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Again and again in the writings of the Eastern Fathers
there appears this singular devotion to the dignity of
man, an attitude which survives in the Offertory in the
Mass: “O God, who didst marvelously create the dignity
of human nature. . . .”

ROBERT PