Miiller.



A Midller 113

sistently adhere to this statement of the Council. Eusebius may also have refrained
from mentioning the dogmatic disputes in Nicaea in view of his change of position.
Since the Vita Constantini was probably written after Constantine’s death, probably
between AD 337 and 339,* a clear reference to the Nicene dogmatics would have
had to be brought into congruence with the later theological developments at the
imperial court, at least in some way. However, this would have been difficult to ar-
gue in a panegyric.

All of the above reasons for the strangely one-sided presentation of the Council
are entirely plausible and may have played a role in the composition of the Vita.
According to my own observations on the Vita Constantini, however, the reasons
why Eusebius omits the treatment of the doctrine of the Trinity in Nicaea, for ex-
ample, may have been in another area, namely that of intertextuality. I would like
to briefly develop this idea below.

The Vita Constantini in Intertextual Relation to the
Biblical Acts of the Apostles

The Vita Constantini and the Acts of the Apostles exhibit astonishing parallels,
some of which have been little emphasised in research to date, which indicate that
Eusebius may have oriented himself towards the model of the biblical book when
writing the imperial Vita, and ultimately even wanted to stylise Constantine as an
apostle through intertextual references. Similar to the Acts of the Apostles, it
places one protagonist in the foreground and is therefore at least remotely compa-
rable to its increasing focus on Paul as an important player in early Christianity.
Eusebius was very familiar with the Acts of the Apostles. He not only generally
refers to Luke as the author of the Acts of the Apostles,” rather, he also quotes it in
numerous places - at one point even in the Vita Constantini. There, Eusebius com-
pares the Council participants in Nicaea with the apostles, whom he describes with
words from Acts 2.5, 9-11 as «God-fearing men» «from every nation under heav-
en».*® A look at Eusebius’ church history makes it clear how strongly Eusebius was

% On the authenticity of the Vita Constantini, see already Friedrich Vittinghoff, “Eusebi-
us als Verfasser der ‘Vita Constantini’,” Rheinisches Museum fiir Philologie 96 (1953)
330-373.

3 Cf. Eusebius h.e. I 7, Eusebius Kirchengeschichte, ed. Eduard Schwartz (Hinrichs’sche
Buchhandlung, 1908), 19.

% Cf. Eusebius, V.C. III 8 (FC 83, 318-320 Schneider).
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otherwise influenced by the Acts of the Apostles in terms of content.*” Eusebius's
ideal of the emperor, which he developed in particular from the typos of Moses,*
may also have been constructed in the Vita Constantini on the basis of the Acts of
the Apostles. In any case, it would be an interesting question whether Eusebius’
typology of Moses and Constantine was inspired by Stephen’s speech in the Acts of
the Apostles.

The two texts certainly differ form-wise, although the Vita Constantini is not
easy to categorise in terms of form history. There is now widespread agreement
among scholars that it is a «peculiar hybrid formpy:*' According to Raffaele Farina’s
1966 investigations, for example, it simultaneously contains elements of a biogra-
phy, a panegyric or encomium** and the idealisation of a ruler in the sense of a
princely mirror.*> Most recently, Bruno Bleckmann has pointed out that encomium
and biography were in any case fused in imperial literary life.** Like Plutarch, Eu-

% A general reference to Book II of Church History will suffice here. The content of this book
is almost saturated with the Acts of the Apostles.
40 On Moses in Eusebius’ Vita Constantini, see Michael J. Hollerich, “The Comparison of
Moses and Constantine in Eusebius of Caesarea’s Life of Constantine,” Studia Patristica
19(1989) 80-85; Eusebius of Caesarea. De Vita Constantini, ed., Bruno Bleckmann, trans.
Horst Schneider, FC 83 (Brepols: Turnhout, 2007) 101-104; Averil Cameron, “Eusebius’
Vita Constantini and the Construction of Constantine,” Portraits. Biographical Represen-
tation in the Greek and Latin Literature of the Roman Empire, M.J. Edwards and S. Swain,
eds. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997) 145-174, here 158-161, where Cameron interprets
Constantine’s vision in a very interesting way against the background of Moses’ vision
at the burning bush. There are indeed parallels here. Nevertheless, I have decided to
interpret the vision scene more strongly from the model of Paul, because some elements
(e.g. witnesses at the vision; conversion theme; interpretation of the vision by third
parties) speak more strongly in favour of this. Nevertheless, Eusebius probably also
drew on elements from the Call of Moses, especially the basic idea of a vision in which
the “liberation action” was based. On Constantine’s identification with Moses, see also
Claudia Rapp, “Imperial Ideology in the Making: Eusebius of Caesarea on Constantine as
‘Bishop’,” Journal of Theological studies 49 (1998), 685-695.
Cf. Bleckmann, Eusebius, 33. On the uncertainty about the definition of the genre, cf. a. A.
Cameron, “Eusebius’ Vita Constantini”, 145. A peculiar hybrid form is noted by Timothy
D. Barnes, “Panegyric, history and hagiography in Eusebius’ Life of Constantine”, in From
Eusebius to Augustine, Selected Papers 1982-1993, X1 ed. Timothy D. Barnes, (Aldershot:
Variorum, 1994), 116: “The so-called Life of Constantine is a combination of conventional
panegyric and something daringly original which hovers between ecclesiastical history
and hagiography.”
42 Socrates (h.e. I 1,2) and Photios (Bibliotheca cod. 127) already considered the Vita Con-
stantini to be an encomium, see the quotations in F. Winkelmann, Uber das Leben des
Kaisers Konstantin, XXXI and XLIX.
Cf. Bleckmann, Eusebius, 27; Jan Willem Drijvers, “Eusebius’ Vita Constantini als fiirsten-
spiegel,” in Lampas 37 (2004): 161-164.
B. Bleckmann, Eusebius, 28. I also follow Bleckmann’s introduction. In older literature, a
sharp distinction was occasionally made between encomium and biography, cf. e.g. W.[il-

41

43

44
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sebius concentrates on praising particular moral qualities.*> The Vita Constantini
was probably intended as a kind of mirror for Constantine’s sons to present «das
Leben ihres Vaters in ahistorischer Weise als Modell eines idealen Christen und
eines idealen Herrschersy (their father's life in an ahistorical way as a model of an
ideal Christian and an ideal ruler).* Even if the two texts differ in terms of form,
the Vita Constantini is close to the Acts of the Apostles as «mimetic historiography»
due to its emphasis on the religious exemplarity of the protagonist*, even if the
latter does not focus as strongly as the Vita Constantini exclusively on one protago-
nist.

Eusebius’ account is not just about a special emperor. The final chapter of his
Vita makes it clear that he also sees the emperor’s speciality in the fact that, like an
apostle, he openly proclaimed the message of Christ, glorified the Church and
abolished idolatry, thereby distinguishing himself through a special form of wor-
ship.*® Eusebius not only praises the emperor as an apostle, as it were, at the end
of the Vita Constantini, rather, there are also numerous passages in the historical
part of the Vita Constantini where the emperor is portrayed by Eusebius as closely
acquainted to the apostles, in particular to Paul.*’ Some of these passages have long
been discussed by scholars, but have been linked less to Eusebius’ specific inten-
tions than to the question of Constantine’s self-image. However, if the Vita Constan-
tini is understood in terms of its intertextual references, the parallels between Paul
and Constantine can also be explained in terms of Eusebius’ composition. Not only
Constantine’s vision in the run-up to the Battle of the Milvian Bridge,*® even his

liam] Telfer, “The Author's Purpose in the Vita Constantini”, Studia Patristica 1 (1957),
157-167, here 157.

4 Cf. the comparison between Plutarch and Eusebius in Gerhard Ruhbach, “Apologetik und
Geschichte. Untersuchungen zur Theologie Eusebius von Caesarea”, (diss., Heidelberg,
1962),201-203.

46 Cf. B. Bleckmann, Eusebius, 31; Averil Cameron, “Eusebius of Caesarea and the Re-
thinking of History”, Tria corda: Scritti in onore die Arnaldo Momigliano, Biblioteca di
Athenaeum 1, ed. Emilio Gabba (New Press, 1983), 71-88, here 82-85. F. Winkelmann,
Lusebius, 154 speaks of the ideal image offered in the Vita Constantini as an “orientation
norm” for Constantine’s sons.

4 Cf.e.g.Eus, V.C.134;14and19,1.

4 Cf. Eus. V.C. IV 75 (FC 83, 500 Schneider).

4 In the Acts of the Apostles, Paul is also referred to as an apostle in a broader sense beyond
the circle of twelve (cf. Act 14.4,14). Paul was therefore an apostle above all because of his
witness. In Acts 1.8, this is associated with the apostles in the narrower sense, the circle
of twelve, and in Acts 22.15 with Paul.

%0 Cf. on this Act 9.1-18; 22,6-16; 26.12-18 and on Constantine’s vision against the back-
ground of the Acts of the Apostles most recently Reinhard Staats, “Kaiser Konstantin der
GroBe und der Apostel Paulus”, Vigiliae Christianae 62 (2008): 334-379, here 354-358.
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burial in the Church of the Apostles,® even the description of his consecratio
against the background of a consecration coin available to Eusebius,? which he
interprets as an ascension (gr. avéAnyig), can be understood intertextually against
the background of the Acts of the Apostles. When the Vita Constantini ends with
the declaration of Constantine’s love of God (6go@iAia), but immediately before that
describes his consecratio/ascension (in ‘pagan’ thinking, the deification of the em-
peror) and Constantine’s death on Pentecost, one could see a chiastic inclusion of
the beginning of the Acts of the Apostles.>® After all, the latter first addresses a
Theophilos, then reports on the ascension and finally on Pentecost. Accordingly,
the story of the apostles would have found a worthy conclusion in Constantine.
References to the Acts of the Apostles can now also be found in the account of the
Council of Nicaea.

The Description of the Council of Nicaea as a New
Council of the Apostles

Similar to the Acts of the Apostles, the Vita Constantini also contains a depiction of
a council roughly after its first half. Certainly, parallels between the depiction of
the Council of Nicaea and the Council of the Apostles are not as obvious as those
between the visions of Paul and Constantine. In particular, there are no terminolog-
ical similarities. Nevertheless, Eusebius also clearly refers back to the apostolic
times at this point - as already mentioned - by commenting on the presence of
representatives of all churches: «From the beginning of time, only the one Emperor

Unlike Staats, I do not claim that Constantine already made a parallelisation of his vision
with Paul’s Damascus experience, even if this cannot be ruled out. However, only the
parallelisation by Eusebius is certain, and only in his second account of the event. This
can be easily explained in view of the strong influence of the Acts of the Apostles on the
image of the emperor that can also be observed elsewhere. On the significance of the
vision in the context of the Vita Constantini, see already Vittinghoff, Eusebius, 336. The
vision is thus «compositionally the central starting point of the Vitay. Translation into
English by Andreas Miiller.

5 On the ‘apostolic church’ see, among others, Stefan Rebenich, “Vom dreizehnten Gott
zum dreizehnten Apostel? Der tote Kaiser in der Spatantike”, Zeitschrift fiir Antikes
Christentum 4 (2000): 300-324, esp. 309-313.

2 Cf. Eus. V.C. IV 73 (FC 83, 498 Schneider) and Lieselotte Kotzsche-Breitenbruch, “Zur
Darstellung der Himmelfahrt Constantins des Grossen”, in Jenseitsvorstellungen in Antike
und Christentum, FS Alfred Stuiber, Jahrbuch fiir Antike und Christentum. Ergdnzungs-
band 9, (Miinster: Aschendorff, 1982) 215-224.

% Cf. Eus. V.C. IV 64.74f. (FC 83, 488.498-500 Schneider).
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Constantine knotted together such a large wreath with the bond of peace and of-
fered it to his Saviour for his victory over opponents and enemies as a gift of
thanksgiving due to God, thus creating an image of the apostles in our time».>*
However, Eusebius does not parallel this diversity here with the diversity of the
representatives at the «Apostles’ Council» but explicitly - as already observed -
initially with the Pentecost event (Act 2.5, 9-11).

Even if the sequence between the two meetings is roughly similar, this certain-
ly does not reflect Eusebius’ reception of the Acts of the Apostles. References to the
meeting, intensive dispute about different positions, agreements, and sending a
letter to those who could not attend the respective meeting, are such general motifs
in the description of such a meeting, that they do not point to a closer dependence
of Eusebius on Acts. The reason for the very independent description of the Council
of Nicaea,*® which differs in many places, is probably that Eusebius himself took
part in it and therefore probably endeavoured to describe the actual events at the
imperial court. In addition, the historical context of the ‘councils’ in the first and
fourth centuries was completely different. Accordingly, Eusebius was very much
concerned with emphasising the role of the emperor in bringing peace and unity®®
- a motif that is naturally missing in the Acts of the Apostles.

If one reads the description of the Council of Nicaea against the background of
the «Council of the Apostlesy, despite the lack of terminological and direct overlaps
in content, then at least the questions already raised can be answered with regard
to Eusebius’ (lack of) presentation of the Trinitarian theological discussion®” and
the emphasis on Easter.

In Eusebius’ letter to his congregation about the Council of Nicaea from June
325, he is known to have described the genesis of the symbol of Nicaea in such a
way that it ultimately originated from his pen and was only supplemented by the
emperor with the word opoobvoioc.’® While Eusebius at least wanted to emphasise
the proximity between the imperial theology and his own theology in his letter to

% Cf. Eus., V.C. Il 8,2 (FC 83, 318, Schneider): tolodtov pévoc && aidvog &l Paciiedg
Kovotavtivog Xplotd otépavov decud cuviyag eipiivig [...] elkova yopeiog amootolkiic
a0tV Kob' fUdG GUGTNOALEVOC.

% Cf. Eus., V.C. III 6-22 (FC 83, 316-340 Schneider).

% Cf. e.g. Eus., V.C. III 13f. (FC 83, 326-328 Schneider).

7 Cf. on this a. Timothy D. Barnes, Constantine and Eusebius, (Harvard University Press,
1981) 270; id., “Panegyric”, 105. On the abridged account of the councils of Nicaea and
Tyre in the Vita Constantini, cf. also A. Cameron, Eusebius, esp. 77.

% Cf. Urkunden zur Geschichte des arianischen Streites, Athanasius Werke I1I/1, ed. Hans-
Georg Opitz, (de Gruyter, 1934), no.22.
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his own congregation and free himself from the suspicion of heresy, years later he
may have completely refrained from presenting the dogmatic discussion in Nicaea
for the same reason in the Vita Constantini. But other reasons could also speak in
favour of his selective reporting: By emphasising the unified statement of the date
of Easter, the unity of the Church, which was so important to Eusebius, is also
particularly emphasised in an overtly perceptible form. Against the background of
the Acts of the Apostles, there is an even more plausible reason for Eusebius’ selec-
tion of the Council topoi: In both cases, it was a matter of customs in Christianity
that were to be redefined in confrontation with Jewish customs. According to Acts
15.1, the assembly in Jerusalem was in any case triggered by a dispute about the
custom of Moses (10 £€0og 10 Mwicémg). And Eusebius’ description - at least ac-
cording to the imperial document he quotes - is also about the habits of very evil
people (avBpmnwv 0N navykdkwv).>’ According to the same document, these utter-
ly wicked people clearly refer to «the Jews».** While the Acts of the Apostles empha-
sised the Jewish prohibition of the consumption of blood even in «Gentile Christi-
anity» with the Apostles’ Decree, and even understood the people of God as «Israel
extended around the chosen - which specifically means: Christ-believing-Gen-
tilesy,%! the Council of Nicaea, according to the Vita Constantini, strictly rejected a
quartadeciman orientation towards the Jewish Passover practice. This consistent
attitude towards Jewish customs also corresponds to Eusebius’ other position on
Judaism.%? It is possible that he did not describe this important gathering in his
church history precisely because of the broad opening to Jewish customs in the
«Apostles’ Decreey. If he explicitly referred to the «Apostles' Councily or the «Apos-
tles’ Decreey» elsewhere, he did so at least in a rather unconventional way: in the
Demonstratio Evangelica, Eusebius used the Apostles’ Decree in a not entirely un-
objectionable way as proof that the Law of Moses could not bind the Gentiles.* The

% Eus. V.C. IIII 18.4 (FC 83, 334 Schneider).

% Cf. Eus., V.C. IIII 18,2 (FC 83, 332 Schneider).

¢ Cf.Jens Schriter, “Lukas als Historiograph”, in Die antike Historiographie und die Anfiinge
der christlichen Geschichtsschreibung, ed. Eve-Marie Becker, Beihefte zur Zeitschrift fiir
Neutestamentliche Wissenschaft 129 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2005), 253.

2 On Eusebius's relationship to Judaism, see Jorg Ulrich, Eusebius von Caesarea und die
Juden, Patristische Texte und Studien 49, (De Gruyter, 1999): 239-246, in which Ulrich
argues that Eusebius was very close to the imperial attitude towards Judaism, especially
in his depiction of the Council. As Pontifex Maximus, the emperor probably did not
pursue such a harsh policy against the Jews. At least, there is no clear evidence of this in
other sources.

¢ Cf. Eusebius, Demonstratio evangelica I 3,42. However, Eusebius was by no means alone
in this interpretation, cf. the further evidence in Rudolf Pesch, Die Apostelgeschichte (Acts
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selective depiction of the Council of Nicaea in the Vita Constantini can be under-
stood in a similar sense as a correction of account of the early Christian assembly,
which is admittedly not mentioned here. According to divine will,** they had set
themselves apart from the «habits of very wicked meny,*® from the customs of Ju-
daism. Similar to the «Council of the Apostles», however, according to Eusebius’
account, Nicaea was also only concerned with such customs. This would place the
Council of Nicaea in Eusebius’ account in the tradition of the Acts of the Apostles,
at least in terms of its localisation in the overall corpus and its thematic focus on
Jewish customs. In terms of content, Eusebius makes an indirect correction through
such intertextuality by now thematising a clear demarcation from Judaism. By
characterising the Council Fathers as a reflection of the apostolic group and having
Constantine describe himself as their co-servant in the cited document, Eusebius
once again places the emperor in a quasi-apostolic function.%

Conclusion

It has become clear that Eusebius presented the events and results of the Council
of Nicaea according to a certain pattern. This also seems to have been influenced
by intertextual references to the depiction of the Council of the Apostles in the Acts
of the Apostles. Eusebius was therefore not interested in depicting the dogmatic
decisions of the Council in the Vita. Rather, he was concerned with the organisation
of the practice of faith, in particular the timing of Easter. In his account, he strong-
ly rejects the orientation towards a Jewish-influenced quaternary practice with
clearly anti-Judaic arguments. He also allegedly refers to an epistle from the emper-
or himself. According to Eusebius’ Vita Constantini, the emperor’s efforts to achieve

13-28), Evangelisch-katholischer Kommentar V, no. 2 (Freiburg/Basel/Wien: Benzinger
Verlag/ Neukirchner Verlag, 1986) 90. On the history of the interpretation of the Apos-
tle's Decree, cf. Karl Six, Das Aposteldekret (Act 15, 28.29): Seine Entstehung und Geltung
in den ersten vier Jahrhunderten”, Veroffentlichungen des biblisch-patristischen Seminars
Innsbruck 5 (Innsbruck: Rauch, 1912) and Jiirgen Wehnert, Die Reinheit des ‘christlichen
Gottesvolkes’ aus Juden und Heiden, Forschungen zur Religion und Literatur des Alten
und Neuen Testaments, 173 (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1995).

¢ The term appears explicitly again in the imperial document, cf. V.C. IIT 18,5 (FC 83, 334
Schneider). However, Eusebius also sees the council as a work of God, cf. V.C. III 6,2 (FC
83, 316 Schneider).

% Cf. again the term in the imperial document, cf. Eus., V.C. 11T 18,4 (FC 83, 334, Schneider).

¢ Cf. Eus., V.C. III 17,2 (FC 83, 330 Schneider). On Constantine’s self-designation as a
servant, cf. Staats, Kaiser Konstantin, 360. Here, however, the emperor refers to himself
literally as cuvOepdmwv vpétepog, not - more commonly “Pauline” - as cuvdovrog.
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unity in his empire, in the sense of a homogeneous society, and his emphasis on
the unity of the Church and the civil community, primarily had practical conse-
quences, including the exclusion of supposedly non-Christian practices. The lack of
presentation of dogmatic decisions is probably also due to the fact that the Council
of the Apostles did not discuss dogmatics either, but only customs.

As already mentioned, the Vita Constantini received surprisingly little atten-
tion. Eusebius was also generally well known to Reformed authors such as John
Calvin. The church history of the Bishop of Caesarea was, as Irena Backus has im-
pressively pointed out,’” clearly and sometimes critically received at least in the
work of the Geneva reformer. The Vita Constantini was even read by Reformed
theologians - Heinrich Bullinger, for example, left numerous marginal notes in it,
although these have not yet been systematically analysed.’® It would be a task for
future research to determine whether Eusebius’ - one-sided - presentation of the
intentions of the Council of Nicaea influenced the concept of the unity of church
and civil community in the Reformed area or the treatment of Jewish practices in
Reformed Christianity.

7 Cf. Irena Backus, “Calvin's Judgment of Eusebius of Caesarea. An Analysis”, The Sixth
Century Journal 22 (1991): 419-437.

% Cf. Silke-Petra Bergjan, “Bullinger und die griechischen Kirchenvéter in der konfessio-
nellen Auseinandersetzung”, in Zwingliana 31 (2004): 133-160, here 141 note 34; 143
note 42. On the edition, translation and reception of late antique church history works in
the sixteenth century in general, cf. a. Martin Wallraff, “Die Rezeption der spatantiken
Kirchengeschichtswerke im 16. Jahrhundert”, in Auctoritas Patrum Il. Neue Beitrige zur
Rezeption der Kirchenvdter im 15. und 16. Jahrhundert, ed. Leif Grane et al. (Mainz: von
Zabern, 1998) 223-260.



An Asian Perspective on the Council of
Nicaea and the Empire

J. Jayakiran Sebastian

Consciously or not, churches channeled dead empires.1

Introduction

The events and legacy of what happened 1700 years ago in Nicaea continue to im-
pact the life and witness of churches all over the world in theological, ecclesial,
hermeneutical, sociological, and ecumenical terms even today and it is incumbent
on us in the Asian context to engage in an honest and courageous discussion and
interrogation of those events. I am keenly aware of the reality that ‘Asia’ itself is a
construct and represents the «power of the formulaic» in «a mythic geography» as
Gayatri Chakravorthy Spivak writing in a different context strikingly reminds us.?

A new book investigates the material remains of the purported place where the
Council was held and examines the material remains of what the writer asserts is
«the birthplace of Christian theology».> While this seems to be an exaggeration

! Philip Jenkins, Kingdoms of this World: How Empires Have Made and Remade Religions
(Texas: Baylor University Press, 2024), 77. Much of what follows draws from my keynote
address delivered at the first thematic plenary session of the Tenth Congress of Asian
Theologians (CATS-X), held at Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, October 24®-29%" 2024, on
the theme “Echoes of Nicaea: Enduring Faith and Embracing Unity- Asian Ecumenical
Responses”.

2 Gayatri Chakravorthy Spivak, An Aesthetic Education in the Era of Globalization (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 2013), 283. She writes about «thinking without nation,
space-names as shifters, in a mythic geography, because of the power of the formulaicy.

3 Mark R. Fairchild, The Underwater Basilica of Nicaea: Archaeology in the Birthplace of
Christian Theology (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2024).
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since one can make the case that Christian theology was born three centuries be-
fore Nicaea, there is something to ponder upon here in terms of what I call attempts
to formalize Christian teaching and Christian theology seen in Trinitarian terms,
recognizing, of course, that the doctrine of the Holy Spirit was left open at that
time, to be filled in during those years of tumultuous ferment leading up to the
Council of Constantinople in AD 381. At the same time, one has to reckon with
what is seen as the ‘fall’ of the church given the nexus between the empire and the
Church at the Council of Nicaea and beyond. Daniel H. Williams writes: «The fourth
century saw that moment in ecclesiastical history when the context and communi-
ty of Christian faith was radically changed once a Roman emperor adopted its be-
liefs and lived long enough to enforce politically its way of expressing those be-
liefsy.* It is also an obligation on our part to consider and respond to the query as
to whether in ‘receiving Nicaea’ «we ought to consider if we also have received and
implicitly accepted the narrative of the winnersy.’

I have spent a lot of time and energy in my own work on the early teachers of
faith, including in my published doctoral dissertation on the baptismal controversy
in Cyprian of Carthage,® developing the principle of «reaching back in order to
move forwardy», and also on ways of «enlivening the past», which forms the title of
my other book, the subtitle of which is ‘An Asian Theologian’s Engagement with
the Early Teachers of Faith’.” I concluded the book with these words «[r]eaching
back in order to move forward would imply that one needs to problematize the
present and in so doing one needs to understand and represent the past in order to
shape the futurey.?

All this leads us to ask about the role of the past in the present including in
terms of our desire for unity - unity in mission, unity in witness’ - to ask about the

4 Daniel H. Williams, “Constantine, Nicaea, and the ‘Fall’ of the Church,” in Christian
Origins: Theology, Rhetoric and Community, eds. Lewis Ayres and Gareth Jones (London:
Routledge, 1998), 117.

> Young Richard Kim, “Introduction,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Council of Nicaea,
ed. Young Richard Kim (Cambridge University Press, 2021), 8.

¢ J.Jayakiran Sebastian, “... baptisma unum in sancta ecclesia ...”: A Theological Appraisal
of the Baptismal Controversy in the Work and Writings of Cyprian of Carthage (Hamburg:
Verlag an der Lottbek/ Delhi: ISPCK, 1997).

7 J. Jayakiran Sebastian, Enlivening the Past: An Asian Theologian’s Engagement with the
Early Teachers of Faith (Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2009).

& Sebastian, Enlivening the Past, 176.

?  See my “Revitalizing the Fading Ecumenical Memory and Reenergizing the Promise of
our Ecumenical Future: Can Ecumenism be Taught?” in The Whole Is Greater Than Its
Parts: Encountering the Interreligious and Ecumenical Other in the Age of Pope Francis,
eds. Peter Casarella and Gabriel Said Reynolds (New York: The Crossroad Publishing
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construction of the past in the present, including the reality of past theological
controversies and debates in the life of Asian Christians and indeed in Asia itself.
The Bulgarian winner of the International Booker Prize 2023 for his novel Time
Shelter, Georgi Gospodinov, in looking at the past wrote:

Does the past disintegrate, or does it remain practically unchanged like plastic bags,
slowly and deeply poisoning everything around itself? Shouldn’t there be factories
for recycling the past somewhere? Can you make anything else out of past beside
past? Could it be recycled in reverse into some kind of future, albeit secondhand?
Now these are some questions for you.'’

Among the issues that we Asian theologians need to consider is the question about
whether Nicaea should in any way determine our own theological quest, a rather
odd question to ask one may say, since the purpose of this book, of which this
forms a chapter, is to commemorate Nicaea! How do we respond to the point made
by a formidable patristics scholar of a previous generation, Robert Grant, who
wrote about the need to «free ourselves from the belief that either Nicaea or Chal-
cedon was predestined?»'! Not all churches found in Asia have bound their theolo-
gy inextricably to Nicaea. The reality is that churches in Asia diverge on post-Nica-
ean developments, including the events leading up to and beyond the Council of
Chalcedon in AD 451,'% and the emergence of the filioque clause in Western Latin
theology, that have intensely engaged ecumenical conversations at multiple levels,
most recently in the Common Statement on the Filioque coming from ‘The Joint In-
ternational Commission on Theological Dialogue Between the Lutheran World
Federation and the Orthodox Church’ on May 27, 2024."3

Company/Herder & Herder, 2020), 141-156 and “Estranging the Stranger? Revisions and
Re-visioning Ecumenical Missiology,” in Michael Biehl et al., Witnessing Christ: Contextual
and Interconfessional Perspectives on Christology (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2020), 63-69.

10 Georgi Gospodinov, Time Shelter, trans. Angela Rodel (London: Wiedenfeld & Nicolson,
2022), 116.

' Robert M. Grant, Jesus After the Gospels: The Christ of the Second Century (London: SCM
Press, 1990), 14. As a BD student in the early 1980’s at the United Theological College,
Bengaluru, I was greatly impacted by his earlier evocative article that enabled me to
understand church-state relationships in a new way, “Religion and Politics at the Council
at Nicaea,” The Journal of Religion 55, (1975): 1-12.

12 See Does Chalcedon Divide or Unite? Towards Convergence in Orthodox Christology, eds.
Paulos Gregorios, William H. Lazareth, Nikos A. Nissiotis (Geneva: World Council of
Churches, 1981). One should never forget the brilliant book by V. C. Samuel, The Council
of Chalcedon Re-examined: A Historical and Theological Survey (Madras: Christian Litera-
ture Society, 1977).

3 Joint International Commission on Theological Dialogue between the Lutheran World
Federation and the Orthodox Church, Common Statement on the Filioque, July 2024,
1 page, The Lutheran World Federation and the Orthodox Church, accessed July 6, 2025,
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As we look back at an event that continues to reverberate, directly and indirect-
ly and impacts our identity as Asian Christians today in many different ways,
sometimes clearly seen and sometimes more opaquely, we now need to focus on
how we, as Asian Christians, wrestle with the Council of Nicaea. I want to offer five
ways of dealing with this.

Nicaea and the History of the Church in Asia

As anyone who has taught or studied Asian Christian theology and the history of
the Church in Asia can attest, getting a handle on «what is Asia?» is a herculean
task and almost impossible to get a clear answer, even in geographical terms.'*
Some ecumenical international church organizations have bundled up things in
talking about «Asia-Pacificy, but does this help or complexify matters further?
What about «Asia-Atlantic»? Or what about the Asianness of Asia, something that
Spivak admits that she has «strained to imagine», pointing out that «it is not a
place, yet the name is laden with history and cultural politicsy.'® Is there a way of
encapsulating that in terms of food, clothes, climate, shared histories, or ethnicity?
An attempt to answer this question reveals the absurdity of essentializing ‘Asian-
ness’. Yet, here we are, celebrating our diversity and, at the same time, seeing in
the faces of one another, not strangers but fellow-sojourners and fellow-explorers
of the Nicaean legacy, whether we come from the Orthodox, Catholic, Protestant, or
Pentecostal traditions, or others that are a hybrid of these broad categories, or even
fall outside these over-simplified umbrella terms that often do not do justice to the
involvedness of our faith-identities within the Christian fold, not to say anything
about the reality that many of us personify manifold religious belongings and as-
sorted denominational identities in who we are and from where we come.

As Asian Christians who, for the most part, affirm our baptismal identity as a
primary step in our Christian belonging to Christ and to Christ’s church, Nicaea
offers us much to think about given that the Roman Emperor Constantine was now

https://lutheranworld.org/sites/default/files/2024-07/Lutheran-Orthodox-Joint-State-
ment-Filioque-EN.pdf

4 A valiant attempt was made by the Princeton Theological Seminary historian who was
born to missionary parents in what is now North Korea, Samuel Hugh Moffett, A History
of Christianity in Asia, Volume I - Beginnings to 1500 (New York: Orbis Books, 1998), and
A History of Christianity in Asia, Volume II - 1500-1900 (New York: Orbis Books, 2005).

15 Gayatri Chakravorthy Spivak, Other Asias (Malden, MA/Oxford: Blackwell Publishing,
2008), 9.


https://lutheranworld.org/sites/default/files/2024-07/Lutheran-Orthodox-Joint-Statement-Filioque-EN.pdf
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playing the role of imperial patron of the church and in the decade leading up to the
Council of Nicaea, it was his «intent to end all arguing about the ‘god-ness’ of
Christ» and the wrangling between Arius and those who opposed some of his views
didn’t help the imperial desire for theological uniformity and clarity.'® What all
this led to at the Council was «voting about God»'” by a large group of Eastern
bishops, with hardly anyone from the Latin west.

Canon 19 of the Council has a direct reference to the followers of Paul of Sa-
mosata, Bishop of the Church of Antioch around AD 260, the «first theologian

known to have used the word homoousios in Christian discourse»'®

and says
«Concerning the Paulianists who have come over to the Catholic Church, the deci-
sion is that they must by all means be baptized again [...]».!? This itself is an out-
come of the baptismal controversy that tore the church apart in the middle of the
previous century, as exemplified in the writings of Cyprian of Carthage, leading to
questions of the ‘boundaries’ of the church only within which it was claimed that
the Holy Spirit operated. How then could those judged to be outside claim the effi-
cacy of baptism? Is all this taking us far from our urgent work today as Asian
theologians, or is all this underlying our own belief-systems? and if so, why and
how? Can we just shrug our shoulders and «move on» or should we put our shoul-
ders to the wheel of Nicaea and play our own part in continuing to unpack those
long-ago events and disputes and offer our own perceptive and unique contribu-
tions to scholarship, not all of which is abstract but basic to our Asian understand-
ings of God, Christ, the Holy Spirit, and the church?

Another important reality that we need to analyze and free ourselves from
would be dominant Western approaches to the history of the church that focused
on one trajectory post-Nicaea and labeled this dominant trend as being Christolog-
ically ‘correct’. Take for example, the reality of the Church of the East, the so-called

16 For a superb reassessment of the life, work and legacy of Arius see Rowan Williams,
Arius: Heresy and Tradition, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002).

17" Ramsay MacMullen, Voting About God in Early Church Councils (New Haven: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 2006), 27.

18 See the entry “Paul of Samosata” in John McGuckin, The SCM Press A - Z of Patristic
Theology, 2nd. ed. (London: SCM Press, 2005), 255-256. Also see Andreas Weckwerth,
“The Twenty Canons of the Council of Nicaea,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Coun-
cil of Nicaea Young Richard Kim, ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021),
158-176, with the discussion on Paul of Samosata and his followers on 171-172.

1 Translation in J. Stevenson, ed., revised with additional documents by W. H. C. Frend, A
New Eusebius: Documents illustrating the history of the Church to AD 337, rev. ed. (London:
SPCK, 1987), 323.
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Nestorian Church, headquartered in Iraq.?’ An influential book dealing with Chris-
tological ‘conflicts’ pre-Nicaean, Nicaean, and post-Nicaean lists Nestorianism as
part of ‘heresies’ and the book itself is an attempt to «discover orthodoxy».?! Stu-
dents of mine in the United States who think that Nestorianism is some kind of
ancient ‘heresy’ that has vanished are intrigued when I tell them that I have visited
the headquarters of the alleged Nestorian Church in India, in Trissur, Kerala, and
that the Metropolitan of the Chaldean Syrian Church of the East??, Mar Aprem,?
not only studied at the United Theological College in Bengaluru, but had been the
President of the Church History Association of India for several years!

We have to recognize that the post-Nicaean developments did not live up to the
Emperor Constantine’s expectations that theological and ecclesial divisions would
cease once the Nicaean formula was more or less agreed upon in AD 325.

Constantine’s efforts to consolidate orthodoxy had resulted in the shocked recogni-
tion that the notionally united catholica in fact encompassed many local variations in
practice, discipline, belief, and doctrine. [...] Creeds as consensus documents served
as occasions for further fracturing. Coercive measures, at imperial initiative, soon
followed.**

20 For the vicissitudes that the church faced and faces in Iraq, see the Chapter “The Last

Christians,” in Philip Jenkins, The Lost History of Christianity: The Thousand-Year Golden
Age of the Church in the Middle East, Africa, and Asia - and How it Died (New York:
HarperOne, 2008), 139-172.

2 David E. Wilhite, The Gospel According to Heretics: Discovering Orthodoxy through Early
Christological Conflicts (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2015). Chapter 7 is on “Nestori-
us: Dyoprosopitism” (145-168).

22 The church is a long-standing member of the National Council of Churches in India - see
NCCI Member Churches section, https://nccil914.com/member-churches/#toggle-id-5
As part of the Holy Apostolic Catholic Assyrian Church of the East, the church is a member
of the World Council of Churches - see WCC Member Churches Holy Apostolic Catholic
Assyrian Church of the East section, https://www.oikoumene.org/member-churches/
holy-apostolic-catholic-assyrian-church-of-the-east The information there notes that the
«Assyrian Church was represented at the Council of Nicea in 325. The Nicene Creed is
the universally received faith of the churchy.

23 Among his many writings, that include biographies of the leaders of the Church of the
East, see Mar Aprem, The Chaldean Syrian Church in India (Trichur: Mar Narsai Press,
1977); The Council of Ephesus 431 (Trichur: Mar Narsai Press, 1978); The History of the
Assyrian Church of the East (Kottayam: St. Ephrem Ecumenical Research Institute, 2003).
I note with a deep sense of loss and yet with immense gratitude for his life and contri-
butions, the death of Mar Aprem on July 7, 2025, at the age of 85. See, Asir Ebenezer,
“Metropolitan Mar Aprem: An Ecumenical Episcopal Public Witness,” National Council of
Churches in India, accessed July 20, 2025, https://nccil914.com/2025/07/07/metropoli-
tan-mar-aprem-an-ecumenical-episcopal-public-witness/

2+ See the comments by Paula Fredricksen, Augustine and the Jews (New Haven: Yale, 2010),
in the Postscript to the Yale Edition, 369, where she is commenting on the «<new bloom of
rhetoric contra Iudaeos.


https://ncci1914.com/member-churches/#toggle-id-5
https://www.oikoumene.org/member-churches/holy-apostolic-catholic-assyrian-church-of-the-east
https://www.oikoumene.org/member-churches/holy-apostolic-catholic-assyrian-church-of-the-east
https://ncci1914.com/2025/07/07/metropolitan-mar-aprem-an-ecumenical-episcopal-public-witness/
https://ncci1914.com/2025/07/07/metropolitan-mar-aprem-an-ecumenical-episcopal-public-witness/
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Given that Christological arguments, issues, and themes became even more polem-
ical following what was supposed to be a ‘consensus’ at the Council of Nicaea, and
that the events and councils leading up to the Council of Chalcedon in AD 451 were
leading to even more fractures within the churches,?® and recognizing that Chalce-
don itself, did not ‘resolve’ all these issues including those of the ‘nature/s’ of
Christ and the work of Christ,?® the persistence of churches and traditions that owe
allegiance and theological gratitude to people like Nestorius,?” is something that
the Asian churches have to seriously and systematically reckon with, especially in
the way in which church history or the history of the Church in Asia is taught.
Recognizing that «far from ending theological debate, Nicaea actually opened
whole new battlefronts»,?® Asian churches are called to examine how the empire
played such a major role in doctrine and church administration and recognize how
this impacted not only the intricacies of past debates and the parsing of the person
and work of Christ,? but also more recent developments in the quest and search for

% See the comment of the prolific historian, Diarmaid MacCulloch, Christianity: The First
Three Thousand Years (New York: Viking, 2009), regarding the impact of Nestorius,
where he writes about «the time of the Council of Chalcedon, with Nestorius declared a
non-person, despite the council’s quiet acceptance of much of his theology [...]». (245).

26 V. C. Samuel, carries out an erudite and thorough investigation in his The Council of
Chalcedon Re-examined, including on Syriac, Greek, and Latin terminology, and the chal-
lenge is made to recognize that various positions, Chalcedonian and non-Chalcedonian,
«continue in the living stream of the Church’s doctrinal heritage. Reckoning with their
existence we should proceed on their basis to expound the faith meaningfully to our
generationy, at 302.

27 See the section on “Nestorius,” in Frances M. Young, with Andrew Teal, From Nicaea
to Chalcedon: A Guide to the Literature and Its Background, second ed. (Grand Rapids:
Baker Academic, 2010), 288-298, where there is a sincere and sophisticated attempt to
disentangle the meanings of propopon, hypostatis, ousia, and physis, and it is clarified that
given the «ambiguity» of the term hypostatis and its use interchangeably with propopon,
the «prosopic union) thus becomes Nestorius’ attempt to provide a metaphysical account
of Christ’s unity of person which did not involve the difficulties of a atural) of «sub-
stantial uniony, at 294. Also see the dictionary entry on “Nestorius of Constantinople
(c. 381-452)” in John A. McGuckin, A - Z of Patristic Theology, second ed. (London: SCM
Press, 2005), 237-238, where it is noted that it was «by no means clear» what exactly
Nestorius said, given that so many of his writings did not survive or were destroyed, and
that the «popular (if inaccurate)» perception was that his was «the doctrine that a man,
Jesus, dwelt simultaneously alongside the divine Word in the in the person of Christy, at
238. My question is who are these who held this ‘popular’ perception and how does one
‘unlearn’ the ‘inaccurate’ perceptions of the teachings of Nestorius?

28 Philip Jenkins, Jesus Wars: How Four Patriarchs, Three Queens, and Two Emperors Decided
What Christians Would Believe for the Next 1500 Years (New York: HarperOne, 2010), 52.

# Including such terms as ‘Dyoprosopitism’, the debates at the Council of Ephesus (431)
and the Formula of Reunion (433), without forgetting the Council of Chalcedon and those
who could not agree with those formulations.
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Christological understanding.®® At the same time, recognizing the power of the
empire to ‘exoticize’ the ‘other’, as for example the reality that «India gained a place
in Roman minds as the ultimate exotic, a sense consciously expressed in artifacts
and historical texts, but also, even more tellingly perhaps, in passing references to
a wide variety of texts»,*! how can the so-called ‘exotic’ strike back at the empire,
where the ‘other’ becomes the interlocutor?

Nicaea and Linguistic Domains

The remarkable African-American scholar, Robert Hood, posed a very poignant
question in one of his books, namely, «Must God Remain Greek?»*? and we need to
ask as to what extent the Nicaean creed must remain Greek, even as we consider
the implications of language, linguistics, and translation in the shaping of our
Christian imagination and our conceptualization of God and Jesus Christ. To what
extent is it incumbent upon us to understand the phraseology of the creed in the
context, which includes the metaphysical and philosophical terminology used to
come up with this compromise formula, and to reckon with the way the creed has
‘travelled” across time and space and embodied itself in our theological, liturgical,
and devotional language, not to say anything about hymnody? Are we still banging
our heads together on these and related theological issues just as the Emperor
Constantine seeking to bring uniformity to the empire considered the Arian contro-
versy «a nuisance to be removed ahead of the Council» and sought to overcome this
«by writing to Alexander of Alexandria and Arius and banging their heads together»
as the German academic, Wolfram Kinzig, colourfully puts it?** Banging heads to-
gether can only result in headaches or worse, so how best can we use the linguistic
tools that we as Asian theologians possess, not only in Greek, Latin, and Syriac, but

30 See, for example, the Common Christological Declaration of Pope John Paul II and His
Holiness Mar Dinkha 1V, Catholicos-Patriarch of the Assyrian Church of the East, November
11, 1994, https;//www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/speeches/1994/november/
documents/hf jp-ii_spe_19941111_dichiarazione-cristologica.html where it is stated
that the «controversies of the past led to anathemas, bearing on persons and on formulas.
The Lord’s Spirit permits us to understand better today that the divisions brought about
in this way were due in large part to misunderstandingsy.

3 Grant Parker, The Making of Roman India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2008), 4.

32 Robert E. Hood, Must God Remain Greek? Afro Cultures and God-Talk (Minneapolis: For-
tress Press, 1990).

3 Wolfram Kinzig, A History of Early Christian Creeds (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2024), 219.


https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/speeches/1994/november/documents/hf_jp-ii_spe_19941111_dichiarazione-cristologica.html
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in the multitude of languages that are either our mother tongues or languages that
we have mastered? Can we, Asian Christians, who, as the Indian theologian Stanley
Samartha reminds us «are heirs to a double heritage - that of the Bible and that of
other scripturesy really function as «a bridge through which the insights of differ-
ent scriptures night be shared in the larger community»? 3*

Let me give you one example, and that is the phrase «opoovciov 1@ IMatpin
which in my mother tongue, Kannada, is translated «30303) 33,33 53
33, 3@ 20T, What is the linguistic domain of «83,»? The German philolo-
gist-missionary from the Basel Mission, Ferdinand Kittel, in his monumental A
Kannada-English Dictionary, looks at this word and says that it connotes «the state
of being that: true state, real state: reality, truth: essential nature: the very essence:
the real nature of the human soul as being one and the same with the universal
soul». This obviously draws on ancient Hindu philosophy and Kittel also notes this
when he points to its provenance in the literary and religious traditions.*® The
well-known Upanishadic formula dd «dH 3{fY, translated as «That thou arty now
raises the question as to whether the knowledge of Sanskrit in my own context is
needed to unpack the meaning of the Nicaean creed and begs the question as to
whether we can engage in God-talk only if we know Sanskrit? Obviously, opinions
are sharply divided about the need for mastering the languages of those who were
responsible for one’s marginalization or using such skills in smashing the power of
the oppressors.*

Nicaea and the Marginalized Realities Today

While all may seem esoteric and far-removed from the messy realities of marginal-
ized and suffering people in our own contexts, does Nicaea have anything to do
with communities like the one I am most familiar with, the Dalit communities in
India, including those who taught me what theology was all about when I served as

3 S. J. Samartha, One Christ - Many Religions: Toward a Revised Christology [1991] 3rd.
Indian ed. (New York: Orbis Books/ Bangalore: South Asia Theological Research Institute,
2000), 75.

¥ Rev. F. Kittel, A Kannada-English Dictionary (Mangalore: Basel Mission Book and Tract
Depository, 1894), 686.

36 T note that many of the ancient Hindu scriptures contained in the Vedas were edited and
translated by that outstanding theologian, Raimundo Panikkar, who embodied hybridity
in his own being. See The Vedic Experience: Mantramanjari (Pondicherry: All India Books,
1983 [1977]).
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a pastor straight out of theological seminary with five congregations of the Gaurib-
idanur Pastorate of the Karnataka Central Diocese of the Church of South India,
from mid-1984 to mid-1986?

Drawing on what I experienced, in an essay on the methodology of Dalit theol-
ogy, one of the things that I stressed was that

the traditional understanding/s of religion, religious practices, the <why» of conver-
sion, religious (objects), the instrumentality of worship and the liturgy, the impor-
tance given to the mediation of priests and those believed to have access to the
numinous, have to be investigated using methodological tools that recognize that
so-called academic (respectabley modes of inquiry not only have serious in-built
shortcomings and overt and covert (prejudices), but that such modes of inquiry are
deliberately skewed against the knowledge-praxis of the modes of inquiry of those
marginalized communities, whose very marginalization was actively promoted by
such (scholarship.?”

As theologians and public faith practitioners in this context of religious pluralism,
most notably explored by Stanley Samartha,*® and economic disparities, all impact-
ed massively by new ways of interconnectedness and interdependence, where a
small handheld device can contain worlds within worlds, where everything I say
can be checked or questioned, responded to or disparaged in real time, 'm wonder-
ing what a revised Asian theology of liberation would look like, without undermin-
ing the importance of the work by Aloysius Pieris, who reminded us that «contem-
plation and action can be vitiated by self-seeking, by a veiled refusal to drink of the
chalice of Christ or to undergo the baptism of the cross».*’

37 “‘Can We Now Bypass That Truth?’ - Interrogating the Methodology of Dalit Theology,”
in Transformation: An International Journal of Holistic Mission Studies, 25, no. 2-3
(April/July 2008): 88. [This article has also been published in Revisiting and Resigni-
fying Methodology for Dalit Theology, ed. James Massey and Indukur John Mohan Razu
(Delhi: Centre for Dalit/Subaltern Studies/ Bangalore: United Theological College, 2008),
93-115; Dharma Deepika: A South Asian Journal of Missiological Research 29, no. 13: 1
(Jan-June 2009): 75-83; David Emmanuel Singh and Bernard C. Farr, eds., Christianity
and Education: Shaping Christian Thinking in Context, Regnum Studies in Global Christi-
anity (Oxford: Regnum International, 2011), 263-275; and in Archivio Teologico Torinese
18, no. 2 (2012): 225-239.

% Samartha, One Christ - Many Religions.

% Aloysius Pieris, An Asian Theology of Liberation (New York: Orbis Books, 1988), 8.
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Nicaea and the Future of the Church

It is fascinating that even as we talk about Nicaea and its legacy, we are also bound
by the reality that we as a people claim to be those who are gathered into believing
communities as a consequence of the person and work of Christ and assert that our
foundational documents are found in the Bible. It is in the same century that saw
the councils of Nicaea and Constantinople that the books of the New Testament
gradually come to gain ascendency in various communities through complex pro-
cesses, resulting in what is called the ‘canonization’ of Scripture. This has implica-
tions for Asian Christian theology and also for the ongoing process of Biblical
studies and interpretation, a task in which Asian scholars have excelled. We would
do well to take the admonition of R. S. Sugirtharajah seriously when he writes that
the

often complacent claim of Asians and others that their interpretations are an ‘alter-
native discourse’ may send a wrong signal. Such an assertion takes for granted a
persisting and undisturbed preeminence of Western interpretation without making
a serious and significant dent in it. It makes more sense to speak of a ‘coterminous’
rather than merely an ‘alternative’ or ‘derivative’ discourse, with the same scope
and range of meanings as the dominant Western scholarship.*

When it comes to the Bible, we continue to wrestle with what Jione Havea and
Monica Jyotsna Melanchthon call «Bible blindspots». They invite us to «reassess
how and what we read in the bible, as well as how and why we see the bible as
authoritativey.*' The range of creative interpretative writings, including from Asia,
brought together by these scholars, and also by Kwok Pui-lan and R. S. Sugirthara-
jah, are impressive and eye-opening. In one such collection that brings together
«Third World and indigenous scholars and theologians», Kwok Pui-lan writes about
how the collection «testifies to the strength of their Christian faith and the resil-
ience of the human spirit. Their words and actions offer us a rare gift - hope
abundanty.*?

40 R. S. Sugirtharajah, The Bible and Asia: From the Pre-Christian Era to the Postcolonial Age
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2013), 262-263.

# Jione Havea and Monica Jyotsna Melanchthon, “Spotlighting the Bible’s Blind(ing)
Spots, in Bible Blindspots: Dispersion and Othering, eds., Jione Havea and Monica Jyotsna
Melanchthon (Eugene: Pickwick Publications, 2021), 14, where they also point out that
in «response to the global events of Covid-19, climate change and #BLM, reading for
dispersed and othered bodies is unfinished businessy.

42 Kwok Pui-lan, “Introduction,” in Hope Abundant: Third World and Indigenous Women’s
Theology ed. Kwok Pui-lan (New York: Orbis Books, 2010), 13.
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Nicaea and Life Together as Churches in Asia

In talking about the imperatives today for Asian Christians, Sugirtharajah pointed-

ly states that the «crucial hermeneutical question is not what the historical Jesus

looked like but what he means for Asia today».*> As we pay attention to the ‘echoes

of Nicaea’ the theological and ecclesial priorities for us today include allowing the

convictions of that time to continue to permeate our life together even as we pursue

the ecumenical dream of embracing unity. These priorities include:

1.

recognizing how Nicaea named Mary in the creed and linked her with
the Holy Spirit in terms of the incarnation of Jesus and asking ourselves
how we have dealt with tokenization, mansplaining, leadership realities,
not least in liturgical and ecclesial functions, the consequences of the
feminization of poverty, family displacement and forcible separation, the
impact of migration on women and girls, the use of mass media and social
media to objectify women. Given that women are invisible in the Council
itself in terms of participants and in the historical reports, how best can
this fleeting mention of Mary serve today as a challenge and opportunity
to those of us coming from a variety and range of churches, traditions
and denominations, to magnify and affirm the parity of human beings in
every aspect of our existence as religious beings? What does this mean
in terms of recognizing Jesus, born of Mary as «the crucified people»*
in Asian testimonies and affirmations and lamentations, faced as we are
with the challenges of what Kuan-Hsing Chen points out in talking about
«the formulation of Asia as method» also involving «an attempt to move
forward on the tripartite problematic of decolonization, deimperialization,
and de-cold war»?*

recognizing how Nicaea named Pontius Pilate in the creed and linked him
to Jesus’ crucifixion and asking ourselves as to how we deal with the per-
sistence of evil in our political, economic, social, cultural, interpretative,
and ecclesial structures and systems? To what extent have we been con-
forming to the world and not seeking to actively transform it? What would

4 In his “Prologue and Perspective” to Asian Faces of Jesus, ed. R. S. Sugirtharajah (London:
SCM Press, 1993), x.

# C. S. Song, Jesus, the Crucified People (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996).

4 Kuan-Hsing Chen, Asia as Method: Toward Deimperialization (Durham, NC: Duke Univer-
sity Press, 2010), 212.
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transformation look like when it comes to realities like status, position,
prestige, pomp, power, and the attribution of value? How do we understand
the words in the creed about suffering and being buried and rising and
coming again? Have we been faithful to how all these are interconnected?
Who is the one whom we await if not the suffering and dying one, the one
who «sits on the right hand of the Father», the one who will «come again
in glory», glory that bears within it the horror of the cross and the evil
intentions of those who would seek to crush the one who «came down from
heaveny for us and for «our salvation»?

3. recognizing how Nicaea affirms God’s creation as including things «visible
and invisible» asking ourselves about our place in the immensity of the
macro and the invisibility of the micro. If anything, the Covid 19 pandem-
ic* has forced us to confront the unexpected but always present reality of
death, which is characterized as «the most absolute of absolutes» which
«is, in fact, a relative balance between the forces of decay and rejuvena-
tion».*” How do we practice a theology of humility given that the God of
all creation is also the one who «for us and for our salvation came down
from the heavens»? Have we affirmed an anthropology of human-centric
triumphalism, and if so, what does it take to recognize the challenge of the
creed to «put us in place» so to speak within the world of nature and all
that God has made?

4. recognizing how Nicaea affirms God’s reign as not having an «end»
(téhog) what then are we commemorating now? Not 1700 years as having
an end in the churches, denominations, and traditions that we embody
and represent, but a dynamic end calling us to revisit and reenergize and
revitalize the Nicaean creed, a creed that offers us a vision of enduring
and dynamic faith and of unity that can be embraced. Together we can
use our histories, theologies, liturgies, ecclesial structures, human in-
genuity, as well as the faith-commitments of the religions and religious

4 See my “The Twenty Seventh M. A. Thomas Memorial Lecture (2020): Ecumenism and the
Pandemic: Seven Challenges and Seven Opportunities Today,” in Rev. Dr. M. A. Thomas’
Memorial Lectures - Twenty Seven Years of Lectures on the Founder of the Ecumenical Chris-
tian Centre, 1993-2020, ed. Mathew Chandrankunnel, (Bangalore: Ecumenical Christian
Centre Publications, 2021), 381-394. Also published with a different Introduction as
“The Promise of the Single Contralto,” in Quilling our Visions, Weaving our Dreams: A
Festschrift to Rini Ralte, ed. Vinod Victor (Delhi: ISPCK, 2021), 16-27.

4 Siddhartha Mukherjee, The Song of The Cell: An Exploration of Medicine and the New
Human (New York: Scribner, 2022), 348.
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quests of our neighbours, whether they be antagonistic or affirming of
our own faith-journeys, all fragments gathered up and offered as our
ecumenical response to the perfect completeness of God, who draws us
into the life of the world to come.



Creed and Empire: Christian Empires
Persecuting Christians

Kathleen M. Griffin

Christians have persecuted Christians since the fourth century. These violent perse-
cutions were the outcome of significant historical events in church history namely,
the Council of Nicaea, the Reformations of the sixteenth century, and the European
‘Christian” imperial expansion since the late fifteenth century. Christians perse-
cuting Christians continues even today. Religious violence within Christianity was
normalized and needs to become denaturalized. John Calvin himself, and the Geneva
over which he ministered, was not exempt from this religious violence. The editorial
team of this present volume suggested that we use Calvin’s ‘test’ for determining the
authority of the decisions of councils. In this essay, I will argue that Calvin’s ‘test’ did
not consider the violence of the outcomes of a council’s decisions:

Whenever the decree of a council is produced, the first thing I would wish to be done
is to examine at what time it was held, on what occasion, with what intention, and
who were present at it: next I would bring the subject discussed to the standard of
Scripture. And this I would do in such a way that the decision of the council should
have its weight and be regarded in the light of a prior judgment, yet not to prevent
the application of the test which I have mentioned.!

By using Calvin’s own ‘test’, the purpose of this contribution is to suggest that,
the martyrdom of Miguel Servet at the stake in Geneva in AD 1553 was the conse-
quence of Calvin not being able to observe his own methodology in considering the
decrees, especially the Canons of the Council of Nicaea.

! John Calvin, Calvin: Institutes of the Christian Religion, vol. 2, trans. Ford L. Battles, ed.
John T. McNeill (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), [V.9.8.
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This essay will incorporate two historical moments: First the context of the
Council of Nicaea in AD 325, and second, the «standard of Scripture» in western
Europe at the time of Calvin’s reformation work. First we will examine the «time
[the Council of Nicaea] was held, on what occasion, with what intention, and
who were present at ity. This includes a study of the political, legal, and religious
conditions that gave shape to the Symbol of Faith and the Canons that were ad-
opted by the Council and the Emperor Constantine’s own application of imperial
religious laws to the various Christian groups in the Empire. We will offer a brief
discussion of how Canon Law, based on the Theodosian and Justinian Codes which
included many of Constantine’s own policies, influenced western Europe even to
the Renaissance and Reformation period, and especially in the newly established
Hispanic Empire in the late fifteenth century. Then we will «bring the subject
discussed to the standard of Scripture» through Servet’s reading of Scripture in his
Restitucion del Cristianismo.? In so doing, we will challenge the absolute authority
of the decrees of the Council of Nicaea, something that Calvin was not able to
do despite his own declared standard for measuring a council’s authority. Many
Christians, in the Radical Reformation challenged the Council of Nicaea, including
Servet himself, and were executed as a result.® It is a shameful historical fact that
Christians persecuted Christians.

The Emperor Constantine

Constantine's religious policies were aimed at unifying Christianity as a symbolic
means of unifying the Empire’s subjects and territories in those regions where
Christianity had grown the most in previous centuries. The imperial policies were
aimed primarily at eradicating dissent rather than to assert doctrinal orthodoxy.*
In fact, Constantine himself was philosophically more attracted to the Arian
understanding of the Trinity.> However he was willing to accept the Council’s
decision as long as it unified and homogenized Christianity within the confines

2 Miguel Servet, La Restitucién del cristianismo, vol. 5 of Obras Completas, trans. Angel
Alcala (Zaragoza: Prensas Universitarias de Zaragoza, 2000).

3 The classic and encyclopedic study of the Radical Reformation that still holds weight is
George H. Williams, The Radical Reformation (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1962).

4 Mar Marcos, “Ley y Religion en el Imperio Cristiano (s. IV y V),” lluminada. Revista de
Ciencias de las Religiones Anejos X1 (2004): 51-68, accessed via Dialnet.

> Pierre Maraval, “La religion de Constantin,” Anuario de Historia de la Iglesia 22 (2013):
17-36, accessed via Academia.edu.
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of the Roman Empire.¢ In this section, first we will examine Constantine’s political
motivations in convoking the Council at Nicaea, in implementing the Profession
of Faith as imperial religious policy, and then reverting the Council’s theological
decision while maintaining the points of order defined in the Canons produced at
the Council. Then we will examine Constantine’s own religious and philosophical
inclinations. We will also examine the development of Canon Law, which began
with Constantine and then was first codified by Theodosius II and a century later,
by Justinian, based on the legal developments made by Constantine and Theodo-
sius I. These three explorations will help us to understand the imperial intentions
behind the calling of the Council at Nicaea was called and the ways in which its
decisions impacted the Roman Empire in the short-term and in the long-term in
western Europe and beyond.

Constantine’s Political Motivations

Constantine rose to the imperial purple through devious, treacherous, and illegal
means. Imperial law, as promulgated by the Emperor Dioclecian, had divided the
Empire into a Tetrarchy with two senior Augusti and two junior Caesars. According
to Dioclecian’s law, when one of the Augusti died or retired from public service, his
Caesar was elevated to the status of Augustus, then a new Caesar was nominated
whose nomination had to be ratified by the senate. Constantine’s father, Constan-
tius Chlorus, was Caesar under the Augustus Maximinian. When Constantius
Chlorus died, the soldiers in his army immediately declared that Constantine be
Augustus of the west. Constantine accepted his soldiers’ acclaim and, as an expert
military general, led his army to defeat other imperial armies. In less than twenty
years, he made and broke treaties with the other members of the Tetrarchy, waged
war against them, and even resorted to murder to eliminate the competition.”
Constantine desired total control and authority over the Empire, and had
the support of a powerful army, but had to devise new means to promote unity

¢ T have discussed many of these ideas in Kathleen M. Griffin, “Creed, Sword and Empire:
Why did the Emperor Constantine Convoke the Council of Nicaea?,” keynote presentation
at Towards Nicaea: Exploring the Council’s Ecumenical Significance Today. Ecumenical
Institute at the Chateau Bossey, Geneva, Switzerland, November 5, 2024. Publication
forthcoming by the World Council of Churches.

7 See Hans A. Pohlsander, The Emperor Constantine, 2™ ed., Lancaster Pamphlets in Ancient
History (New York: Routledge, 2004), especially chap. 3, “Constantine’s Rise to Power,”
13-21.
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and security in the vast, diverse, and unstable empire. Despite the depiction of
a pious Constantine in the Christian eulogies written by Eusebius of Caesarea
and Lanctantius, Constantine was a ruthless, despotic, and totalitarian ruler. It is
important to understand the political motivations of the authors of these eulogies,
and the totalitarian demands of the emperor.? The political theology of Eusebius of
Caesarea has been amply studied and his views of the person and religious policies
of Constantine have been questioned.’

Roman Religious Policy

Religion had always been a means of symbolic control and unity since the earliest
days of the City of Rome. In this, Constantine only varied slightly in his policies.!°
There had always been an official Roman religion that had helped bind the Roman
peoples together in an alliance. As the city expanded and became a Republic, and
later an Empire, the religious policy tended to be that the peoples who were incor-
porated into or conquered by Rome were free to practice their traditional religions,
as long as they also observed the worship of the Roman pantheon, and prayed
and sacrificed to their own gods and goddesses for the well-being of the City/
Republic/Empire and her leaders. As such, slowly, the Roman pantheon grew and
expanded.'' Mar Marcos explains that for the Romans and their conquered peoples,
religion was a part of public policy: «Religious rites constitute an essential part of
public life, while at the same time, all political activity has a religious dimensiony.'2

8 Esteban Moreno Resano, “El elogio del emperador Constantino en la literatura cristiana
de su época,” Anuario de Historia de la Iglesia 22 (2013): 83-109, accessed via Academia.
edu.

? In addition to Moreno Resano, “El elogio del emperador Constantino,” see also: Francisco
Javier Cortés, “La legitimacion cristiana de la dinastia constantiniana: la teologia politica
de Eusebio de Cesarea” Palabra y Razon 14 (December 2018): 83-99; Almudena Alba
Lopez, “Historiografia sobre el Concilio de Nicea: El Concilio de Nicea a la luz de sus
historiadores” Anuario Historia de la Iglesia 32 (2023): 19-48; and others. In English, see
the comparative study of Eusebius’ Vita Constantini and Athanasius’ Vita Antonii in Averil
Cameron, “Form and Meaning: the Vita Constantini and the Vita Antonii” in Greek Biog-
raphy and Panegyric in Late Antiquity, eds. Tomas Hagg, Philip Rousseau and Christian
Hogel (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000).

10 See my discussion in Griffin, “Creed, Sword and Empire” and also Marcos, “Ley y Re-
ligién.”

' John Scheid, An Introduction to Roman Religion, trans. Janet Lloyd (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 2003); and Riipke, Jorg. Pantheon: A New History of Roman Religion.
(New Jersy: Princeton University Press, 2018).

12 Marcos, “Ley y Religion en el Imperio Cristiano,” 52. Translation by the author.
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The peace of the Empire and its leaders and populations depended on the pax
deorum, that is, the peace the gods would grant to the Empire in exchange for the
public devotion rendered to them. The author continues to argue that this idea
of public religion and the religiosity of public policy remained constant during
the transition from a polytheistic empire to a Christian empire. The correct public
devotion rendered to the Christ-God was necessary to ensure the peace that this
god would grant to the Empire.

The path towards monotheism in the Roman Empire was not immediate.
According to Halsberghe, in the mid-third century, the Emperor Marcus Aurelius
adopted and adapted the Persian worship of Mithra to the worship of Apollos, mak-
ing the Roman Sol Invictus a required, monotheistic, empire-wide cult. The emperor
was this divinity’s son, earthly representative, and Pontificus Maximus, and had to
be worshipped as such. The Sol Invictus was not exclusively monotheistic, as the
various sects of Judaism and Christianity were at that time. Although the Roman
armies now, obligatorily, had to observe the worship of the Sol Invictus, many also
worshipped Jupiter, Mars, or other traditional deities. The worship of the Sol Invic-
tus continued to be an important part of the Roman religious systems at least until
the end of the fourth or early fifth centuries, especially in the western empire, even
though this cult was proscribed as an imperial cult by Theodosius I in AD 380 in
his Edict of Thessalonica.'®

In the eastern empire, also in the mid-third century, Plotinus developed a new
monotheistic religious philosophy which incorporated a diversity of philosophical
strains into what is known as neoplatonism. Plotinus studied in Alexandria and
then set up his own school in the City of Rome.'* This monotheistic neoplatonic
philosophy also became a very popular theosophic system by the end of the third
century amongst the intellectual elites of the Empire and attracted Constantine in
the early fourth century, as we shall see below.!>

By the time Constantine had eliminated his competition for the imperial
throne and had become the sole emperor, he had received the influences of at least
three monotheistic religious systems: the Sol Invictus, neoplatonic philosophical

13 Gaston Halsberghe. The Cult of Sol Invictus, (Leiden: Brill, 2015).

4 Eric D. Perl, “Introduction” in PLOTINUS Ennead V.1: On the Three Primary Levels of
Reality (Las Vegas: Parmenides Publishing, 2015).

15 On the popularity of neoplatonism, see Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo. A Biography
45™ anniversary ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), see chapters 9 and
10, “The Platonists” and “Philosophy”. Brown suggests that Plotinus’ system is the first
monotheistic systematic theology.
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monotheism, and Christianity. Part of the genius of his religious policies lay in
creating space for the free worship and practicing of all three religions, so that the
‘Supreme God’ could be worshipped properly, according to each belief system, and
thus ensure the pax deus.'

In spite of the Eusebian emphasis on the piety of Constantine’s father,!” Con-
stantius Chlorus, was a faithful adept of the cult of the Sol Invictus. His mother,
Helena, was a Christian. In his earliest years, Constantine was exposed to both
religious systems. As his experience in the Roman military grew, so also his un-
derstanding of the cult of the Sol Invictus and its importance in maintaining the
cohesion of the army.'®

According to Hans Pohlsander, Constantine had experience with the eastern
armies in the wars against the Persian Empire, and even more experience in his
father’s armies in their battles along the northern frontier. The area where he had
the least military experience was in Africa.!” In both Greek and Latin Africa, Chris-
tianity had grown and diversified greatly, and had become a resistance movement
to imperial occupation amongst the local Coptic and Berber populations.?®

As an astute and despotic statesman, Constantine wanted to gain and maintain
totalitarian control over the entire empire, in all its diversity: cultural, linguistic,
social, and more. As such, to maintain the veneration of his armies and subjects in
Britania, Gaul, and Hispania, he needed to prove that he was a descendant of the Sol
Invictus and had a rightful claim to the throne, and he needed to maintain his role
as Pontificus Maximus. To acquire the respect of the intellectual elites of the eastern
Empire, he began to study neoplatonism and became exposed to this philosophical
theology. Constantine and Licinius signed the Edict of Milan to gain the trust of the
persecuted Christians, thus guaranteeing the freedom of worship of the “Supreme
Deity” by “Christianis et omnibus.” Constantine promulgated official and legal
recognition of Christians, as equals to all other worshippers of the “Supreme Deity.”

16 Marcos, “Ley y Religién en el Imperio Cristiano.”

17" Eusebius of Caesarea, Life of Constantine. 1.XILXIIL trans. Averil Cameron and Stuart
George Hall. (Oxford: Clarendon Press/ New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), ac-
cessed via EBSCOhost.

18 Pohlsander, The Emperor Constantine.

19" Pohlsander, The Emperor Constantine.

2 See Diana Rocco Tedesco, “Monacato e iglesias étnicas: la expresion religiosa de la
divisién del Imperio,” Cuadernos de Teologia 23 (2004): 79-88; and “Bajo Imperio: Identi-
dad y religiosidad popular en Africa del Norte,” Claroscuro no. 3 (2003): 45-72.

2 Lactantius, De mortibus persecutorum 48.2.4. cited in Marcos, “Ley y religion en el impe-
rio cristiano.”
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Pierre Maraval argues that this language about the ‘Supreme Deity’ is vague
and multi-vocal in order to include both Christians and neoplatonists.?? This author
argues that Constantine was more inclined towards neoplatonic thought than
towards Christianity, and in fact, personally, was more in agreement with Arius’
presentation of the Logos as a lesser god than with the Athanasian insistence on
the eternal divinity of the Logos and the Son of God within the Christian Godhead.?

In a similar way, Moreno Resano discusses how Constantine’s epistoli directed
towards the provincial governors of the west, insisted on his continued relationship
with the cult of the Sol Invictus, although relegating the traditional polytheistic
pantheon to a lesser religious order and eliminating the practice of blood sacrifices.
On the other hand, his epistoli directed towards the provincial governors of the east
acclaimed the preeminence of the ‘Supreme Deity’ and required the restoration
of Christian places of worship that were destroyed in the persecutions and their
return to the Christian communities.?*

This presentation of the multi-vocality of Constantinian monotheism leads us
to ask why he convoked the Council of Nicaea, if he was trying to legislate religious
practices and beliefs in such a way as to allow for all to practice peacefully and
to guarantee the pax deus. His problem in general had to do with those sectors of
the Empire’s populations that continued to resist the imperial presence in their
territories, those groups who were rebelling against the public order, and public
religion, and refused to seek the pax deus for the Empire. His primary concern
in convoking an empire-wide council of Christian bishops had to do with reining
in the influence of schismatic Christian groups: the purist or cathari movements
around the Empire such as the Donatists, the Melitists, and the Novatians.?® He was
not as concerned about the theological quibbles about the Logos Dei that concerned
Arius, Pope Alexander of Alexandria, and later, Athanasius, as he was about the
general political discord among many Christian groups. This concern is highlight-
ed by the fact that two years after the Council in Nicaea, Arius and the bishops
who supported him (especially Eusebius of Nicomedia and Eusebius of Caesarea)

22 Maraval, “La Religion de Constantin,” Anuario de Historia de la Iglesia 22 (2013): 17-36,
accessed via Academia.edu.

23 Maraval, Pierre. “La religion de Constantin.” See also Agustin Lopez Kindler, “El Emper-

ador Constantino y el arianismo,” Anuario de Historia de la Iglesia 22 (2013): 37-64.

Esteban Moreno Resano, Los cultos tradicionales en la politica legislativa de Constantino

(Madrid: Dykinson, 2013).

% See, for example, in Richard Miles, ed. The Donatist Schism: Controversy and Contexts
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2016).
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were reinstated, whereas Athanasius, Gregory of Nysa, and other supporters of the
Nicene doctrine were sent into exile.?® The Profession of Faith of Nicaea with its
anathema did not remain a part of imperial religious policy.

However, the Canons produced by the Council did remain a part of imperial
canonical law and were conserved and included in the Theodosian Code.” The
majority of the Canons of Nicaea were directed specifically against the cathari
movements and schismatic bishops and groups who continued to resist imperial
demands, even in times of peace.?®

The insistence of the Christian faith both in persevering against imperial
rule and breaking away from imperial Christianity, were resistance movements
against the Roman imperial presence in many of the Roman provinces. Thus, with
the legalization of Christianity as an imperial religion, the Constantinian Empire
sought to receive ‘orthodox’ and ‘catholic’ Christianity and reject ‘unorthodox’ and
‘schismatic’ forms of Christianity.?

It must be made clear that the Roman Empire did not become a Nicene
Christian Empire under Constantine, as he continued to officiate as the Pontifi-
cus Maximus in the cult of the Sol Invictus and also fomented the philosophical
monotheism of neoplatonism. He was baptized by the Arian Bishop Eusebius of
Nicomedia. Constantine’s heirs, Constans, Constantine II, and Constantius II all
supported Christianity over other religions, although they did not proscribe other
religious expressions, except for those that were schismatic, or anti-imperial. Con-
stans and Constantine II supported Nicene Christianity and Constantius II, who
lived the longest and reunited the Empire under his sole command, was Arian or
Homoian Christian.*® All three maintained the same understanding that religion

% Lépez Kindler, “El Emperador Constantino y el arianismo.”

¥ Marcos, “Ley y Religion en el Imperio Cristiano.”

% The Canons of the Council of Nicaea can be found in William G. Rusch, The Trinitarian
Controversy (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980). On the continued activity of Christian
resistance to the Empire at the time of Constantine, see for example, Diana Rocco Tedesco,
“Monacato e iglesias étnicas: la expresion religiosa de la divisién del Imperio.” Cuadernos
de Teologia 23 (2004): 79-88; and Rocco Tedesco, “Bajo Imperio: Identidad y religiosidad
popular en Africa del Norte.” Claroscuro no. 3 (2003): 45-72.

% See my discussion in Griffin, “Creed, Sword and Empire.”

30 Homoianism is related to Arianism, but not necessarily the same. The term refers to the
variety of christological theologies that postulate that the Logos is similar in nature to
God, but not the same nature, as the Nicene Creed insists. See Cédrik Michel, “Homoian
Christianity amongst Visigoths, Also Known as ‘Arianism in the Visigothic Kingdom’,
‘Homoianism amongst Visigoths,”” Database of Religious History (DRH), last modified
March 19, 2023, accessed April 1, 2025, https://open.library.ubc.ca/collections/ubccom-
munityandpartnerspublicati/52387/items/1.0438219.
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was a public concern and that all public concerns had a religious dimension.®!
After AD 361, with the death of both of the Nicene emperors, Constantius II began
to persecute the Nicene Christians. Before the deaths of his brothers, all three
continued to persecute schismatic Christian groups, such as the Donatists, the
Novatians, and the Melitists. Constantius II did not, however, outlaw the traditional
Roman pantheon nor the cult of the Sol Invictus. His successor, Theodosius I, in
AD 380, outlawed all religious expressions that were not Nicene Christian. After
Theodosius, all the emperors and their wives in the Byzantine Empire confessed
one kind of Christianity or another, with the well-known exception of Julian, known
by Christians as ‘the Apostate’. The western Roman Empire dissolved rapidly under
the massive migrations of the mostly Homoian Christian Germanic Tribes after AD
405 during the reign of Honorius.

The Development of Canon Law

One of the effects of the Theodosian Empire, in addition to the proscription of all
religious groups other than the Nicene Christians, was the establishment of Canon
Law throughout the Empire. The general, imperial laws established by Constantine,
including the Canons of the Council of Nicaea, were incorporated into the Theodo-
sian legal system and then codified by Theodosius II in AD 429 as the Theodosian
Code (ThC). These fourteen volumes are based primarily on the general imperial
laws established by Constantine and Theodosius 1.3

Mar Marcos observes that the ThC concludes its volumes with a final volume
on religious law. He refers to the argument of J. Matthews, Laying Down the Law.
A Study of the Theodosian Code, indicating that the final volume “was conceived
as the culmination of the Code, the moment in which the ideology and heritage of
Constantine's Christian Empire were laid out for all to contemplate.”®* On the other
hand, Marcos observes that the Justinian Code, which is the Roman Legal Code that
was most commonly disseminated during the construction of Europe in the sixth

31 Marcos, “Ley y Religion en el Imperio Cristiano.”

32 Marcos, “Ley y Religion en el Imperio Cristiano.”

3 J. Matthews, Laying Down the Law. A Study of the Theodosian Code (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2000). Cited in Marcos, “Ley y Religién en el Imperio Cristiano” 58. We
have already argued that the Empire did not actually become Christian under Constan-
tine. However, the Theodosian Code was compiled when the Empire was officially and
solely Christian.
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through twelfth centuries, the order of the volumes is reversed. The first volume
of the legal codes assembled by the Emperor Justinian in AD 529 includes the im-
perial policies and laws concerning religion. Again, referring to Matthews, Marcos
insists that in “the JC, there is no doubt about the ideological significance of this
change in the organization of the text: the authority of God is placed before that of
the emperors. In the ThC, however, the sources and the authority of law come first
because they, and not religion, were still the most important.”** Imperial law now
supported a homogeneous Christianity and outlawed all forms of heterodox beliefs
to ensure divine approval of and care for the Empire.

The result of this early legislation referring to the implementation of Christi-
anity in the late Empire, starting with the Canons of the Council of Nicaea and the
presence of anathemae in the Profession of Faith produced by this council, led to
increased prejudice and persecution amongst the diverse expressions of Christian-
ity in the Roman Empire. Maria Victoria Escribano Pafio argues that Constantine’s
‘Edict against the heretics’ in AD 313 (against the Donatists) was the first imperial
normative that attempted to create a legal definition of heresy.* In this normative,
the Donatists were characterized as immoral, deranged, and dangerous. This was
a provincial normative, and not an empire-wide policy. The Council of Nicaea was
determinant in the configuration of general imperial religious law, and is based on
the previous normative against the Donatists. Elsewhere, the same author discuss-
es the effects of the legislative discourse of Theodosius, which produced terror,
regret, and denunciation amongst the followers of heterodox and illicit religious
groups.*® Again, we can see how the pax deus continued to be an important part of
imperial religious policy. Divine approval of the Empire’s policies and laws and the
granting of divine peace through these, was more important than personal faith,
according to the imperial religious legislation that can be studied. The case of the
legal and military violence against the Donatists has been amply studied.’” The

3 Marcos, “Ley y Religion en el Imperio Cristiano,” 59. Translation by the author.

% Maria Victoria Escribano Pafio, “El edicto de Constantino contra los heréticos: la des-
viacién religiosa como categoria legal” in Constantino, el primer emperador cristiano?
Religion y politica en el siglo 1V, ed. Josep Vilella Masana (Barcelona: Universitat de
Barcelona, 2012), 377-392

Maria Victoria Escribano Pafio, “La intolerancia religiosa en el discurso legislativo de
Teodosio I y sus efectos: terror, arrepentimiento y delacion” in Tolleranza religiosa in eta
tardoantica (IV-V secolo): Atti delle Giornate di studio sull’eta tardoantica, Roma, 26-27
maggio 2013, ed. Arnoldo Marcone, Umberto Roberto and Ignazio Tantillo (Cassino:
Universita di Cassino, 2014), 97-134.

See, as only one example amongst many, the collection of essays in Richard Miles, ed., The
Donatist Schism. Controversy and Contexts, (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2016).
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violent persecution against the Donatist Christians increased during the time of
Augustine of Hippo and the Emperors Theodosius and Honorius.®

Some concluding observations in this first part of the essay suggest that the
inclusion of Christianity, in one form or another, as an imperial religion, and then
eventually as the imperial religion indicate that the theological positions that
the emperors officially supported varied substantially from emperor to emperor.
The imperial interest in Christianity was the consecution of the pax deus, divine
approval, and protection of the Empire. The theologies came and went, but Canon
Law remained and continued in the same vein. The increasing emphasis on Canon
Law and its codification created social tension and even violence amongst Chris-
tians of various faith and political persuasions. The persecution of illicit Christian
groups by licit Christian groups increased. Whether the emperors themselves
became serious followers of Jesus of Nazareth is questionable. They were certainly
interested in eliminating Christian and other religious movements that resisted
imperial control. The short-term impact of the Council of Nicaea was legal rather
than theological and led to the persecution of Christians (and others) by Christians.

Canon Law in the Construction of Europe

This legal emphasis in the Christian religion contrasts markedly with the precepts
advanced by the sixteenth-century Protestant reformers and their emphasis on
faith over works. This essay seeks to understand how the Canons of Nicaea and
Canon Law in general as codified by Theodosius II and Justinian informed the
formation of western European Christianity, thus leading to the same consequence
of the persecution of Christians by Christians, even in Calvin’s Geneva, as the case
of Miguel Servet shows.

In spite of his humanist training and the emphasis he apparently placed
on understanding the historical context of the creeds, Calvin was more clearly
influenced by the need to defend the supposed theological truth of the Creed.
Servet also trained in biblical humanism, on the other hand, was able to provide
arguments from Scripture to counter the theology of the ‘sophists’ presented in the

% Noel Linsky, “Imperial Legistlation and the Donatist Controversy: From Constantine
to Honorius,” in The Donastist Controversy. Controversy and Contexts, ed. Richard Miles
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2016), 166-219.
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Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed.*” His theological arguments made him an enemy
of Calvin and led to his death at the stake in Geneva.

The early benedictine monasteries that expanded throughout western Europe
did not only dedicate the work of their scriptorium to the copying of biblical texts
and theological treatises. They also conserved, multiplied, and disseminated copies
of the Theodosian and Justinian Codes.*® One of the reasons the Frankish kingdom
under Clovis (c. AD 466-511) became so powerful was the great degree of internal
organization promoted by his consort, Clotilde of Burgundy (c. AD 474-545). Soon
after arriving at the court of Clovis, she contacted the Nicene Bishop of Rheims.
Through the bishop, she was able to study Canon Law and thus provide a stronger
legal and institutional organization of the kingdom. Gregory of Tours claims that
the King converted to Nicene Christianity because of the «<wisdomy of his wife.*' She
was an able stateswoman, maintaining the peace at court, creating an educational
system, and fomenting learning and order in general, according to the Theodosian
sense of putting the law to the service of religion. Later under Charlemagne of the
Franks in 800, with the religious backing of the Bishop of Rome, and the legal
expansion of Nicene Christianity as the religion of the new Holy Roman Germanic
Empire, the same idea of religion as a public concern by which all policy was direct-
ed towards the procuration of divine approval, salvation, and the pax deus, became
a part of the warp and woof of western Europe.

The office of the Inquisition was established in AD 1171. Thereafter, the Roman
Catholic religious hierarchies and the royal and noble temporal hierarchies combined
efforts to ensure the “orthodoxy” of the various religious groups that came and went.
This was also to ensure the continued procuration - ideally - of the pax deus, or the
salvation of the peoples, in spite of the increased squabbling and wars amongst the

% Servet and Alcald, La Restitucion del Cristianismo. Servet constantly refers to the “sofis-
tas” in his polemic against Nicene and Hellenist Christianity in this work. He decries
Athanasius and other early defendants of the Nicene Creed as tritheists, 58-59.

40 See for example in Edgar Bodenheimer, “The Influence of Roman Law on Early Medieval
Culture,” Hastings International and Comparative Law Review 3 (1979): 9, https://reposito-
ry.uchastings.edu/hastings_international_comparative_law_review/vol3/iss1/2; Franz
Wieacker, “The Importance of Roman Law for Western Civilization and Western Legal
Thought,” Boston College International and Comparative Law Review 4 (1981): 257-281,
http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/iclr/vol4/iss2/2; and more recently, Emanuele Conte,
“Roman Public Law in the Twelfth Century: Politics, Jurisprudence, and the Reverence
for Antiquity,” in Empire and Legal Thought. Ideas and Institutions from Antiquity to
Modernity, ed. Edward Cavanagh (Leiden: Brill, 2020), 189-212.

41 Gregory of Tours, A history of the Franks in Tradition and Diversity: Christianity in a World
Context to 1500, comp. Karen Louise Jolly (Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe, 1997), 192.
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kingdoms and between kings and popes. The monasteries and the Roman Catholic
Church hierarchy were responsible for praying for the salvation of all, administering
the grace of God to all, and educating the temporal hierarchies in the correct un-
derstanding of Canon Law - understood now in the Justinian sense as God’s law. In
the early sixteenth century, Charles V of the Holy Roman Germanic Empire - also
Charles I of Spain - produced a new edition of the Justinian Code, which included an
ancient law of Theodosius I that indicated the priestly and imperial duty to execute
heretics to keep the holy religion uncontaminated.*?

The Exception of the Iberian Peninsula

In the general history of western Europe, there are many regions that provide
exceptions to the general historical rule. The Iberian Peninsula is one of these.
During the period of the construction of western Europe between the fifth and
twelfth centuries, the Iberian Peninsula was not a region where the influence of
Nicene Christianity and Canon Law were prominent. The visigothic kingdoms
from the early fifth century were Homoian Christians. Even after the conversion of
Reccared I, King of Toledo, to Nicene Christianity in AD 587, many regions under
visigothic control continued to profess Homoian Christianity.** The wars between
the various visigothic kingdoms in the Iberian Peninsula made the Arab Muslim
conquest of the peninsula in AD 711 much easier.

From the early eighth century under Arab Muslim rule, in Al-Andalus, the reli-
gious interchange amongst peoples “of the Book” was generally peaceful, culturally
influential, and highly positive.** Hebrew, Greek and Arab letters and philosophy
were studied in depth, conversed upon, and debated in a variety of intellectual
centers. The study of Latin letters grew with the advance of northern European
Christianity and the expansion of the Benedictine monasteries in the mid and late
eleventh century along the road to Santiago de Compostela.

With the increased northern European Christian presence in the peninsula,
the Arab Muslim influence in Spain decreased.*> These Andalusian Muslims

42 Angel Alcald, “Introduccién,” in Estudios sobre Miguel Servet (I) ed. 1.E.S. Miguel Servet
(Zaragoza: L.E.S. Miguel Servet, 2004).

43 Cédrik Michel, “Homoian Christianity amongst Visigoths.”

# Early Islam recognized Christians and Jews as “Peoples of the Book,” monotheists who
referred to a book of Holy Scriptures, antecedents to Islam and the Prophet Mohammed.

4 Manuel Alejandro Rodriguez de la Pefa, “Monacato, Caballeria y Reconquista: Cluny y la
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sought help from Berber Muslims, first, the Almoravid dynasty in AD 1085, and
then the Almohad Caliphate in AD 1147.* According to Justo Gonzalez, the Berber
Muslims were more concerned with the purity of the observance of the koranic
teachings, and less interested in commercial, cultural, theological. and philosophi-
cal exchanges with other peoples “of the Book.” The wars between Christians and
Muslims increased. With the development of Christian military orders during the
Crusades, northern European Christians became more invested in defending the
Benedictines and promoting the expansion of the monastic centers in the Iberian
Peninsula.*® During this entire period, between the visigothic conquests of AD 405
and the Arab and Berber Muslim Califates, Roman Canon Law was not the rule in
the Iberian Peninsula.

Spain became a unified Roman Catholic kingdom under the Catholic Monarchs,
Isabel of Castilla and Ledn and Fernando of Aragon, in AD 1592, just a few months
before they hired Christopher Columbus to seek a western, maritime route to India.
After Columbus first returned from the Island of ‘Hispaniola’ (as he baptized the
island), Spanish explorations and conquests of Abya Yala** increased, making the
Hispanic Empire, under Habsburg rule, the largest Empire in Europe. It was also
the empire that used the bloodiest techniques of persecution and torture of any but
confirmed, Nicene Christians.

It is important to understand that the process of creating this new Roman Cath-
olic Empire was strongly influenced by Roman Canon Law and the idea of procuring
the pax deus and the salvation of the peoples under Spanish rule. The Inquisition
in Spain has a notorious history. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the
persecution of religious non-conformists was brutal and included new Christian
movements like the so-called ‘false’ converts from Islam and Judaism, and those
groups of Abya Yala who refused to submit to the religion of their imperial con-
querors. Those Christians who attempted to rediscover the biblical stories of Jesus
of Nazareth and live according to their own understanding of the biblical texts were

narrativa benedictina de la guerra santa” Anales de la Universidad de Alicante. Historia
Medieval no. 17 (2011): 183-224.

4 Justo Gonzdlez, La Historia del Cristianismo, 1% electronic ed, (Miami: Unilit, 1994),
accessed via Academia.edu.

47 Gonzalez, La Historia del Cristianismo.

4 Rodriguez de la Pefa, “Monacato, Caballeria y Reconquista.”

4 “Abya Yala” is a term that has been adopted from the Guna people of Panama and north-
ern Columbia to refer to what many westerners know as Central and South America. It is
a term that resists the notion of empire and colonialism and insists on the dignity of the
original peoples who have inhabited these lands for millennia.
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persecuted. Freedom of conscience was out of the question.”® The subjugation to
Roman Catholicism under the ‘Catholic Monarchs” was totalitarian and, in many
cases, violent. The contrast in the freedom of religious interchange and respect for
general human rights between Muslim Al-Andalds and Roman Catholic Spain is
categorical.

Miguel Servet

The terrors of the role and work of the Spanish Inquisition both in Iberia and in
Abya Yala in the sixteenth century has been amply studied. What interests us in
this essay is how this formed Miguel Servet. Servet was born in a small town in the
mountainous region of northern Aragon in AD 1511. His father was a nobleman in
the town and his mother was from a converted Jewish family. Through his mother’s
family, Servet learned Hebrew and studied the Hebrew Scriptures. Through his
father’s family, he was introduced to Latin letters. His intellectual and emotional
intelligence was notable from a very early age.’! When he was fourteen, his father
hired him out as a page and secretary to fray Juan de Quintana, an official of the
Spanish Inquisition and primary inquisitor against the Alumbrados.>? Through his
work as secretary, he grew in his understanding of the Latin and Greek languag-
es and in church politics. He also witnessed first-hand the diversity of religious
thought in Spain and the violent oppression of the same. Many of the Alumbrados
were Christians of Jewish or Muslim origins. Servet’s contact with their teachings
through his work as secretary for an official of the inquisition had a deep influence
on his later thought. Fray de Quintana was influential in the condemnation and
imprisonment of leaders in this group of Alumbrados.

Servet continued this work for three years, after which his father sent him to
Toulouse to study law. However, in AD 1530, he was in Basel studying theology
under Erasmus and theologians who were close to Lutheranism.>® One of his first

%0 Laura Adrian Lara, “Miguel Servet y los alumbrados: libertad religiosa e impotencia
politica” Hispania Sacra 70, no. 141 (2018):19-27. https://doi.org/10.3989/hs.2018.002.

51 Angel Alcala, “Al encuentro del sabio,” in Miguel Servet. Los valores de un hereje. Un
aragonés universal, que luchdé y murio por la libertad de conciencia, ed. Rafael Bardaji
Pérez (Zaragoza: Heraldo de Aragén, 2011).

2 Adrian Lara, “Miguel Servet y los alumbrados.”

%3 Daniel Moreno Moreno, “Miguel Servet. Te6logo iluminado” in Dosier: Miguel Servet, hu-
manista, anatomista y teélogo en tiempos de Reforma, ed. Eliseo Serrano Martin (Zarazoga:
Jerénimo Zurita, 2017), 43-54.
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publications, at the age of 20, was a highly controversial questioning of the Nicene
doctrine of the Trinity, Sobre los errores acerca de la Trinidad. This publication im-
mediately cost him the enmity of the magisterial reformation. According to Moreno
Moreno, «the Protestants did not want the Catholics to think that they approved of
a book that questioned the Trinity. Thus, they rushed to condemn and prohibit the
book».>* Since the author announced himself as a native of Aragon, the Spanish
Inquisition quickly condemned the book and attacked Servet’s family as crypto
Jews. When Servet sought refuge in Strasbourg, Calvin confronted him personally
and denounced him before the French Inquisition, thus forcing Servet to change
his name. At this point, Miguel Servet, now Michel de Villeneuve, decided to leave
the study of letters and theology and studied medicine in Paris. He thrived as a
medical doctor in France, but his primary interest was always theology. He did not
dare to return to his native Aragon, even as a medical doctor, because of the infamy
of his early treatise on the Trinity. He finally reworked this first theological treatise
into his Restitucion del Cristianismo, which he published in AD 1553.

The reaction to Servet’s mature theological reflection was immediate and
virulent. Braving the hatred that Calvin had expressed towards him, Servet chose
to seek refuge in Geneva. There were other pastors in Geneva, especially Sébastian
Castellio, and the pastors of the churches of Italian and Spanish exiles in Geneva
who supported his ideas on the freedom of conscience.>® Calvin, on the other hand,
was warned by Roman Catholic bishops to maintain a strict adherence to the
Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed. Studies on Miguel Servet indicate that Calvin
succumbed to political and legal pressure to adhere as closely as possible to Canon
Law, in spite of his theological differences with Roman Catholicism and the role of
law in theology.>® He was, after all, a magistrate and Protestant pastor in a city that
was still struggling to gain its independence from the Duchy of Savoie. The need to
establish order was categorical. The legal codes that were predominantly available
in the sixteenth century were still tied to ancient imperial Canon Law. Therefore,
religious deviation in any particular region could not be tolerated. Even though
Calvin proposed that religion be defined locally, religious ‘Truth’ was a necessary
condition for social order, even for John Calvin. ‘Heresy’ and heretics needed to be

% Moreno Moreno, “Miguel Servet. Tedlogo iluminado” 44. Translation by the author.

% On Castellio, see Ferdinand Buisson, Sébastien Castellion, Sa Vie et Son Oeuvre, 1515-
1563: Ltude Sur Les Origines Du Protestantisme Liberal Francais (Paris: Hachette, 1892).
See also Sébastian Castellio, De haereticis an sint persequendi (1554), written as a frontal
attack on Calvin and the Genevans after the death of Servet.

% Moreno Moreno, “Miguel Servet. Tedlogo iluminado.”
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examined, and if they remained firm in their beliefs, needed to be executed. The
same canonical law that the Empire tried to enforce against Martin Luther at the
Diet of Worms was applied to Servet in Protestant Geneva.

Servet on the Trinity

Many authors have considered Servet to be not only an early advocate for the
freedom of conscience and the freedom of religious expression, but also one of
the founders of Unitarianism. However, a closer reading of the Restitucion del Cris-
tianismo shows that he was not anti-Trinitarian, even though he was anti-Nicene.
The rapid reading that Protestant and Catholic reformers of the sixteenth century
made of Servet’s theological works led them to make a misinformed accusation of
anti-trinitarianism against him.

Servet divides his work into five books. The first three are dedicated to Chris-
tology, the fourth to the names and essence of God, and the final to the holy spirit.*”
Servet himself announces the primary argument of this work as such: «On the
Divine Trinity. On how in it there is not this illusion of three invisible entities, but
rather in the word, the true manifestation of the substance of God and in spirit,
God’s communication».’® He rejects as tritheism the traditional teachings about
the existence of three, invisible, metaphysical entities that form the Trinity. He
insists that «The manifestation of God through the word and his communication
through the spirit, both substantially in Christ alone, can only be clearly discerned
in him, so that in him, as man, the full divinity of the word and the spirit can be
recognized».’® There is a divine Trinity present in Jesus, as we shall see in what
follows.

Servet starts his first book positing three arguments: first, against the ‘phari-
sees’, that the man, Jesus, is the Christ; second, against the ‘sophists’, that this man,
who is called the Christ, is the Son of God, a naturally born son, not a metaphysical
entity; and third, against the scholastics, only this man, Jesus, the Christ, is God,
true God, substantially God.

7 Servet does not use capital letters to name the holy spirit. I am following his usage.

58 Servet and Alcald, La Restitucion del Cristianismo, vol. 3 of Obras completes, trans. Angel
Alcala (Zargoza: Prensas Universitarias de Zaragoza, 2006) Translations by the author.

% Servet and Alcala, La Restitucion del Cristianismo, vol. 5.
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In the first place, Servet points out that all of Jesus’ contemporaries understood
that he was a man. The question that was debated was whether he was the Christ
or not. Jesus’ disciples insisted that he was, whereas many of the other Jews denied
this. No one even considered debating whether Jesus was anything other than a
man. In the second place, the ‘sophists’ insist that this Jesus, the Christ, was eter-
nally the Son of God. Servet argues that God engendered Jesus naturally in Mary, in
time. The shadow of God, or the spirit of God enshrouded her and inseminated her
naturally, as a human father would inseminate with semen. Servet also argues that
God spoke his eternal manifestation to be revealed in the infant that Mary carried
in her womb. Thus, the man Jesus is truly and naturally the Son of God and also
the son of Mary. As the natural Son of God, he is called God. He is the manifestation
of God through God’s eternal speech. «He is called God for his power just as he is
called man for his flesh».®® Servet argues that God’s word was eternally a part of
God, and became man in time. Against the scholastics, Servet argues that God’s
spirit was eternally with God, and throughout time, inspired humans. Although
God anointed many with his spirit, Jesus, the ‘anointed’®! (Christ) was especially
anointed with the substance of God through God’s spirit, since he was the naturally
born Son of God through the spirit and the word of God. No one or thing could
be the manifestation of God and the communication of God except for this man,
Jesus. Thus, a form of Trinitarian thought emerges: God as the father of Jesus, and
in Jesus the manifestation of God’s eternal word and the communication of God’s
eternal spirit. One eternal God who is manifest to and communicates with creation
and especially and substantially to and with the man, Jesus.

Throughout this work, Servet insists that there is only one divinity. He insists
that «we do not dissect God, nor divide him into parts, as the sophists divide and
dissect him. Let us also note that this does not imply any plurality in the Godhead,
as appears in the case of the three incorporeal and distinct entities of the Trini-
tarians».? He continually denies «the existence of separate incorporeal entities in
God».%® He claims that, in order to defend their idea of these three distinct, incor-
poreal entities in God, the sophists base their arguments entirely on that which is
connotative, which «is in contradiction with their own principles, that a single idea

¢ Servet and Alcala, La Restitucion del Cristianismo, vol. 29.

1 Servet suggests, especially in his arguments against the scholastics, that they use the
term “anointed” instead of “christ” to describe Jesus in order to understand the biblical
teachings better. See pages 29-32.

2 Servet and Alcala, La Restitucién del Cristianismo, vol. 34.

% Servet and Alcald, La Restitucion del Cristianismo, vol. 46.
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can connotatively mean three things, when three other ideas could not absolutely
mean those three entities either. Every connotative meaning presupposes another
absolute meaningy.®*

Servet’s arguments are based, first on Scripture, then on reason, and finally
on the wisdom of other ‘religions of the Book’. He provides arguments from the
Hebrew Scriptures and ancient rabbinic writings, and from the Koran that insist
on the unity of God, even while recognizing the presence of God’s word and God’s
spirit. In his arguments from the Koran, Servet emphasizes the deep respect that
the Prophet Mohamed showed for the Christ. One can also see how his understand-
ing of Muslim Christology influenced his own thought. He resumes some of the
koranic teachings as:

the Christ was the greatest of the prophets, word of God, spirit of God, strength of
God, the very soul of God, word born from the perpetual Virgen by the breath of God,
by the breath of the holy spirit, and against whom the Jews behaved so evilly. It says,
furthermore, that the first disciples of the Christ were excellent and simple men
who wrote the truth, but who did not teach the Trinity, rather, their later followers
introduced it, corruptors of the holy teaching.%

In the second book of La Restitucion del Cristianismo, Servet develops a careful
exegesis of twenty Old and New Testament texts, in their original languages,
to support his own understanding of the unity of God, communicated eternally
through God’s word and spirit, and substantially and temporally in the man Jesus,
God’s naturally born and anointed son. His exegesis also continues to decry the
Trinitarian errors of the sophists and scholastics. Here, his insistence on a close
reading and understanding of the biblical texts is fundamental to his arguments.
He actively exercises what Calvin indicates is necessary: he brings «the subject
discussed to the standard of Scripture».®® The exegetical tools provided by the
biblical humanism of the scholars at Basel require a disciplined understanding of
philology and semantics. These are tools that Calvin himself used in his readings
of early Christian literature in Greek and Latin. However, Calvin was more deeply
influenced by early Christian literature - especially Augustin of Hippo - whereas
Servet was more deeply influenced by the Arabic and Hebrew literature that had
circulated freely in the Iberian Peninsula for so many centuries. He came into
¢ Servet and Alcala, La Restitucién del Cristianismo, vol. 59.
% Servet and Alcald, La Restitucion del Cristianismo, vol. 66. It is important to note that,
although Servet had a basic understanding of Arabic, he read the Koran in a Latin trans-

lation. See La Restitucion del Cristianismo, vol. 65, note 160.
% Calvin, Institutes 1V.9.8.
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contact with the Arabic literature through his service as a secretary to Juan de
Quintana.

There is not enough space here to go into further details of Servet’s teachings
on the Trinity. He does not deny a Trinitarian understanding of God, but understood
it as one God who revealed his divinity, especially through his word and spirit. God
granted his divinity especially and substantially to Jesus, his naturally born son,
and through the resurrection, his son in time became his son for eternity. This
divine status of being God’s children is also granted to those who are reborn in the
Christ through baptism and so resurrected into a regeneration as divine children
of God.”” His arguments rest on his deep philological and semantic knowledge
of Hebrew, Greek, and Latin letters, his appreciation for the religious history of
Spain, and his rejection of the Council of Nicaea in doctrine and in law. The fifth
book of the first part of La Restitucion del Cristianismo, on the holy spirit, shows
his medical genius combined with his theological fascination. Servet was the first
person in western medicine to describe the minor circulation of the blood and of
the oxygenation of the human body through the cardiopulmonary system.®® This
important medical discovery is presented in a theological treatise as a defense of
his understanding of how the spirit of God, the breath of God, inspires the human
person, based on Genesis 2:7.

According to Moreno Moreno,® it was Servert’s virulent language against the
‘Trinitarians’ that led his first superficial readers to declare him an anti-trinitarian
and thus a heretic.”’ Calvin himself, who was devoted to a close reading of Scripture,
was neither able to discern the depth of Servet’s biblical support for his arguments,
nor comprehend Servet’s Hispanic turn in the reading of Sacred Literature.

Servet’s emotional sensitivity, the fact that he was the son of a converted Jew,
and born only recently after the expulsion from or forced conversion of Muslims

¢ See Servet’s arguments on baptism in, for example, Servet and Alcala, La Restitucion del
Cristianismo, Part I, Book 2, chapter 3 in Servet’s exegesis of Psalm 2:7; also in Part II,
Dialogue II, on Divinization.

% Francisco José Reyes, “La circulacion pulmonar en Servet,” in Estudios sobre Miguel Servet
(), Instituto de Estudios Sijenses Miguel Servet (Zaragoza: L.E.S. Miguel Servet, 2004),
95-110.

% Moreno Moreno, “Miguel Servet. Tedlogo iluminado.”

70 Indeed, Servet indicates that “Athanasius himself, prince of the trinitarians, invents two
sons in his Dialogues, since, he speaks indeed of two born and two engendered sons. In
the book, On the Arian Confession and the Catholic Confession, he teaches that by “son of
man” it must be understood as the human person that was appropriated, not the very son
of God, and he says that the son of man is filled with the Son of God. Servet and Alcala,
La Restitucion del cristianismo, 71.
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and Jews in the Iberian Peninsula, exposed him sympathetically to the theologies of
other Iberian monotheisms. What he learned in his youth as a secretary to Fray de
Quintana in this oficial’s investigations of the faith of Jewish and Muslim converts,
in the case against the Alumbrados,’! and in other cases as well, not only aroused
Servet’s deep sympathy, but also informed his natural intellectual curiosity. The
persecutions executed by the Nicene Spanish Empire and the renewed insistence
on the use of the Justinian Code, lead him to advocate for the freedom of conscience
and dialogue, rather than for persecution, even when living north of the Pyrenees.
Adrian Lara emphasizes the political and military powerlessness of both the Alum-
brados and Servet. They did not seek armed resistance, nor any kind of political
power, but only the freedom to believe in peace, according to their conscience and
their reading of Sacred Scriptures.”? They thwarted the ancient imperial canonical
laws indicating that heretics must be executed, or as canon 5 of the Council of
Nicea reads:

Concerning those who have been excommunicated, either clergy or laity, by the bish-
ops in each province, let the judgment prevail according to the canon, declaring that
those cast out by some bishops are not to be admitted by others.”®

Servet was cast out by all, and executed as a heretic, according to Canon Law.

Conclusion

We come back, now, to Calvin’s definition in his Institutes 1V.9.8 of how a council’s
decisions should be weighed. First, he would consider the «time it was held, on
what occasion, with what intention, and who were present at it», then he would
«bring the subject discussed to the standard of Scripturey». His understanding of
how a council’s decision should be weighed have led us to examine both questions:
the historical context of the Council of Nicaea and the standard of Scripture in
Calvin’s own time. In the case of Miguel Servet, we have found that Calvin differed

71 Servet’s participation in the inquisition against the Alumbrados and the effect on his
thought on the freedom of conscience has been studied in Adrian Lara, “Miguel Servet y
los alumbrados.” One can imagine that with further explorations and investigations, that
evidence can be shown of Servet’s services as a secretary to Fray de Quintana in other
cases of inquisition.

72 Adrian Lara, “Miguel Servet y los alumbrados.”

73 William G. Rusch, The Trinitarian Controversy (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, Kindle ed.),
44.
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from Servet on how to read Scripture, and preferred to uphold Canon Law, without
recognizing the violence which had always accompanied this legal code.

In this essay, we have placed emphasis on the political and legal context of
the Council of Nicaea and the historical trajectory of Canon Law as it was first ex-
pressed during the Constantinian Empire and then codified and perpetuated in the
Theodosian Code and the Justinian Code. The long-term influence of the Council
of Nicaea was as much legal as it was theological. The legal influence led to the
persecution of Christians by Christians. The repercussions of both the theological
and legal rigidity of this Council in European societies in the sixteenth century
continued this tradition of the persecution of Christians by Christians, even in
societies, like that of Reformation Geneva, that deviated from Roman Catholicism.

Servet proposed new, particularly Iberian ways of reading biblical texts that
deviated from the Nicene version of the Trinity. He insisted on comparing the
declarations of the councils, especially the Council of Nicaea, to the standard of
Scripture, as Calvin himself taught. But he came to conclusions that Calvin did not
agree with. They read the same Hebrew and Christian Scriptures through different
lenses - Calvin through the trinitarian Church Fathers, and Servet through the
other peoples of the Book of the Iberian Peninsula. Calvin shows himself to be
faithful to Canon Law, and Servet challenges Canon Law. The result led Calvin
to respond to the servetian ‘heresy’ according to Canon Law. As Adrian Lara
observes, Servet never had the political power and authority to promote freedom
of conscience. Calvin did have this political power and authority in Geneva, but
succumbed to the ancient usage of Canon Law.

The author of this essay lives in Argentina, in the Southern Cone of South
America. Canon Law was in force here as the general code of law until late in the
nineteenth century. This prolonged influence of Roman Catholicism in doctrine
and in law shaped Argentine culture and society for sixty-five years after the
country’s independence from Spain. The dictatorships of the twentieth century
were supported by the Roman Catholic Church and proposed returns to Canon Law
to justify the persecution of Argentine citizens who resisted totalitarian rule. Even
today, there are sectors of Argentine society that continue to think of religious
diversity, cultural diversity, and social diversity in terms of Roman Catholic Canon
Law. This has an adverse effect on minority groups in general, not just on religious
minority groups, such as the churches that belong to AIPRAL (Alianza de Iglesias
Presbiterianas y Reformadas en América Latina) and the WCRC. Many of the
conservative evangelical groups (many with Reformed theological backgrounds)
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have accommodated themselves to the religious, political. and economic powers
and have adopted a perspective similar to that of Calvin in the sixteenth century.
Some of the Christians that suffer the most from these power alliances are part of
the LGBTQI+ community. These are Christians who often find themselves exiled or
ostracized by their families and their churches. Sometimes they are subjected to
examination and ‘reconversion’ therapies that can lead to suicide, and sometimes
they are forced out of their homes and into the streets where they often face abuse,
torture and murder due to homophobia and transphobia. This continues to be the
persecution of Christians by Christians.

So, I ask, is it more important for Reformed theology today to continue to
maintain a rigid posture in questions of law and doctrine and to advocate for the
persecution of Christians (or anyone) by Christians? Or is it more necessary to seek
new, contextualized ways of understanding Scripture in order to help Reformed
Churches to continually reform their understanding of what it means to follow
Jesus of Nazareth? Is law and doctrine more important than human rights and
social justice in churches and amongst Christians of the Reformed tradition?






Towards a Reforming Nicene
Ecclesiology: Navigating Reformed
Catholicity, the Legacy of Nicaea, and
Imperial Power

Henry S. Kuo

Nothing empire touches remains itself.
Nothing touched by empire stays clean...

— Arkady Martine, A Memory Called Empire'

There is an ironic English curse that is oftentimes wrongly attributed to the an-
cient Chinese: «May you live in interesting times.» Unfortunately, as this chapter
is entering press, the global situation certainly seems to be interesting. In this
highly uncertain and destabilizing period, many are witnessing various forms
of chaos, including a resurgence of authoritarian strongmen who promise order
and stability while meting cruelty to minority and marginalized peoples, the
dismissal of law and order, and elevated militarization and rumours of greater
wars. Some of these figures were buoyed into power by various Christian groups
that were fearlessly identifying themselves as ‘Christian Nationalists.”? Yet, these
interesting times coincide with the 1700™ anniversary of the First Council of
Nicaea (hereafter ‘Nicaea’) and the Creed that emerged from it, providing an
opportunity for critical reflection on the different ways that the Council and the
Creed have shaped Christianity, particularly the Reformed branch of the Chris-

1 Arkady Martine, A Memory Called Empire (New York: Tor Books, 2019), 421, 437.
2 The author prefers the term ‘Evangelical Nationalists.’
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tian family, and how it can be a resource for Christians living in these interesting
times.

Nicaea and the Nicene Creed were paradigmatic. Called by the emperor to
address a theological disagreement that began as a local dispute but grew enough
to threaten to unravel his newly-united empire, the Council provided a preferred
model for churches to resolve disagreements and come to unity. Nicaea was also
rather unique in that it was one of a comparatively few church councils that was
called by and presided over by the emperor (or political leader). But most im-
portantly perhaps, the Nicene Creed that the Council produced became the first
universal Creed and, nearer to the end of the fourth century, it would be required of
all churches throughout the empire to assent to it. As this chapter will deconstruct,
these attributes behind Nicaea and the Creed not only set the tone for much of
Christendom, but was also influential for how ecclesial unity would be understood,
namely, in the form of conditioning unity on ortho-doxas - ‘right speech’ - beyond
which dissenters would be anathematized.

But our reflections in this chapter are not merely about Nicaea but about a
Reformed consideration and reflection on the Council, the resulting Creed, and its
relevance today. On the surface, this is an odd combination. Reformed Christianity
emerged in the sixteenth-century Reformation as a movement that was critical of
an imperial ecclesiology in which church was closely allied with political powers
- be it the Holy Roman Emperor, the Pope, or even Prince-electors sympathetic
to the Protestant cause. Thus, Roman Catholic Christianity at the time was in a
state of exception that was unaccountable to God’s people, whom the church was
supposed to serve. This, however, does not mean that Reformed ecclesiology is free
from its closeness to power. Hence, the second argument of this chapter is that
Reformed ecclesiology has to contend with a different, imported sort of hegemony
- a hegemony of the local in which small theological differences contribute to the
polarization of differences - consequently leading to an extremely brittle sense of
unity that shatters with every theological disagreement. The chapter then moves
into a constructive voice by imagining the possibility of a Reformed ecclesiology,
specifically reflecting on the mark of catholicity, that both resists Empire and
embodies the fulsome wisdom from the Nicene Creed.
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The Council of Nicaea and the Roman Empire

The Council of Nicaea was convened the year after all Roman territories were final-
ly united under one Imperator. This initiative arose when the Caesar - the ‘junior
emperor’ - of one of the four regions of the Roman Empire during the tenuous
tetrarchy, Flavius Valerius Constantinus, launched an unexpected but ultimately
successful campaign from the northwestern provinces of the empire to defeat
the other emperors of the four imperial regions. The final battle against the last
surviving rival, the Augustus (‘senior’ emperor) Licinius, was waged in AD 324
in Chrysopolis only eight months before the Council of Nicaea. Considering the
time it would take to organize such an unprecedentedly large council, the decision
for Constantine to call the Council would have been made shortly after the battle.
Clearly, something had erupted that made calling the Council a matter of urgency.

That something, in short, was the Arian controversy. But short and clean
histories obscure much. The Arian controversy was not the first or only theological
dispute in the early church. Early Christianity was theologically diverse just as
the different voices in the New Testament and Hebrew Bible presented different
theological perspectives. Aside from the Gnostics, Marcionites, and many others,
there were also groups such as the Melitians, Novatians, and the Donatists who
theologically concurred with the wider church, but broke away from them for other
disagreements. Additionally, with regard to some of these theological differences,
a few councils have been convened, albeit not under the aegis of a Caesar or Augus-
tus. Why the diversity of theological perspectives persisted was not only because
Christianity’s persecuted status inhibited churches’ communications between each
other, but also because of imperial infrastructure. As Peter Heather describes, the
slowness and expense associated with travel

meant that contact between far-flung Christian communities [...] tended to be far
from continuous. Up to about AD 200, there seem to have been few if any councils,
even regional ones. Rather, these communities exchanged periodic letters and re-
ceived occasional travelers [...] to maintain contact. This was a context that naturally
generated small, self-directing congregations, spread out over the vast expanse of
Empire.?

Theological diversity and disagreement characterized the early church, and these
diversities did not disappear after Nicaea. But Nicaea seemed to inaugurate a new

3 Peter Heather, Christendom: The Triumph of a Religion, AD 300-1300 (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 2024), 28.
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pattern that would increasingly become administratively normal for Christendom:
an increasing trend towards doctrinal regulation and conformity, aided no doubt
by the imperial machinery that it enjoyed access to, thanks to the Emperor Con-
stantine.

Among the few innovations of Nicaea was the involvement of the emperor,
who informed the assembled delegates that he would «be present as a spectator
and participator in those things which will be done».* That the emperor became
personally involved was not too surprising for two reasons. First, as Paula Fredrik-
sen reminds us, Constantine’s conversion to Christianity was also an acceptance of
the emperor’s patronage of the religion, which he took seriously.’ Like the Roman
pontifex maximus, Constantine needed to ensure right religio for the security of
the empire, even though he was rather cagey about his true beliefs. Speaking of
which, it must be noted that the Arian controversy flared in the Eastern half of the
original tetrarchy, erupting from Egypt - Arius and his Bishop Alexander served in
Alexandria - but the Arian position was supported by eminent church leaders such
as Eusebius of Caesarea and Eusebius of Nicomedia, both of whom hailed from that
same general region. This was a controversy that, if left unchecked, could make
the unity of the church and the newly-reconstructed Roman Empire more difficult.

Constantine’s involvement with Nicaea added to the Council’s importance.
With more than 200 bishops from various parts of the empire in attendance, it
was certainly an unprecedented assembly, giving the decisions of the Council
some universal heft. The previous council of note, the Council of Arles in AD 314,
was much less attended; even Constantine, who called the Council, did not attend
its proceedings. The Council was called to address the Donatist Controversy but
how the Council proceeded and how the Controversy was resolved displeased
Constantine. As H.A. Drake notes, the emperor «had in mind a more informal
procedure, something more akin to an arbitration process than a court trialy.® For
a strategic general and politician like Constantine, reconciliation was much more
preferred than judgments that could potentially create disunity in an empire that
was at the time still fragmented. With a very newly reunified empire, and with

*  Diarmaid MacCulloch, Christianity: The First Three Thousand Years (New York: Viking,
2010), 214.

> Paula Fredriksen, Ancient Christianities: The First Five Hundred Years (Princeton: Prince-
ton University Press, 2024), 122.

¢ H.A. Drake, ‘The Elephant in the Room: Constantine at the Council,” in The Cambridge
Companion to the Council of Nicaea, ed. Young Richard Kim (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2021), 114.
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the stakes as high as it was, Nicaea had to go smoothly. To that end, Constantine
did attend Nicaea’s proceedings and, even in an important juncture, introduced
the non-scriptural term, homoousios (likely with the advice of his theological
advisor, the Bishop Hosius of Corduba) to describe the same-substantiality of the
Father and the Son.

Two important dynamics need to be observed. First, the emperor’s presence
and involvement in the Council introduced a hegemonic model into managing
disagreements in the church that places its trust in the emperor or, more abstract-
ly, in the unaccountable power of a (fallible) human being. This had two results.
The exercise of hegemonic power not only enabled the Council’s leaders to move
debates in certain directions, but it also attached a cost to resisting orthodoxy. The
Creed’s deployment of homoousian language was not an honest theological attempt.
Lewis Ayres described that, based on the available records of Nicaea, there were
other less controversial descriptions of the Son’s relationship to the Father, but
homoousios was chosen as it would prove unacceptable to Arius or those aligned
to his theology in the Council.” Reconciliation between the homoousian party and
the homoiousian party was not a possibility on the agenda; this was an exercise
of hegemonic power by the homoousians who had influence during the Council.
When Arius and two episcopal supporters refused to assent to the Nicene Creed,
they suffered the punishment of being exiled from their sees. This dynamic was not
lost on John Calvin. In his commentary on Nicaea in his Institutes, he acknowledged
its eminent place in church history while also lifting up the dissensions within. He
suggested that the doctrinal stakes were high enough for the delegates to take their
gloves off. But then,

despite this, heedless of such great dangers, forgetful of gravity, modesty, and all
civility, they let slip the battle that was in their hands, as if they had purposely come
there to do Arius a favour. They began to revile one another with internal dissen-
sions, and to turn against one another the pen which ought to have been wielded
against Arius.?

This was a Council filled with power plays with the aim for one party to dominate
the other, possibly because the stakes were so high and because of Constantine’s
presence.

7 Lewis Ayres, Nicaea and its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-Century Trinitarian Theology
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 90.

& John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis
Battles (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1960), 1V.9.10.
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Second, the exercise of hegemonic power in the Council had its limitations.
For one, the homoiousian articulation of theology or non-trinitarian theology did
not disappear. One reason for this is, as Rowan Williams has importantly demon-
strated, there was no monolithic ‘Arianism.”” If anything, what united those who
disagreed with the Nicene Creed was not a unified, competing theological sys-
tem but the fact that they disagreed with the Creed or Nicaea.!° As this chapter
will elaborate later, Arianisms of all sorts enjoyed a long shelf life that today’s
Christians are still contending with. But back to the Council, it should also be
noted that Constantine’s exercise (and withholding) of punishment was not
based on doctrinal orthodoxy. Arius and his supporters may have been exiled
but Arius did petition for forgiveness in a way that did not imply a recanting of
his teachings. As an emperor who certainly preferred peaceable reconciliation
to acrimonious division in a newly reunified empire, Constantine compelled the
bishop Athanasius of Alexandria to welcome Arius back into his diocese against
his desires. When Athanasius persisted in his resistance, he ended up being
exiled. Eusebius of Nicomedia did superficially assent to the Creed, but was
nonetheless exiled for allegedly remaining friendly and keeping contact with
Arius and other Arians. As Anthony Kaldellis summarizes, in truth, ‘the reason
was likely political. Eusebios of Nikomedeia had been a powerful member of
Licinius’ court.”!! (Recall that Licinius was Constantine’s rival Augustus whose
defeat in Chrysopolis enabled Constantine to be Imperator.) But then only after
a few years, he was able to reclaim favor with Constantine and would baptize
him as he neared death. The currency of hegemonic power is not theological
orthodoxy but imperial loyalty.

Imperiality and Catholicity

Our discussion of Nicaea and the Creed was not intended to discredit their influence
or authority by airing out the Council or Creed’s dirty laundry. These historical
realities, which were not always remembered by Christians today and are often
buried beneath popular narratives of Nicaea’s unquenchable and universal influ-

?  Rowan Williams, Arius: Heresy and Tradition (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing, 2001),
82.

19 Rowan Williams, Arius, 233.

1 Anthony Kaldellis, The New Roman Empire: A History of Byzantium (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2024), 84.
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ence, constitute dangerous memories. This, of course, was Johann Baptist Metz’s
concept. As he defines it:

These are memories in which earlier experiences flare up and unleash new danger-
ous insights for the present. For brief moments they illuminate, harshly and pierc-
ingly, the problematic character of things we made our peace with a long time ago
and the banality of what we take to be ‘realism.” They break through the canon of the
ruling plausibility structures and take on a virtually subversive character. Memories
of this sort are like dangerous and uncalculable visitations from the past. They are
memories that one has to take into account, memories that have a future content,
so to speak.'?

Applied to our critical engagement with Nicaea and the Creed, what we are aiming
for is a historical-theological ‘flare up.” The wager is for those memories to prob-
lematize what was assumed or taken for granted, especially in our interpretations
of Nicaea and its Creed.

One part in the Creed where definitions of important theological concepts are
often assumed is the ecclesiological statement in which the four Nicene marks of
the church were presented: oneness, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity. This,
of course, is a reference to the AD 381 version of the Creed, which has sometimes
been referred to as the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed. The AD 325 version, how-
ever, did not have a statement on ecclesiology.!®> Nonetheless, in its final ‘article’ or
paragraph where the Council explicitly anathematizes the Arians without naming
them, the Creed notes that ‘the catholic church anathematizes’; them, indicating
catholicity as an already accepted mark of the church. Hence, this chapter will
focus on it and its relation to Nicaea and empire.

Catholicity has usually been understood as the universality of the church but
the Greek kat’holon suggests a more complex definition. Here, Cyril of Jerusalem

12 Johann Baptist Metz, Faith in History and Society: Toward a Practical Fundamental Theolo-
gy, trans. J. Matthew Ashley (New York: Herder & Herder, 2007), 105.

3 The earliest version available to us came from Eusebius of Caesarea. The text is: ‘We be-
lieve in one God, Father, all-ruler, making of all things seen and unseen, and in one Lord
Jesus Christ, the Son of God, monogenes, God from God, light from light, through whom
all came to be, both things in the heavens and those on earth; the one who on account of
us humans and our salvation came down and took flesh, becoming man, suffering and
rising again on the third day and going up to the heavens, and who is coming again to
judge the living and dead. But those who say “there was when he was not,” and “before
he was begotten he was not,” and “he came to be from what is not,” or assert that the Son
of God is from another hypostasis or ousia, or alterable and changeable, these the church
catholic anathematizes.” See Mark J. Edwards, ‘The Creed,” in The Cambridge Companion
to the Council of Nicaea, ed. Young Richard Kim (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2021), 144-145.
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assists us by integrating many different definitions of catholicity circulating around
in his context when he taught that the church [...]

[...] is called catholic, then, because it extends over all the world, from one end of
the earth to the other; and because it teaches universally and completely one and all
the doctrines which ought to come to people’s knowledge, concerning things both
visible and invisible, heavenly and earthly; and because it brings into subjection
to godliness the whole race of humankind, governors and governed, learned and
unlearned; and because it universally treats and heals the whole class of sins, which
are committed by soul or body, and possesses in itself every form of virtue which is
named, both in deeds and words, and in every kind of spiritual gifts.!*

In short, catholicity speaks not only to the universality of the church’s presence
throughout the world but also the depth to which Christian truths and values penetrate
society by seasoning and enlightening it. Catholicity testifies to the church’s mission
to make society more whole, which is why the content of the church’s teachings and
mission are as important to its global reach. Anti-Christian doctrines or practices
that fly in the face of Jesus’s life and teachings, which certainly do not contribute to
human flourishing and may indeed militate against it, fall outside the boundaries of
the church’s catholic identity. Catholicity is what makes church church.

But even so, it remains difficult to disentangle these ecclesiological concepts
from empire. For catholicity, the mark of the church that grounds unity and or-
thodoxy synchronically, orthodoxy and conformity cannot be separated. Christian
oikoumene was also Romanitas (Roman universalism). Indeed, as Susanna Elm
has argued, the Roman imperial system provided the ideological and ecclesiastical
infrastructure that would give Christian universality its dynamism.'> Furthermore,
this was not a challengingly-inclusive vision of catholicity but one conditioned on
orthodox conformity. Nicene catholicity was not about inclusion or wholeness.
Wolfram Kinzig reminds us that the phrasing in the Creed was intentional and:

was meant to conquer and defend a certain discursive space and to display the he-
gemony of one group of bishops, supported by the emperor, over dissenting views.
The anathemas of Nicaea thus served to increase the normativity of the Creed even
further. From then on, the Creed was used to test episcopal orthodoxy; dissent was
sanctioned in the anathemas.'

4 Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechetical Lectures 18.23. in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. 7,
ed. Philip Schaff (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1994), 140.

15 Susanna Elm, Sons of Hellenism, Fathers of the Church: Emperor Julian, Gregory of Nazian-
zus, and the Vision of Rome (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), 1.

16 Wolfram Kinzig, ‘The Creed of Nicaea: Old Questions, New Answers,” The Ecumenical
Review 75, no. 2 (April 2023): 232. DOI: 10.1111/erev.12782
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Dissent was punished because non-conformity was dangerous to Nicene catholicity
and dangerous to the unity of the Roman Empire. Orthodoxy, here, was not merely
theological but imperial!

The Lure of Imperializing Reformed Nicene Theology

The question, however, is whether Reformed sensibilities could effectively decenter
catholicity from its imperial roots. On the surface, that seems possible. Reformed
ecclesiology presented a critique of imperial ecclesiology, or at least that was its
intention. It recognized that the hegemony of the universal can stifle, dehumanize,
and eliminate conscientious and prophetic criticisms of the church and empire.
Additionally, a hegemonic universality can present a powerful elite class that is
unaccountable to the people. Hence, Calvin made it clear that all ministers of the
church are to be considered apostles by virtue of being sent by God to be God’s
messengers, and that elders chosen from the assembly were to uphold the com-
munity’s morality and discipline alongside the bishops.!” Indeed, the presbyterian
polity is such that every office in the church is accountable to each other and, more
importantly, to Christ who heads the church and to God’s people whom the church
is supposed to serve. This presents a promising start to resisting an imperial,
hierarchical ecclesiology that Nicaea presents.

However, this does not evade the problem of hegemony in church. In fact, more
broadly, decentering societies from a central power or frame of reference can result
in what P. Kerim Friedman calls a ‘hegemony of the local’ in which localization
movements paradoxically end up reinforcing overarching hegemonies. In his study
of indigenous Taiwanese politics, Friedman examined the unintended effects of
former President Lee Teng-hui’s policy of place-based multiculturalism that sought
to decenter Taiwanese identity away from China while also lifting up the diversity
of Taiwanese ethnicities.!® This was done partly to head off the nascent opposition
party, the Taiwan-nativist Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), in the context
of Taiwan’s 1987 transition to a full democracy. It was also done to broaden the
voting base of the ruling party, the Kuomintang (KMT), which was Lee Teng-hui’s

7 Institutes 1V.3.5 and Institutes IV.3.8.

18 P, Kerim Friedman, ‘The Hegemony of the Local: Taiwanese Multiculturalism and Indige-
nous Identity Politics,” Boundary 2: An International Journal of Literature and Culture 45,
no. 3 (August 2018): 84-90.
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party affiliation. The policy was incidentally also supported by the DPP because it
would emphasize Taiwan’s unique identity relative to mainland China’s, thereby
justifying Taiwan’s independence and questioning the diplomatic and ambiguous
One-China policy. At first it would seem that this policy would be beneficial for
indigenous communities who have long been on the margins of Taiwan’s politics,
culture, and burgeoning economy relative to the Han Chinese peoples.

However, as it turns out, the decentering of national identity to give recognition
to major indigenous communities actually reduced the agency of these groups in
several ways while reifying the power of the Han Chinese majority. First, which
groups should be legally recognized and whether some groups were subgroups
of larger ethnic groups were contentious. For example, Friedman brings up the
Sakizaya people who speak a dialect of the Amis tribe, but creating a different
orthography for the Sakizaya was contentious due to concerns that it would
undermine Amis cohesion.!” Hence, Sakizaya subjectivity was suppressed in the
interest of reifying the broader Amis identity. Second, while such concerns might
be important for local communities, it deflects attention on the reality that they did
not have any political agency, preventing them from engaging in any meaningful
solidarity across other allies while also maintaining the political hegemony of
either the KMT or the DPP, both of which are dominated by non-indigenous Han
Chinese and their descendants. Decentering local identities from Sinocentrism
may have given these communities political recognition but it did not give them
any agency because the multicultural project aimed to support those in power and
not necessarily to empower those without power. Paradoxically, at least politically
speaking, the more things change, the more things stay the same.

This has important parallels with church. Reformed polities have indeed decen-
tered authority from a central power - the papacy and the Roman Curia - that was
not accountable to the people or to the Word of God.?° But that does not mean that
they were incapable of replicating imperial habits. Hegemony did not disappear
with the advent of the Protestant reformation movements. If anything, the hege-
mony became localized into different theological groups. As we have discussed
earlier in the chapter, an imperial catholicity introduced orthodoxy as an assent

Y Friedman, ‘The Hegemony of the Local,” 95.

20 Certainly, I am not suggesting that all Roman Catholic priests and bishops cared little
for the church or the Word of God. However, it was certainly the case in the medieval
and early modern periods that popes, bishops, and priests were not held to high moral
standards, nor were they necessarily theologically and biblically trained, and there were
little consequences for the lack of qualifications or standards.
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to static and legal doctrinal formulations (such as a creed approved by the emper-
or). Certainly, over the centuries, the decisions of other ecumenical councils and
the pronouncements of popes and bishops have also taken on an imperial status
requiring assent and conformity. The profound contribution of Reformed polity to
the ecclesiological landscape is the emphasis away from a ‘top-down’ ecclesiology
in which truth is pontificated and conformity is expected, to one where truth is
discerned collegially and cooperatively among all God’s people.?!

But this collegiality and cooperative spirit asks much of God’s people. Members
of the church need to be responsible agents in ensuring that church is continually
reforming progressively towards a more just and righteous body that worships God
with their being. In another study, I've made the argument that a collegial polity,
which is practiced in theory by Reformed bodies but is also an emphasis in Pope
Francis’ synodal vision for the Roman Catholic Church, requires the exercise of
two virtues in order for it to work well: epistemological humility and a sensibility of
non-domination.?? However, these are virtues that require cultivation. For churches
that have been habituated to colonialism and coloniality - that is, habituated to
power and domination - it takes practice and discipline to rethink their self-under-
standing and embody powerlessness and mutual humility.

Without those virtues, it becomes too easy for theologically-likeminded groups
to undermine collegiality and cooperativity, transforming a church from a commu-
nity into an agglomeration of interest groups that exercise their own hegemonies
by regarding the theological ‘Others’ as being heretical. In other words, in place
of the emperor, we create our own emperors, thereby creating a hegemony of
the local churches that reify orthodoxy in terms of enforcement and conformity.
This is a temptation of Reformed churches. Reformed polity aims to make church
belong not just to the clergy and episcopate but to all God’s people. But this can
make particular doctrines and practices very personal to peoples. Michael Jinkins
expresses this conflicting sentiment very well when he writes that, «rationality
clashes with passion. Theology conflicts with bitter experience. Respect for the
sovereign providence, the eternal wisdom and judgment of God rages against
the all-too-human need to know, to judge between true and false, righteous and

21 Of course, I hasten to note that the Roman Catholic Church today, particularly and notably
under the papal administration of the late Pope Francis, sought to make doctrinal dis-
cernments less ‘top-down’ and more collegial, at least among the bishops of the Church,
as part of the vision of synodality.

22 Henry Kuo, ‘Walking Together Under Heaven: Traversing between Reformed Catholicity,
Synodality, and Tianxia Philosophy,” Journal of World Christianity 13, no. 2 (2023): 154-155.
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unrighteous, good and evil».?® If certain theologies or practices become personal
to individuals or certain groups, their evolutions can be threatening because it
threatens their identities as Christians, even if that understanding was also partly
or even wholly shaped by empire and privilege. The reason for this response is
emotional. Laurie Garrett-Cobbina, in her chapter on emotional competency for
organizations, challenges the Cartesianesque dualist assumption in spiritual care
that assumes theologies, epistemologies, or contexts are abstract concepts, arguing
that far from being merely abstract, these concepts concretely affect the minds and
bodies of every person. Hence, she argues with regard to social injustices,

[...] at their core, racism, sexism, and classism are complex, interconnected systems
that function as ubiquitous forces of the heart that support the maintenance of pri-
marily affluent white male, heteronormative power structures. Therefore, they per-
sist as psycho-social-emotional constructs - not because they are logical (they are
completely illogical) but because they are emotional forces of the heart that shape
responses in the brain and body.?*

What Garrett-Cobbina argued applies to ecclesiological hegemonies of the local.
Theologies are not merely cognitive or intellectual but deeply personal; they move
peoples’ hearts and souls, making any theological evolution or reinterpretation
controversial. Even if we acknowledge the imperial logics and sentiments circu-
lating under the surface of Christian theology and history, these theologies enjoy,
as Garrett-Cobbina phrases it, «‘covenantal reverence’ such that it ‘feels like an
existential threat when challenged - it quite literally feels like dying for a person
of privilege when attachment to the precepts and practices [...] are dismantled’».?
That is to say, theological differences or changes can be emotionally triggering,
which makes anathematizing the theologically-different ‘Other’ and invoking one’s
privilege to exercise theological hegemony all too easy because the stakes are high
for the individual Self. For this reason, Eddy Van der Borght rightly laments that
the lack of a sensus unitatis in the Reformed ecclesiastical landscape presents a

seemingly insurmountable challenge.?
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We, therefore, arrive at the problem. Although Nicaea and the Creed enjoys a
distinguished reverence today, it has inaugurated habits of imperial catholicity in
which hegemony becomes the way of doing doctrinal business and anathematiza-
tion the way of exacting costs on non-conformity to doctrines blessed by the power
of empire. These habiti have become ingrained into how church is done, and simply
being Reformed does not shake these habits off. But the Reformed performance
of imperial catholicity is not quite the carbon copy of that of Roman Catholicism.
Hence, one can use Homi Bhabha’s term, colonial mimicry, to describe this dynam-
ic. As Bhabha defines, «colonial mimicry is the desire for a reformed, recognizable
Other, as a subject of a difference that is almost the same, but not quite».”” Like the
imperial catholicity introduced by Nicaea, Reformed imperial catholicity mimics
the theological hegemonies, but doesn’t quite replicate it. However, this does not
necessarily mean that catholicity should be rejected. Indeed, as Bhabha’s concept
of colonial mimicry suggests, the imperial framing of catholicity could be played
with in order to construct a way to resist the frame and renew catholicity for our
present interesting contexts.?® This is possible because dangerous memories - in
our case, the memory of catholicity’s imperiality - disrupt existing frames of think-
ing and being, which therefore opens up possibilities for renewal and re-formation.
It is that possibility that presents a constructive opportunity for us in recovering
a Reformed Nicene ecclesiology that pushes back against imperial tendencies,
against tendencies to exercise domination and power over each other.

Towards a Reforming Nicene Ecclesiology

The wager behind recovering a Reformed Nicene ecclesiology is that a Re-
formed-catholic vision that resists empire does not need to throw Nicaea and its
Creed out the window with imperial bathwater. Nicaea and the Nicene Creed can
still speak constructively. My conviction is that by examining the early history of
catholicity, we can recover a more dynamic and challenging catholic vision that
can be a resource for Reformed witness in the world today. To begin, we must turn
to the first instance the word ‘catholic’ was theologically lexicalized: Ignatius of
Antioch’s letter to the Smyrnaean church.

¥ Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994), 122.
% Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 122-123.
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Ignatius’s letter was written roughly 150 years before Constantine’s birth
when he was enroute to Rome to be martyred. We know this because a third of the
way into the letter, he discloses to the Smyrnaeans:

Why then have I handed myself over to death, to fire, to the sword, to wild beasts?
But to be near the sword is to be near God, to be in the presence of the wild beasts
is to be in the presence of God [...] I am enduring all things in order to suffer along
with him.?

This disclosure was important because Ignatius was in the middle of warning the
Smyrnaeans about the Docetists, for whom Jesus was not corporeally real; he only
seemed real. For Ignatius and many other martyrs in church history, Christology
and suffering were inseparable. One cannot speak of Jesus and salvation without
his bodily suffering. Docetic Christology would, essentially, suggest that Jesus only
seemed to suffer; his suffering was not real, leaving in serious doubt the efficacy of
God’s salvation in Christ, as well as Jesus’s bodily resurrection. Therefore, Ignatius
counsels the Smyrnaeans against division, by which he meant leaving the church
to follow Docetic teachers.’® And then, in the critical passage in his letter, he anal-
ogizes catholicity. «All of you should follow the bishop as Jesus Christ follows the
Father [...] Let no one do anything involving the church without the bishop [...] Let
the congregation be wherever the bishop is; just as wherever Jesus Christ is, there
also is the [catholic] churchy.’!

Here, catholicity can indicate universality (albeit not in a Constantinian sense)
but it can also indicate authenticity. Ignatius was concerned that the Smyrnaeans
would be tempted by the siren songs of Docetic teachings. One possible reason, as
Diarmaid MacCulloch has suggested, was the charisma of those teachers.*> While
engaging and persuasive, these teachers were not bishops who were entrusted
with preaching truth and with the authority to baptize or serve the Eucharist
appropriately. Authenticity matters because in a pre-Constantine Roman Empire,
being a Christian was an exercise in what Bonhoeffer famously calls ‘costly grace.’
Indeed, as he discusses shortly, Christian expansion and the establishment of

? Ignatius of Antioch, To the Smyrnaeans 4.2, trans. Bart D. Ehrman in Loeb Classical
Library (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003).

30 To the Smyrnaeans 7.2.

3 To the Smyrnaeans 8.1-2.

32 Diarmaid MacCulloch, Silence: A Christian History (New York: Viking, 2013), 55. I note the
parallel with peoples’ attractions to contemporary charismatic politicians whose policies
may not benefit them.
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Christendom ‘caused the awareness of costly grace to be gradually lost.”*® In any
case, a seemingJesus would’ve been highly problematic. First, people were suffer-
ing and dying for their faith in Jesus; it mattered that their faith was not misplaced
and the martyrs had believed unto death.>* But secondly, a phantasmic Jesus did
not embody love, justice, compassion, and other virtues, raising questions about
incarnational and embodied theologies. What, then, was the point of loving, do-
ing works of justice or liberation?®® Catholicity was important, not only because
churches were geographically dispersed, but they all took love, compassion, and
justice seriously; catholicity was about the church’s integrity in being church in
and for the world. This is critical to Reformed witness. The Accra Confession, for
example, makes it clear that Reformed Christians believe in a God of justice, which
behooves solidarity with people who are victims of injustice.

Certainly, perfect justice, love, and compassion is impossible at least on this
side of the Resurrection. Human sin and other limitations mean that we will always
have blind spots in witnessing to God’s love, justice, and compassion in a broken
and hurting world. Part of the genius of the Reformed tradition is its progressive
nature, which is encapsulated in the motto, ecclesia reformata semper reformanda.
The Reformed Church is always reforming towards deeper understanding and
faithfulness to God, and towards deeper love and justice to all creation. The theme
of reforming is key to how Letty Russell understood catholicity. Utilizing a feminist
method to interpret Reformed ecclesiology, she broadens catholicity to include
connection to all God’s creation.*” This connection should behoove churches to
connect to each other across the world, being aware of their needs and exercising
responsibility to care for them. That, however, requires a critical reading of the
different ecclesial contexts alongside the witness of God throughout the Scriptures.
Ignacio Ellacuria calls this process propheticism (profetismo), which he defines as
a «critical contrasting of the proclamation of the fullness of the reign of God with
a specific historical situation».®® This is critical so that catholicity does not become

3 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Discipleship, vol. 4, of Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works, trans. Barbara
Green and Reinhard Krauss (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003), 45-46.

3 To the Smyrnaeans 5.1. Hence, Ignatius accuses the Docetists of being ‘public advocates
of death.’

% To the Smyrnaeans 6.2.

3 Accra Confession 24, 26, accessed July 8, 2025, World Communion of Reformed Church-
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37 Letty Russell, Church in the Round: Feminist Interpretation of the Church (Louisville:
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% Ignacio Ellacuria, ‘Utopia and Propheticism from Latin America,” in A Grammar of Justice:
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a form of neo-coloniality in which Western ways of understanding and addressing
human needs take precedence over local, non-Western approaches.

So far, we have made initial moves towards imagining a Reforming vision of
catholicity that takes the continual and progressive engagements of contexts to
deepen the church’s work in justice and mission globally. This leaves why Nicaea
matters theologically. Again, while the method of settling the debate was question-
able and certainly problematic, the doctrinal disagreements are not trivial. At the
center of the theological controversy was the nature of Jesus’ identity vis-a-vis God.
Here, Rowan Williams’ argument in his book on Arius is particularly important. In
our post-Nicene world that is sharply polarized along theological and moral lines,
it is all too tempting to repeat the habits of imperial catholicity by determining an
essentializable ‘orthodox’, ‘traditional,” or ‘conservative’ party and to pit it against
an equally essentialized ‘heretical,” ‘innovating,” or ‘liberal’ party. Williams rightly
suggested that not only were both Arius and Athanasius theological innovators,
with disagreements on how to innovate theology given the diversity of theologies
circulating in their times, but between them, it was actually Arius who would be
broadly considered the more ‘conservative’ one; the Nicene bishops were the ones
who introduced the innovation of bringing a non-biblical concept - homoousios - to
articulate a theological idea.*

But, lest the reader misunderstand, this chapter’s line of argument does not
suggest that the theological controversy surrounding Nicaea was not important,
or that the doctrine of God in the Nicene Creed should be rejected because of
politicality of the Council and Creed. Arius’ argument has important implications
for Reformed catholicity and Reformed witness. At the heart of Arius’ theology is
the question of, Who is God? And how does this God relate to the Christ who saves?
Williams traces the argument between Arius and Athanasius very well, and this
chapter will not retrace it.** But a critical takeaway from that debate is that the
answers to those questions determine whether the God Christians worship is a God
who acts in history, who truly saves. As Williams notes, critical to the Christian
faith is the notion of how Christ has made humanity a ‘new creation’ by reconciling
all creation to God.*' But for Jesus to truly redeem and reconcile, he must not be

The Legacy of Ignacio Ellacuria, eds. ]J. Matthew Ashley, Kevin F. Burke, and Rodolfo
Cardenal (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2014), 11.

3 Rowan Williams, Arius, 235.

40 See Rowan Williams, Arius, 238-242.

41 Rowan Williams, Arius, 240.
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merely close to God but is God, literally Emmanuel - God with us. Arius’ doctrine
of God makes this closeness impossible.

This has tremendous implications for Reformed witness. Jesus’ reconciliation
of all creation to God is what allows for hope. Christians are not trapped in endless
cycles of truthlessness, corruption, fear, racisms/casteisms, and the myriad injus-
tices dealing suffering and death to many around the world now. Indeed, in these
interesting and chaotic times a quarter-ways into the twenty-first century, the
message that is necessary is one of audacious hope, that truth, integrity, courage,
love, and justice will triumph over evil. Christian hope is rooted in how we are not
reconciled to the death-dealing, world-destroying ways and systems of our fearful
and confused societies, but are reconciled to the God who so loved us and elects
the way of salvation over the way of condemnation for us and for the world. In
the early church, before its Constantinization, this hope that was concretized by
local churches made grassroots Christianity attractive. As Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz
describes, «the [early] church knew that it could not preach what it did not live
so it had to be a reconciling church, offering reconciliation freely, placing no
conditions on it».*? The church does not aim to be reconciled to God - it is a living
testament to its reconciled status, even as it strives to embody the fullness of that
status. This living out of its reconciled-ness, as Isasi-Diaz reminds us, is critical for
forging solidarity towards building a humane future where nobody is excluded.*
Reconciliation matters for justice, especially when justice cannot be achieved if
differences between humanity and all God’s creatures cannot be reconciled. Thus,
however much empire has suffused Christian existence in a post-Nicaea world,
the theological controversies surrounding Nicaea and other councils regarding the
nature of Christ are still important for work today. Therefore, a Reforming Christian
witness cannot dispense with the need for it to also be both Nicene and catholic.

Anathematizing Empire for the Next 1700 Years

Every December, memes surface throughout social media about St. Nicholas punching
Arius at Nicaea. The historical validity of this action is highly questionable, and it may

42 Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz, ‘Reconciliation: An Intrinsic Element of Justice,” in Explorations in
Reconciliation: New Directions in Theology, eds. David Tombs and Joseph Liechty (London:
Routledge, 2016), 76.

4 Isasi-Diaz, ‘Reconciliation,’ 72-73
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well be that the popularity of such memes is a more accurate reflection of the world
we live in - a world in which violence backed by power presents an acceptable or
even desirable solution to resolving intractable disagreements. This perhaps is another
unexpected legacy of Nicaea. In tracing this legacy, with all its twists and turns, the
historical-theological landscape we have traversed is variegated. On the surface, Nicaea
was an assembly of bishops from across the Roman Empire, convoked by the Emperor
Constantine with the intention of resolving a simmering theological controversy that
threatened to unravel an empire which was only recently stitched together. Charity
and generosity were not the virtues demonstrated. Nicaea’s history tells a story of
the homoousian party that, with Constantine’s support, tried to dominate and beat
the homoiousian party into submission. Church history - including Reformed church
history - unfortunately contains rhymes of domination and beating out-of-line theo-
logians and movements into submission or beating the life out of them. The wages of
empire are suffering and death. Drawing on a variety of voices, the chapter provides
introductory ventures into the construction of a Reforming Nicene ecclesiology that
deepens catholicity - the only ecclesial mark mentioned in the AD 325 version of the
Creed - beyond just universality (which is oftentimes connected to imperial expan-
sion), to include connection with others and justice work. These tentative ventures
begin a long process of renouncing empire and its associated injustices, as difficult as
that may be given the church’s cooperation with empire for 1,700 years.

As a way of conclusion, it is perhaps best to ask ourselves what it means to be
both Reforming and to be catholic at the end of our peregrination on Nicaea’s legacy.
To be absolutely clear, the critiques of Nicaea and its Creed both in this chapter and
in this volume do not necessarily mean that the Nicene Creed is somehow ‘wrong’
or should be jettisoned. Nicene faith still matters in a world where neo-Arianisms
keep arising and where empire still persists. As this volume is printed, the world
is increasingly out of joint, with fearful citizenry electing right-wing strongmen
who project themselves as being chosen by God and promise salvation, but only
deepen empire’s tendrils and produce suffering and death, by allowing wars and
genocides to proliferate, by enabling the selfish and wealthiest to find novel and
legally dubious ways to amass more resources and wealth to the detriment of the
poor, and by making it easier to destroy fragile ecosystems, among other evils.
That some of these neo-Arian movements are rebranding themselves as ‘Christian’
nationalist makes them attractive to Christians who are unaware of the church’s
theological histories and the dangers they pose to Christian life and witness, not to
mention the lives of those on the margins of society.
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One of the earliest Christian martyrs was Speratus who, in one of his final testa-
ments before his martyrdom, declared: «I do not acknowledge the empire [imperium)]
of this world. But rather I serve the God whom no man has seen nor can see with these
eyesy.* This is the aspiration of a Reforming Nicene ecclesiology: a church that serves
God and not empire and, therefore, speaks truth in an atmosphere of truthlessness
and truthiness, and therefore is hope for a world that is now reeling in confusion and
despair. It is a hope that has its foundation in how the Christ who saved the world
is one with the God who lovingly created it. It is this hope that allows us to choose
courage over fear, embrace over exclusion, peace over violence, and love over hate.
Certainly, for 1,700 years, the church in alliance with empire has oftentimes fallen
embarrassingly and heart-wrenchingly short of this hope, and there is no evidence
that in the near-term, this shortcoming will be ameliorated or even reversed. Indeed,
it has oftentimes anathematized its prophets who have called the church to embody
the justice, mercy, and love that it has often preached. Hence, this chapter ends with
the hope that in the din of moral darkness, God may move churches to reclaim its
catholicity by remembering the best of its reforming and Nicene traditions.

The year 2025 was not only a year of chaos but the depression was heightened
by the departure of prophets and teachers of the church. Pope Francis was cer-
tainly one such prophetic teacher. In the Reformed orbit, one scholar and preacher
who completed his baptism, one who often called the church to have a ‘prophetic
imagination,” was Walter Brueggemann. Brueggemann was an alumnus of Eden
Theological Seminary, and would return for a few decades to be Evangelical Pro-
fessor of Biblical Interpretation and academic dean. In one of his lectures on the
Scripture’s testament to an alternative narrative of the economy (as opposed to the
scarcity narrative of empire), he declared that, «The gospel is fiction when judged
by the empire, but the empire is fiction when judged by the gospel».* The siren
song of empire and the anxiety for sufficiency, the fear of losing out, and the lust of
power that promises material salvation is always loud and tempting. The Christian
hope is that God has the better story, one of hope, faith, and love. May it be that in
the next 1,700 years, churches may find the courage and verve to hear the gospel
of God’s salvation in Jesus Christ, to listen to the prophets in its midst calling truth
to power, and to join the dispossessed and powerless and anathematize empire.

. Acta Martyrum Scillitanorum: A Literary Commentary, ed. Vincent Hunink (Turnhout:
Brepols Publishers, 2021), 66.

45 Walter Brueggemann, ‘Seduced by our Abundance, (lecture, Eastern Mennonite Univer-
sity, Harrisonburg, VA, Jan. 18, 2012).






The Heresy of Nicaea and the Jesus of
Colony

John Flett and Jason Goroncy

Introduction: The Jesus that Came to Australia

«How is it that Aboriginal people can conclude that Christianity is a greater enemy
than introduced diseases, a greater enemy than infant mortality, than all the other
things that have been introduced into this country?»! So asked Uncle Graham Paul-
son, a Walpiri theologian and the first Indigenous minister to be ordained by the
Baptist church. While shocking, no contemporary theologian should be surprised
by such a question; it corresponds to an oftrepeated lament from Indigenous
peoples throughout the world touched by Christianity. This essay interrogates the
possibility of that reality: How was and is Christianity experienced as the greatest
of all enemies for local peoples - local Christian peoples?

One familiar answer locates the possibility within the liaison between Western
culture and embodied forms of the Christian faith, based on the «assumption that
Christianity is inextricable from its Western cultural frameworksy. This identity
between the faith and a dominant cultural framework «undermines the integrity of
Aboriginal identity and cultural expression» both in itself and in the possibility of
an Aboriginal embodiment of the gospel.?

To offer two illustrations of this reality: first, there is the denigration of In-
digenous Australians, exemplified by an 1819 statement by Anglican clergyman
and missionary, Samuel Marsden, an instrumental figure in the dissemination and

! Graham Paulson, “The Legacy of Mission: Australian Aboriginal Christians Searching for
a Contextualised Theology,” South Pacific Journal of Mission Studies 1, no. 2 (1990): 10.
2 Graham Paulson, “Towards an Aboriginal Theology,” Pacifica 19, no. 3 (2006): 310.
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institutional establishment of Christianity in the antipodean colonies: «The Aborig-
ines are the most degraded of the human race. [...] [T]ime is not yet arrived for them
to receive the great blessings of civilization and the knowledge of Christianity».?
Evident here is the immediate relationship between narratives of inferiority and a
normative hubris regarding Western culture, and the Christian faith that underlies
both evaluations.

It follows, second, that the «foundational violence»* (physical, cultural, reli-
gious, white supremacy) permitted by that sentiment produced an account of sal-
vation occupied with «turning the occupants of terra nullius from their heathen and
barbarous waysy.> This, in the words of Patrick Dodson, Jacinta Elston, and Brian
McCoy, resulted in such «pressure to assimilate from the churches»® that Aborig-
inal people who entered into the life of Christian communities felt «compelled to
leave their culture ‘at the door’».” The very embodied forms of the faith, the norms
of institution, order, and symbol, precluded Aboriginal peoples from entering the
church as Aborigines, and often even as ‘fully human’.

However, even with this explanatory framework of culture and the ‘geopolitics
of empire’, and with a coordinated accounting of theological failure based in com-
plicity with Empire, the safeguarding of the imagined ‘acultural’ and ‘ahistorical’

3 C(Cited in Ray Minniecon, “Indigenous Theology: The Australian Experience - Where is
the Starting Point?” Journal of NAIITS 14 (2016): 24. On the ongoing proliferation of
this view, see Nigel Biggar, Colonialism: A Moral Reckoning (London: William Collins,
2023). Also, Anne Pattel-Gray, The Great White Flood: Racism in Australia, Critically
Appraised From an Aboriginal Historico-Theological Viewpoint (Atlanta: Scholars, 1998);
Toula Nicolacopoulos and George Vassilacopoulos, Indigenous Sovereignty and the Being of
the Occupier: Manifesto for a White Australian Philosophy of Origins (Melbourne: re.press,
2014); Aileen Moreton-Robinson, The White Possessive: Property, Power, and Indigenous
Sovereignty (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015); Irene Watson, Aboriginal
Peoples, Colonialism and International Law: Raw Law (Abingdon: Routledge, 2015).

4 Sandra Wooltorton, Lauren Stephenson, Kathie Ardzejewska, and Len Collard, “Kaartdi-
jin Bidi (Learning Journey): Place-based Cultural Regeneration at University,” Australian
Journal of Environmental Education (2025): 8. Cf. David Hume, “Of National Characters,”
in Selected Essays, ed. Stephen Copley and Andrew Edgar (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1998), 360n120.

> Lynne Hume, “Delivering the Word the Aboriginal Way: The Genesis of an Australian
Aboriginal Theology,” Colloquium 25, no. 2 (1994): 86.

¢ Patrick L. Dodson, Jacinta K. Elston, and Brian F. McCoy, “Leaving Culture at the Door:
Aboriginal Perspectives on Christian Belief and Practice,” Pacifica 19, no. 3 (2006): 255.

7 Dodson, Elston, and McCoy, “Leaving Culture at the Door,” 250. See also The Rainbow
Spirit Elders, Rainbow Spirit Theology: Toward an Australian Aboriginal Theology (Ade-
laide: ATF, 2012), 61-62; Matt Cairns, “‘Black Nobbie Neville’: A Case Study into How the
Early Salvation Army in Australia Regarded First Nations Peoples,” International Review
of Mission 113, no. 2 (2024): 421-35.
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forms of the faith remains intact.® In other words, the Jesus of Nicaea, the Jesus
of orthodoxy, continues to exist at some distance from the historic and ongoing
experiences of genocide. The problem is that the ‘distance’ does not accord with
stated experience: the Jesus Christ developed within ecumenical Christian ortho-
doxies, the Jesus Christ of the creeds and confessions, was and is experienced as
the Jesus of colonisation - Jesus as enemy. This colonial Jesus appears as «the
‘One’, the axiomatic norm that defines racial ‘differences’, which maintains the
status of a ‘superior’ race and yet, paradoxically, as unraced, human as suchy.’ This
Jesus naturalises «the production of identity on top of differences, of unities out of
fragments, of structures across practices».'® In Australia, this is about ‘whiteness’:
«the discursive practices that [...] privilege and sustain the global dominance
of white imperial subjects and European worldviewsy,'" a scheme that «deploys
strategic rhetoric to reinvent, re-secure, and reposition itself»'? - one in which
«differences are calculated and organized»'® to maintain privilege or normalcy and
leave undisturbed existing power relations.

One should not mistake this reference to critical whiteness studies as introduc-
ing a framework inherently opposed to Christian orthodoxy. To cite a voice from a
neighbouring context, the Tongan-born Fijian and former Anglican Archbishop,
Winston Halapua, questions:

& As an example, see the Namibia Statement jointly issued by the Council of Churches of
Namibia, the All Africa Conference of Churches, the Council for World Mission, and the
World Communion of Reformed Churches at the 2024 Global Consultation on Empire and
Genocides. “We Charge Genocide - Again! Cry of the Earth’s Peoples Against the Geo-
politics of Empire,” World Communion of Reformed Churches, accessed May 17, 2025,
https://wcrc-webserver.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Empire-and-Genocide-State-
ment.pdf.

?  George Yancy, “When Heaven and Earth Are Shaken to Their Foundations,” in Unveiling

Whiteness in the Twenty-First Century: Global Manifestations, Transdisciplinary Interven-

tions, ed. Veronica Watson, Deirdre Howard-Wagner, and Lisa Spanierman (Lanham:

Lexington Books, 2015), 197.

Lawrence Grossberg, We Gotta Get Out of This Place: Popular Conservatism and Postmodern

Culture (New York: Routledge, 1992), 54.

I Raka Shome, “Whiteness and the Politics of Location: Postcolonial Reflections,” in White-
ness: The Communication of Social Identity, ed. Thomas K. Nakayama and Judith N. Martin
(Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1999), 108. See Phillip Falk and Gary Martin, “Misconstruing
Indigenous Sovereignty: Maintaining the Fabric of Australian Law,” in Sovereign Subjects:
Indigenous Sovereignty Matters, ed. Aileen Moreton-Robinson (Abingdon: Routledge,
2020), 33-46.

12 Dreama G. Moon and Thomas K. Nakayama, “Strategic Social Identities and Judgments: A
Murder in Appalachia,” Howard Journal of Communications 16, no. 2 (2005): 91.

13 Thomas K. Nakayama and Robert L. Krizek, “Whiteness: A Strategic Rhetoric,” Quarterly
Journal of Speech 81, no. 3 (1995): 297.
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Does theological orthodoxy maintain to some degree a resemblance of imperialism?
[...] How much of what we label theological orthodoxy is a form of mask for the in-
ability of one part of the world to understand another way of life? [...] Are we in the
Pacific participating in a process of doing theology which embodies dehumanisation
of our own people?'*

Halapua poses these as questions to defray the startling nature of the accusation:
the processes aligned with theological orthodoxy lead to the dehumanisation and
deracination of peoples deemed to be outside the history of that production, and
who embody different values in the deployment of theology itself.

To recognise this complaint is to recognise the vast array of counter-narra-
tives and theologies already produced by Indigenous theologians who «cannot
waste time answering other people’s questions».' Yet, the question of a primary
christological violence remains. In considering this reality, the following sections
argue that this experience of the Jesus of colony is an inevitable consequence of
the in nuce mode of theological production initiated at the first ecumenical council
of Nicaea and formalised at Chalcedon, and underlies the so-called ‘ecumenical
winter’ of the contemporary period and the ongoing dehumanisation of Christians
beyond the West. Beyond the challenges posed by the metaphysics,'¢ the modes of
production determined by «the threat of cultural difference» and the exclusion of

4 Winston Halapua, “Fakakakato: Symbols in a Pacific Context,” The Pacific Journal of
Theology 2, no. 20 (1998): 22.

15 Terry Djiniyini, “Aboriginal Christianity: Based on Indigenous Theology,” Nelen Yubu 18
(1984): 34. See also National Commission for Justice and Peace, Aborigines: A Statement of
Concern, Social Justice Sunday, 1978 (Surry Hills: E. J. Dwyer, 1978), 22; Martin J. Wilson,
New, Old and Timeless: Pointers Towards an Aboriginal Theology (Moorabbin: Chevalier,
1979); Djiniyini Gondarra, Let My People Go: Series of Reflections of Aboriginal Theology
(Darwin: Bethel Presbytery, 1986); George Rosendale, “Reflections on the Gospel and
Aboriginal Spirituality,” The Occasional Bulletin (Nungalinya College, Darwin) 42 (1989):
1-7; George Rosendale, “Aboriginal Myths and Customs: Matrix for Gospel Preaching,” in
Aboriginal Spirituality: Past, Present, Future, ed. Anne Pattel-Gray (Blackburn: Harper Col-
lins Religious, 1996), 100, 106; Gideon C. Goosen, “Christian and Aboriginal Interface in
Australia,” Theological Studies 60, no. 1 (1999): 72-94; Patricia R. Derrington, The Serpent
of Good and Evil: A Reconciliation in the Life and Art of Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann
(Flemington: Hyland House, 2000); Vassilis Adrahtas, “Perceptions of Land in Indigenous
Australian Christian Texts,” Studies in World Christianity 11, no. 2 (2005): 200-14; Evelyn
Parkin, “The Sources and Resources of Our Indigenous Theology: An Australian Aborig-
inal Perspective,” The Ecumenical Review 62, no. 4 (2010): 390-98; Garry W. Deverell,
Gondwana Theology: A Trawloolway Man Reflects on Christian Faith (Reservoir: Morning
Star, 2018); Garry W. Deverell, Contemplating Country: More Gondwana Theology (Eugene:
Wipf and Stock, 2023).

16 See Marina Ngursangzeli Behera, “Confessing the One Faith in Many Tongues: A Deco-
lonial Reading of the Nicene Creed,” International Review of Mission 113, no. 2 (2024):
341-54.
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«marginal voices or minority discourse»'” normalised the cultural homogenisation
of Christian faith. The Jesus of colony cannot account for difference; difference is
the enemy of Jesus, and so Jesus manifests as the enemy of difference.

Formalising Othering as the Process of Theology
‘Proper’: From Nicaea (AD 325) to Chalcedon (AD 451) -
and Beyond

Other chapters in this volume examine the constitution, theology, metaphysics,
and reception of the Council of Nicaea, the resulting Creed, and the twenty-seven
articles of canon law. The interest here lies in who was excluded from Nicaea and
what and how persons and theologies were distinguished from its formulation of
Christian ‘orthodoxy’.

An obvious starting point is Arianism, the named theology to be overcome,
and Athanasius’ work in opposing Arius’ position. Such a framing posture leads
directly to the mode of argument: heresiology. As defined by J. Rebecca Lyman,
«[h]eresiology was the combative theological genre for asserting true Christian
doctrine through hostile definition and ecclesiastical exclusiony.'® This approach
included various rhetorical techniques, «such as labelling or genealogies and lit-
erary genres such as cultural histories or intellectual cataloguesy, indicating «not
only social or religious attempts at expulsion, but also theological negotiation with
contemporary cultural problems of multiplicity and difference in Roman society».'’
When mapping the consequences of this approach, four points might be noted.

First, upon Arius’ death in AD 336, Athanasius attached Arius’ name to any
group that rejected Nicaea, regardless of their actual theological concerns: they
became part of Arius’ theological genealogy.?’ The import of this form of historiog-
raphy (historiography as genealogy) throughout Western Christianity, especially
in relation to colonisation, has been well noted.?' Second, labelling permits mis-

7 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994), 150.

18 J. Rebecca Lyman, “The Invention of ‘Heresy’ and ‘Schism’,” in The Cambridge History
of Christianity, Volume 2: Constantine to c. 600, ed. Augustine Casiday and Frederick W.
Norris (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 296.

1 Lyman, “The Invention of ‘Heresy’ and ‘Schism’,” 297.

20 Lyman, “The Invention of ‘Heresy’ and ‘Schism’,” 299.

2 See Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” in Language, Counter-Memory, Prac-
tice: Selected Essays and Interviews (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977), 139-64. For

an excellent development of this position for Christian theology, see Renie Chow Choy,
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characterisation, manipulation, and falsification. For Richard Hanson, Athanasius
would have ‘maliciously’ misrepresented Arius, extending his words beyond their
intended meaning.?? In other words, rather than inviting discussion, this theologi-
cal process relied on invective and dismissal. The potential of mischaracterisation
to achieve theo-political ends became fully realised in the inevitable extension of
Nicaea into Chalcedon, exemplified by the caricature of ‘monophysite’ to deride and
dismiss the ‘miaphysite’ position. Third, this theological approach mapped onto
Roman socio-cultural concerns regarding multiplicity and difference. Heresiology,
as an approach of polemical definition and ecclesial exclusion, already represents
a theological ‘solution’ to the ‘problem’ of difference. Fourth, Averil Cameron states
that «one cost of the struggle to define orthodoxy was the technologising of the
issue, which in the course of centuries of struggle made a narrowing of definitions
inevitable».?® It is not accidental that Christian communities under colonial rule
and their associated critiques regarding ‘missionary support’ have long lamented
the dominance of technocracy in the West’s approach. In Cameron’s example,
participation in the tradition demands an increasingly finite skill set grounded in
history, linguistics, theological method, rhetoric, and argument. Reflecting on the
forms of Western Christian export, Emerito Nacpil notes that when Filipinos «see
an expert, the symbol of Western technology and gadgetry», they see «a master, the
mirror of their own servitudey.?*

A key component of Athanasius’ anti-Arian polemic consisted of identifying
Arius’ position with that of ‘the Jews’.?* [t was an expedient option given the further
debate held at Nicaea regarding the liturgical calendar. Before Nicaea, there existed
an emerging trend to cluster the Jews with «the Greeks and the pagansy, including
a prohibition instituted at the Synod of Elvira (c. AD 306) that no Christian may

“‘Religious Ancestry’: The Postcolonial Critique of Christian Historiography,” in Ancestral
Feeling: Postcolonial Thoughts on Western Christian Heritage (London: SCM, 2021).

22 Richard P. Hanson, The Search for the Christian Doctrine of God: The Arian Controversy
318-381 (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1988), 10, 15.

2 Averil Cameron, “The Cost of Orthodoxy,” Church History and Religious Culture 93, no. 3
(2013): 349. Italics added.

2+ Emerito P. Nacpil, “Mission but Not Missionaries,” International Review of Mission 60,
no. 239 (1971): 359. See also R. F. Kuang, Babel: Or the Necessity of Violence: An Arcane
History of the Oxford Translators’ Revolution (Sydney: Harper Voyager, 2022).

% See, for example, Athanasius, “Epistle of Athanasius in Defence of the Nicene Definition
of the Homousion,” in Select Treatises of St. Athanasius, Volume 1: In Controversy With the
Arians (London: Longmans, Green, 1888), 13, 48 (1.3; 6); Athanasius, “Three Discourses
of Athanasius Against the Arians,” in Select Treatises of St. Athanasius, Volume 1: In
Controversy With the Arians (London: Longmans, Green, 1888), 391-93, 424 (27.264-65,
30.300).
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eat with a Jew.? However, a formal position on the Jews and their relationship to
Christianity was not yet codified. Nicaea would change this: what existed prior as a
theological concern, which may have been developed in other ways, became ‘canon’
at Nicaea.

Nicaea’s concern with consolidating Christian identity, especially given its new
political standing within the Roman Empire, included the desire to create liturgical
unity by ratifying a fixed date for Easter. Drawing on the Gospel of John, the theo-
logical argument posits that the Last Supper took place a week after the Passover.
With this, the established «practice of the Quartodecimani of observing Easter
on the fourteenth day of Nisan, i.e., the day of the Jewish Passover, was declared
heretical».?” But the concern was not theological alone. In establishing a Christian
identity, the Jews were viewed only as a clear ‘rival of Christianity’, with those
gathered at Nicaea doubting the validity of Jewish conversion to Christianity and
fearing their influence.? No distinction existed between Christian Jews and Jews;
all Jews were the same and stood under the same charge. As Constantine wrote to
«all those not present at the Councily, the date change constituted a necessary de-
parture from «the practice of the Jews, who have impiously defiled their hands with
enormous sin. [...] Let us then have nothing in common with the detestable Jewish
crowd [...] [due to] their parricidal guilt in slaying their Lord».?” While we may not
want to read a twentieth-century experience back into this language, «the Nicene
legacy remains essentially one of clear distinction between the two separated ways
of Judaism and Christianity»,* and this anti-Judaism, «anchored in Nicaeay»,*' gave
ample justification for later antisemitism.

Alongside the mode of heresiology and the rejection of the Jews, Nicaea
lacked clear representation from theological voices beyond the Greek-speaking

26 Canon 50 of the Council of Elvira: «If any of the priests or believers eats his meal with a
Jew, we decide that he does not participate in the communion so that he atonesy.
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Bonfil, Oded Irshai, Guy G. Stroumsa, and Rina Talgam (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 450.

% Solomon Grayzel, “The Beginnings of Exclusion,” The Jewish Quarterly Review 61, no. 1
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2 See Eusebius, Life of Constantine, 3.18.
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2 (2023): 236.
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East, specifically those living under the governance of the Sasanian Empire.*? It
is often stated that Christian persecution came to an end with the conversion of
Constantine; but this is not entirely true. While it ended in Rome, Constantine’s
veiled warning to Shapur II resulted in the persecution of Christians throughout
Persia.®® This persecution, along with Christian infighting over who held theo-
logical authority, undoubtedly worked against the Persian Christian presence at
Nicaea. However, even with these qualifications, the absence of the Persian voice
was not needed for one of Nicaea’s key objectives: Christianity had become a
major social force within an empire that sought unification and stabilisation,
controlled through a common theological framework. The bishops in attendance
were from regions under Roman control, and those who dissented from the Nica-
ean framework faced exile and the destruction of their works. Nicaea established
an enforceable single ‘orthodoxy,” marginalised diverse early Christian traditions
and regional variations, and provided ecclesiastical and imperial authorities with
a clear test of conformity. The Creed became a loyalty test for both religious
and political authority. This shaped the legacy for later empires: the Byzantine
Empire maintained Nicene orthodoxy as part of state identity; medieval Europe-
an kingdoms used creeds to enforce religious uniformity; later colonial powers
exported this model of religious standardisation.

This same mode of operation continued through the succeeding ecumen-
ical councils, culminating in the great schism of Chalcedon in AD 451. Nicaea
introduced a prioritisation and a subordination between Eastern and ‘Oriental’
Christians, those within and those beyond the control of the Roman Empire. With
the Council of Ephesus (AD 431), this tension became overt; with the Council of
Chalcedon (AD 451), it became formalised. Again, though the reception of Chal-
cedon within the West reads its formulation primarily in theological terms and
against the clear other of the ‘monophysites’, the ‘Orientals’ read Chalcedon as
«less theological and more political-economic and socioculturaly: «it was not the
Christological controversy that led to the post-Chalcedonian schism, as much as

32 David M. Gwynn, “Reconstructing the Council of Nicaea,” in The Cambridge Companion to
the Council of Nicaea, ed. Young Richard Kim (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2021), 93.

3 There has been recent debate regarding the extent of such persecution, but for a balanced
approach see Simcha Gross, “Being Roman in the Sasanian Empire: Revisiting the Great
Persecution of Christians under Shapur II,” Studies in Late Antiquity 5, no. 3 (2021):
361-402.
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the revolt of Asia-Africa against a domineering Graeco-Roman civilisationy.>*
Chalcedon constituted a precise moment of political and cultural colonisation, as
Marcian, through the use of military force, «actively persecuted the Syrians and
Egyptians and sought to impose Hellenism on them» by attempting to force the
acceptance of the Chalcedon formula.®® In short, the Orientals read Chalcedon as
a prime example of ‘colonisation’, one propagated under the guise of normative
theology and embodied in a murderous reality.

By employing the mode of heresiology, rejecting the Jews, and absenting theo-
logical voices beyond immediate Roman imperial control, Nicaea demonstrated the
possibility of exclusion: the ‘we’ of the ‘we believe’ could produce a normative (i.e.,
orthodox) theological position via the constriction of voice. And, if Nicaea permitted
the possibility, then Chalcedon embodied its normalisation. Exclusion became basic
to producing theology ‘proper’, and its dissemination took form as colonial export
via legislative (criminalisation, state-sanctioned oppression, murder, military
force), cultural (Hellenism), and religious (anathema) violence.

Andrew Walls describes Chalcedon as the most fundamental schism in Chris-
tian history: At Chalcedon,

the rupture of the church took place along linguistic and cultural lines. The division
has been permanent, with two long-term effects. One was that the Christians of
Europe became cut off from the Christians of Asia and Africa. A second was that
further divisions of the church along linguistic and cultural lines became easier and
easier, until by our own times, they could be taken for granted.

This represented a clear shift from the early church’s cohesiveness and sense of
‘mutual belonging’ alongside «its geographical range, its linguistic profusion, [and]
its cultural diversity».?” In short, the general theological judgments which regard
the early church councils as constitutive movements of the church itself, definitive
of Christian unity and the processes by which it is to be achieved, are correct:
unity occurs through the elimination of cultural and linguistic difference and the
identification with imperial forms of control and dissemination.

3 Paulos Mar Gregorios, “Who Do You Say That I Am? Elements for an Ecumenical Christology
Today,” in Orthodox Identity in India: Essays in Honour of V. C. Samuel, ed. M. K. Kuriakose
(Bangalore: Rev. Dr. V. C. Samuel 75th Birthday Celebration Committee, 1988), 121.

% Mar Gregorios, “Who Do You Say That I Am?,” 121.

3 Andrew F. Walls, “The Break-up of Early World Christianity and the Great Ecumenical
Failure,” Studies in World Christianity 28, no. 2 (2022): 166-67.

3 Peter Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom: Triumph and Diversity, A.D. 200-1000
(Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 18.
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Creating the ‘Non-theological’ as the Necessary Other
to a ‘Theology from Nowhere’

The imperial structures offered in support of the church never remained external
to it - they nurtured both the processes by which ‘orthodox’ formulations were
produced and distributed and established normative theological frameworks and
postures. A couple of examples must here suffice.

The first concerns the creation of borderlands, spaces beyond the empire that
exist only in opposition to it. This is the place of difference, the unknown, threat,
pagan immorality, and cunning ritual. Such is the home of the ‘barbarian’. In
Peter Brown’s estimation, before AD 400, no frontier, either in terms of mindset or
material border, existed between the ‘Romans’ and the ‘barbarians’.®® But, due to
the same forces of multiplicity and difference within Roman society which Nicaea
played a part in addressing, it became necessary to «invent an absolute frontier
where, in fact, no such frontier [...] existed. [The Romans] treated all societies out-
side the political frontier of Rome as ‘barbarians’».** With a clear ‘other’ in place,
the empire could present itself as the hero standing before the hordes and levy
taxes as a consequence. Christianity could likewise construe itself as the beacon
of truth besieged by the world of darkness on all sides. The later expansion of
the Christian gospel across this barrier, into the barbarian hinterland, came to
represent a great drama, an overcoming of the real enemy, and an indicator of the
power and truth of the faith. The problem is, when viewed from the perspective of
«the older, more deeply rooted Christian populations of North Africa, Egypt, Asia
Minor, Syria, the Caucasus, and Mesopotamia, what we call Western Christendom
was out on a limb. It was the Christianity of a peripheral zone».** In other words,
the power of the imaginary embedded within the Western tradition that the early
church councils were themselves formational for the development of Europe as a
‘Christian’ civilisation remains a ‘self-congratulatory myth’, one grounded precise-
ly in the imperial need for a defined enemy and executed through the processes
of exclusion.*! Nor need one read much Western mission theory to find identical

patterns of othering practised against the ‘pagans’ of the newly ‘discovered’ lands,

3 Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom, xiv.

3 Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom, Xiv.

40 Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom, XVi.

41 Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom, xvi. The problem is far from benign. For a
clear indicator of its impact, see Jason A. Goroncy, “Race and Christianity in Australia,”
Post-Christendom Studies 4 (2019): 43-48.
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especially those found in New Holland (a historical European name for mainland
Australia) and Aotearoa/New Zealand.*?

This leads to a second concern: history. The history of the ‘body of Christ’
becomes identified with the passage of the Western church and the embodiment
of its faith. The story told is of a contingent journey from Jerusalem to Rome, to
the northern barbarians and the ‘Holy Roman Empire’, to the Reformation, to the
rediscovery of the ‘pagans’ in the Americas, and, finally, to the blossoming of the
faith through ‘the rest of the world’.*® The legacy of this historiography and its
deployment of genealogy resides in the periodisation of Christianity - and the
coordinated reformulation of ‘mission’ from the eschatological and the refusal
of every premature closing of history to a flat movement from centre (Rome) to
periphery (Africa, Asia, the Americas, the Pasifik). Mission reduces to a question
of ‘reception’ and is «simultaneous with the act of enforced domination based
on political, economic, technological, military or ideological superiority».** The
‘history’, in other words, necessitates processes of simplification and purification,
stripping away the «imaginative and intellectual ‘roughage’» necessary for theolog-
ical production.”® Or, this history refuses to grant the processes of cultural negoti-
ation to peoples beyond the West because the now ‘universalised’ (read: purified)
theological history cannot permit the ongoing validity of such processes - to do
so is to relativise the ‘contingent’ embodied forms associated with the orthodox
tradition (creeds, hierarchies, doctrines).*® The resulting assumption, as Christo-

42 See, for example, William Carey’s use of James Cook’s judgement concerning the Maori
in Aotearoa. Carey affirmed with gusto the «great brutality and eagerness» with which
«cannibalsy fed «upon the flesh of their slain enemiesy, the truth of which was «ascertained,
beyond a doubt, by the late eminent navigator, Cooke [sic], of the New Zealanders. [...]
Human sacrifices are also very frequently offered, so that scarce a week elapses without
instances of this kind. They are in general poor, barbarous, naked pagans, as destitute of
civilization, as they are of true religion». William Carey, An Enquiry Into the Obligations of
Christians, to Use Means for the Conversion of the Heathens. In Which the Religious State of
the Different Nations of the World, the Success of Former Undertakings, and the Practicability
of Further Undertakings, Are Considered (Leicester: Ann Ireland, 1792), 63.

4 See, as one example of this complaint, Justo L. Gonzalez, The Changing Shape of Church
History (St. Louis: Chalice, 2002), 7-32.

# Enrique Dussel, “Towards a History of the Church in the World Periphery: Some Hy-
potheses,” in Towards a History of the Church in the Third World: Papers and Report of
a Consultation on “The Issue of Periodisation” Convened by the Working Commission on
Church History of the Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians (July 17-21,
1983, Geneva), ed. Lukas Vischer (Bern: Evangelische Arbeitsstelle Oekumene Schweiz,
1985), 112.

4 Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom, xvii.

4 See “On Intercultural Hermeneutics: Report of a WCC Consultation, Jerusalem, 5-12
December 1995,” International Review of Mission 85 (1996): 241-52.
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pher Duraisingh avers, is that only «European history [...] shares the same horizon
as Christian history», and that the «plurality of cultures and traditions that make
up the Christian faith have place only as they are amalgamated into a monolithic
history or tradition».*” This results in several fundamental problems concerning
Christian mission as primarily a movement of territorial expansion (rather than
an eschatological disruption) and the resulting denial of pre-Christian heritages
(religious, cultural, legal) and histories. Alternatively, the ‘body of Christ’ becomes
so identified with the arrangement between the faith and the invented course of
‘Western civilisation’ that becoming Christian necessitates either adopting imag-
ined acultural and ahistorical (i.e., Western) forms of embodiment and the history
within which these forms were sacralised, or theological moves such as detaching
the ‘Spirit’ or the ‘Christ’ from Jesus of Nazareth.*®

Nor has the contemporary ecumenical movement proven capable of shed-
ding this mode of othering or its reliance on a ‘universal history’. Following a
Tolkienesque citation from Brian Stanley which depicts Edinburgh 1910 as the
preparation of «missionary armies to launch a concerted and final onslaught on the
dark forces of heathendom that still ruled supreme beyond the frontiers of western
Christendom», Raimundo Barreto regards that conference as «one of the final and
decisive events of an era of western Christian expansionism».*” Following in train
with the Nicaean heresy, Barreto charges that the envisioned form of unity of the
contemporary ecumenical movement is «culturally and epistemologically exclu-
sionary, and [...] shaped by the Christendom ecumenical project».’® So embedded
are the processes of exclusion present in nuce at Nicaea for questions of Christian
orthodoxy, tradition, and unity, that the Western cultural, linguistic, and epistemic

47 Christopher Duraisingh, “Contextual and Catholic: Conditions for Cross-Cultural
Hermeneutics,” Anglican Theological Review 82, no. 4 (2000): 681-82. For an identical
argument, see Dale T. Irvin, “From One Story to Many: An Ecumenical Reappraisal of
Church History,” Journal of Ecumenical Studies 28, no. 4 (1991): 537-54.

#  Any number of examples might be given, but see Choan-Seng Song, “From Israel to
Asia: A Theological Leap,” Ecumenical Review 28, no. 3 (1976): 252-65; Edmond Tang,
“The Cosmic Christ - The Search for a Chinese Theology,” Studies in World Christianity
1, no. 2 (1995): 131-42; Steve Charleston, “The Old Testament of Native America,” in
Lift Every Voice: Constructing Christian Theologies From the Underside, ed. Susan Brooks
Thistlethwaite and Mary Potter Engel (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1998), 69-81; Gerald O.
West, “African Culture as Praeparatio Evangelica: The Old Testament as Preparation of the
African Post-Colonial,” in Postcolonialism and the Hebrew Bible: The Next Step, ed. Roland
Boer (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2013), 193-220.

4 Raimundo C. Barreto, “How World Christianity Saved the Ecumenical Movement,” Protes-
tantismo em Revista 46, no. 2 (2020): 224.

0" Barreto, “How World Christianity Saved the Ecumenical Movement,” 224.
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project constitutes the necessary framing of ecumenical discourse. This inevitably
results in the key problem driving the ‘ecumenical winter’ - treating difference as
a threat and subject to expulsion.

Without question, the ecumenical movement has sought to address the com-
plex issues of ‘context’ and ‘diversity’ in various ways. Whether one turns to the
Faith and Order’s Montreal conference (1963) and its attempt to distinguish the
Tradition with a capital ‘T’ (referring to the revelation of God in scripture) from
traditions (cultural and conditioned forms of Christian embodiment), or to the
1977 WCC paper, Guidelines on Dialogue with People of Living Faiths and Ideologies,
which developed the idea of ‘translation’ before cautioning that it «may go too far
and compromise the authenticity of Christian faith and life» (§27), or to the WCC’s
official 1999 instrument for reflection on hermeneutics, A Treasure in Earthen
Vessels, wherein the Tradition is retained as the necessary authority over contextu-
ality and catholicity, the identical problem remains: a tradition transcending time
and place overrides every theology located in time and place.5!

Such a binary is already evident in a 1937 Faith and Order statement titled
‘The Non-theological Factors in the Making and Unmaking of Church Union’, which
must be read as the original, decisive, and ongoing ecumenical position. It first
defines theology as the «direct reflection upon immediate spiritual experience, and
the formulation of these reflections as a system of thought, which interprets the
prior experience and which elicits from the particular forms of that experience its
universal truthsy.>? Theology, so defined, relies on an ‘immediate’ (or, unmediated)
‘spiritual experience’, and essentialises ‘universal truths’ from that experience,
irrespective of any historical or cultural location. The non-theological, by contrast,
is the mediate and the local, a conglomerate of «factors which have their origin in
the environing culture rather than within the direct Christian tradition».>®* This
concerns the ‘interpretation’ of the theological via the ‘use of analogies’, ‘mental

1 The singular (non-)definition of ‘diversity’ within WCC documentation resulted from
Chung Kyung-Hyung’s dance at the WCC’s Seventh Assembly held in Canberra (1991).
This reads: «Diversities which are rooted in theological traditions, various cultural, ethnic
or historical contexts are integral to the nature of communion; yet there are limits to
diversity. Diversity is illegitimate when, for instance, it makes impossible the common
confession of Jesus Christ as God and Saviour the same yesterday, today and forever
(Heb. 13:8)». Michael Kinnamon, ed. Signs of the Spirit: Official Report, Seventh Assembly,
Canberra, Australia, 7-20 February 1991 (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1991),
173.

2 Commission on the Church’s Unity in Life and Worship, The Non-Theological Factors in the
Making and Unmaking of Church Union (London: Harper, 1937), 9.

% Commission on the Church’s Unity in Life and Worship, The Non-Theological Factors, 11.



192 The Heresy of Nicaea and the Jesus of Colony

apparatus’ for the gospel’s missionary communication to non-Christians (pagans).>*
The non-theological indicates «ideas and modes of thought originating in the first
instance outside the direct Christian tradition, but eventually employed in the
formal elaboration of Christian thought».>> This is the fundamental pretence that
originated at Nicaea and is perfected through the legacies of imperialism to the
present day. Difference becomes enshrined within the communication of the faith
(hence all complaints vis-a-vis mission as the ‘mediating’ reality, i.e., colonisation,
contextual theologies, and interpretation), while truth is its purified opposite, an
unmediated view from nowhere.

To bind these threads together in relation to colonisation, ‘difference’ is an
enduring problem today because it is an enduring problem through pre-modern
positions.>® Space precludes an exhaustive treatment, but the work of Bibhuti
Yadav proves instructive. To begin, «the uniqueness of Euro-Christian West is
self-referential. It recognizes itself only in relation to the different».’” Othering
is constitutive of ‘Euro-Christian subjectivity’ because in discovering the other,
the West «reiterates its uniqueness» and the «ontological autonomy» in which it
«constitutes the boundary of thought».5® This drive for a unique identity, ontolog-
ical shuttering, the closure of history, and prescriptive boundary-making resides
within fundamental theological commitments. The creation of the ‘barbarian’
is the necessary first step: located in «the West, is the Euro-Christian light and
redemption», whereas in the East exists the embodiment of «dark and bloody
superstitions».>® As difference (monolithic othering) is constitutive of the West’s
liberative identity, so other (difference) exists only in contrast to this identity. On
this site, the West is «to impose itself».®® All difference is without «cognitive and
ethical agency» and reduced to «a knowable object that can then be represented in
discourse».S! Difference is empty because it serves the «project of ‘completion’y.®2
This is the universal history promised by Jesus Christ. For Yadav, colonisation is

 Commission on the Church’s Unity in Life and Worship, The Non-Theological Factors, 10.

% Commission on the Church’s Unity in Life and Worship, The Non-Theological Factors, 10.

% For a helpful summary, see Richard J. Bernstein, The New Constellation: The Ethical-Polit-
ical Horizons of Modernity/Postmodernity (Cambridge: Polity, 1991), 57-78.

7 Bibhuti S. Yadav, “Mispredicated Identity and Postcolonial Discourse,” Sophia 39, no. 1
(2000): 101.

% Yadav, “Mispredicated Identity and Postcolonial Discourse,” 78.

% Yadav, “Mispredicated Identity and Postcolonial Discourse,” 79.

% Yadav, “Mispredicated Identity and Postcolonial Discourse,” 79.

" Yadav, “Mispredicated Identity and Postcolonial Discourse,” 78.

2 Yadav, “Mispredicated Identity and Postcolonial Discourse,” 101.
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«as pre-modern as the theology of creation ex nihilo. The mission of this theology is
twofold: a) to reduce history to a clean slate by erasing all signs of a pre-Christian
past and non-Christian present from consciousness; and b) to remember salvation
as a future that implies christological identity is universal in scope».®® Or, to con-
tend «with absolute difference» would be to «undermine the christological promise
of history».** So formulated, Jesus Christ precludes all difference, resolving the
faith within theological processes basic to Western civilisation and the mode of
colonisation, the Jesus of colony, the Jesus experienced as enemy.

The Contemporary Reality

No doubt, some readers will find the direct link drawn here between the processes
of Nicaea and a christology of colonisation surprising and perhaps even prepos-
terous - but it is not new. As one illustration, Duraisingh states that to identify
Christianity with «the ancient and the medieval past of Latin and Greek Europe
is not only to deny the non-Western sociocultural realities their proper and distinct
place within the global communion of churches, [...] it is also to deny the possibility
of genuinely new insights of faith and witness being brought into the stream of the
traditioning process of the global Church».® These concerns also underlie Halapua’s
lament regarding the dehumanisation of fellow Christians, those ‘late’ to the his-
toric tradition, through the recognition achieved by the reception of an imperialist
orthodoxy and the absence of recognition of difference by that same tradition.

Or, to follow another neighbour in the Pasifik, while some might identify the
etymological origins of ‘colonisation” with such Latin forms as colere (to cultivate/
till), colonia (a farm) and colonus (tiller of the soil/a farmer) leading to a general idea
of ‘inhabiting’, Upolu Vaai, a Samoan-born theologian now serving as Principal of
the Pasifika Communities University, Fiji, more rightly observes that colonisation
«comes from the word colon meaning to digest. Theology in the Pacific has been
a slave to this colon narrative where only one culture, one way, one dance, or one
destination digests all others in the name of an ultimate truth».® He describes this
as ‘oneification’: the imposition of a singular, uniform truth or approach, derived

® Yadav, “Mispredicated Identity and Postcolonial Discourse,” 79.

% Yadav, “Mispredicated Identity and Postcolonial Discourse,” 102.

® Duraisingh, “Contextual and Catholic” 682. Italics added.

% Upolu Luma Vaai, “Relational Theologising: Why Pacific Islanders Think and Theologise
Differently,” The Pacific Journal of Theology 58 (2020): 43.
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from and controlled by dominant centres of knowledge and which marginalises, at
best, Indigenous ways of thinking, living, and theologising:

Onefication is not about truth, but rather the control of truth. It is lazy energy. [...]
It dismisses multiple stories and makes one story the only story. It strives to make
visible the face of the one by making invisible the face of the many.*’

The drive to oneness, the incapacity to recognise difference, is the excrement of
empire.

Thus stated, the question of processes may sound more familiar, a repetition of
the complaints about uniformity and homogeneity that have long been rejected by
ecumenical discourse concerned with the nature of Christian unity.%® But to reiter-
ate the point, the issue lies not in abstract qualifications guiding the refinement of
orthodoxy (‘lazy energy’), but in the processes themselves, their hiddenness, their
establishment of the necessary framework for discourse and recognition, and their
slippery capacity - and propensity - to direct and reject difference.

One example must suffice.” Nelen Yubu, or the ‘good way’ in the Ngan’gikurun-
gurr language of the Daly River, was a Roman Catholic missions journal that ran
from 1978 to 2002. From its inception, Nelen Yubu was committed to theological
inculturation among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples of what is now
known as Australia. It opposed the approach of ‘assimilation’ and was intentional
in learning from previous missionary errors. This included support for Aboriginal
self-determination because, to cite Laura Rademaker, «[w]hereas assimilation
meant cultural destruction, self-determination was to be its opposite: cultural
revivaly.”® Without qualification, Nelen Yubu represented the most well-positioned
authentic attempt by white missionaries to listen to, encourage, and promote In-
digenous theological positions, along with a coordinated apparent willingness to
translate these into the institutions and structures of the church.

Writing at the close of the journal, however, Martin Wilson MSC, the editor
throughout Nelen Yubu’s life, lamented its originating direction: «the program of
dnculturation) is falsely conceived» - «there is no grand single super-culture into

7 Vaai, “Relational Theologising,” 43.

% As a classic example, see Sehon Goodridge, “Unity: Present and Future,” New Blackfriars
62,n0.727 (1981): 38-44.

% What follows is indebted to Laura Rademaker, ““Where the Spirit of Wisdom Lies’: In-
culturation, Self-Determination and the Authority of First Nations,” Journal of Religious
History 47, no. 4 (2023): 516-36.

70" Rademaker, “Where the Spirit of Wisdom Lies,” 524.
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which Christian belief can be fitted».”! Rademaker’s summary judgement is worth
citing in full:

Wilson came to recognise that the idea of a culture-less gospel was a vessel for a
white supremacist gospel by which white missionaries alone held a view from no-
where. This meant that the idea that missionaries might transcend their culture and
guide the inculturation of Aboriginal worship was more than ill conceived, it was
a reimagined form of cultural imperialism. By this missiology Aboriginal people’s
intellectual authority was always culturally bound. They could be Aboriginal theolo-
gians, but not theologians. Their authority was limited to matters of cultural knowl-
edge and always vulnerable to suggestions that their cultural expression might be
inauthentic. More importantly, the question of sovereignty and of stolen Country
was side-stepped altogether.”?

Rademaker attributes this to a process of consolidation basic to Western knowl-
edge forms: appropriating and commodifying Indigenous ways of viewing and
participating in the world, resulting in a form of self-congratulatory validation, and
using that to elide any challenge to the concerns and power structures resisted by
Indigenous knowledge structures.”? One might even go further: ignoring the key
issues of sovereignty and stolen Country, establishing set parameters for forms of
production, including a necessary ‘assent to these ideas’ for Aboriginal voices to
be heard, is a contemporary manifestation of the exact same theological processes
in place since Nicaea. Indigenous peoples’ deep connection to and custodianship of
the land are reduced to merely ‘cultural’ elements that can be selectively borrowed,
or not. This creates a paradoxical situation where «Blackfullas are forced to embody
an illusory double-consciousness between existing and non-existing, human and
non-human, real and unreal, traditional and modern. It is more than a peculiar
sensation; it is a dispossessing location».”* It is the process of making visible the
one faith by making invisible the faces of the many.

71 Rademaker, “Where the Spirit of Wisdom Lies,” 535-56, citing Martin Wilson, “Editorial,”
Nelen Yubu 80 (2002): 3.

Rademaker, “Where the Spirit of Wisdom Lies,” 536. For an example of how this same
challenge persists in other contexts, see Emma Kowal, Trapped in the Gap: Doing Good in
Indigenous Australia (New York: Berghahn Books, 2015).

73 Rademaker, “Where the Spirit of Wisdom Lies,” 534, referring to Gina Starblanket and
Heidi Kiiwentinepineslik Stark, “Towards a Relational Paradigm — Four Points for Con-
sideration: Knowledge, Gender, Land, and Modernity,” in Resurgence and Reconciliation:
Indigenous-Settler Relations and Earth Teachings, ed. Michael Asch, John Borrows, and
James Tully (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2018), 180.

Chelsea Watego, Another Day in the Colony (St Lucia: University of Queensland Press,
2021), 46.
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The example of Nelen Yubu illustrates how even the most generous attempts at
theological construction using the processes of orthodoxy fail at the fundamental
point - the processes cannot admit that local socio-cultural realities hold a proper
and distinct place within the church ecumenical. They cannot grant further forms
to the traditioning processes by which these embodied forms and insights belong
to the Christian faith as such and not to some limited form of ‘cultural knowledge’.
They cannot do so because the basic method of constructing ‘orthodoxy’ occurs
through the elimination of cultural and linguistic difference, difference as such.

Indigenising Traditioning Processes

Given this reality, a few nameable commitments must determine a revised tradi-
tioning process. In direct contravention of the Nicaean heresy, the first recognises
cultural and linguistic differences as basic to the telling of who Jesus Christ is. It is
antithetical for the Resurrected One to be consolidated within a single cultural or
historical articulation. World Christianity reveals quite the opposite - the gospel
is only ever embodied difference, and unity lies in the negotiation and reception of
that difference. In other words, christology witnesses to a process of embodiment
that rejects an assumed universal ‘empirical’ mode of culture - a way of perceiving
reality according to a vision of a ‘universal human being’ and a program of educat-
ing people toward this (civilising) vision.”” The opposite is the case: it belongs to
Jesus Christ that «the interpretation of reality is plural, and that such plurality is
true».”s This is not to assert a relativism that denies truth; it is, instead, to under-
stand truth not as «a condition or a situation, but as a process».”” This commitment
assumes that the fullness of Christ can only be revealed through the irreducible
plurality of cultural and linguistic differences, including processes of theologising
(i.e., witness), each illuminating aspects that others might obscure.

7> Olga Consuelo Vélez Caro, “Toward a Feminist Intercultural Theology,” in Feminist
Intercultural Theology: Latina Explorations for a Just World, ed. Maria Pilar Aquini and
Maria Jose Rosado-Nunes (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2007), 249. See Lamin O. Sanneh,
Translating the Message: The Missionary Impact on Culture (Maryknoll: Orbis Books,
2009), 32: «With respect to cultural chauvinism, pluralism can be a rock of stumbling,
but in respect of God pluralism is the cornerstone of the universal human family».

76 Vélez Caro, “Toward a Feminist Intercultural Theology,” 250.

7 Raul Fornet Betancourt, Transformacion Intercultural de la Filosofia: Ejercicios Tedricos y
Prdcticos de Filosofia Intercultural desde Latinoamérica en el Contexto de la Globalizacion
(Bilbao: Desclée de Brouwer, 2001), 48. Cited in Vélez Caro, “Toward a Feminist Intercul-
tural Theology,” 251.
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Second, the necessary reversal of the Nicaean heresy involves recognising re-
lational and polyvalent frameworks as pre-existent divine gifts rather than recent
cultural adaptations.”® While the Western-located ecumenical movement struggles
with the idea that World Christianity produces new insights of faith and witness
that are also constitutive of the processes of traditioning, the local telling of the
gospel demonstrates that «meanings are not rigidy, that «a single story always has
multiple meaningsy, and that «each receiver of the story must deal with the fact
that all meanings and versions of the same story are truth-bearing».”” An Indig-
enous Australian account of Country and of how one crosses Country illustrates
the point. Drawing on his anthropological fieldwork with Aboriginal peoples in
Central Australia, Sam Gill outlines a notion of territory as defined by ancestral
pathways across the landscape. Rather than conceiving territory as demarcated
boundaries, this understanding centres on an interconnected network of tracks
linking locations visited by ancestors. As Gill notes: «For aborigines, identity is
inseparable from territory and [...] ontology is strongly spatial, rather than tempo-
ral, in character».®’ This spatial understanding allows multiple track networks to
coexist within the same physical space. These pathways serve not as boundaries of
division but as connections to ancestral heritage - notably, these different routes
can overlap without conflict.

Developing an Australian theological paradigm emancipated from the
constraints of Nicaean methodological presuppositions promotes a fundamental
re-conceptualisation of Christianity’s historiographical narratives imposed upon
the Australian context. Such a theology privileges geo-cultural particularity over
abstract constructs of universalism, repositioning theological discourse within
specific landscapes and cultural matrices, and opposes disembodied (transcen-
dent) conceptual systems. This prioritises Country, which includes community, as
the primary locus of theological meaning-making and recognises ancestral wisdom
as an authoritative theological source. Critically, such theology valorises narra-
tive traditions and oral transmission as proper modes of theological articulation,
resisting the tendency to reduce theological complexity to propositional doctrinal

78 See Vaai, “Relational Theologising,” 40-56; Anne Pattel-Gray, “Australia’s First Nations
Theology,” in Emerging Theologies from the Global South, ed. Mitri Raheb and Mark A.
Lamport (Eugene: Cascade Books, 2023), 384-94.

7% Upolu Luma Vaai, “A Theology of Talalasi: Challenging the ‘One Truth’ Ideology of the
Empire,” The Pacific Journal of Theology 55 (2016): 53.

8 Sam Gill, “Territory,” in Critical Terms for Religious Studies, ed. Mark C. Taylor (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1998), 299.
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statements. This methodological shift recognises that theology embedded in
story, ritual, and communal practice carries greater epistemological validity than
‘abstract’ dogmatic pronouncements that pretend to be disconnected from located
lived experience and place-based knowledge, i.e., from Western embodied forms.

Third, theologians within the Western (normative) tradition must acknowledge
and grapple with the political substrate that informs all theological production.
During periods of sociopolitical precarity, the tendency toward theological re-
trenchment and tribal insularity represents an understandable, if problematic,
response to existential uncertainty. However, such reactionary postures fail to
apprehend the fundamental imbrication of imperial theological modalities with the
sociopolitical and economic apparatuses of colonisation. As Nicaea also embodied
political production, so the deconstruction of hegemonic modalities must incorpo-
rate substantive political dimensions - specifically, «the right of self-determination
or political empowermenty.?!

A common temptation within Western (normative) discourse is to recognise (and
so dismiss) such theologising as local, as something that occurs upon receipt of the
Tradition. But this, again, relies on 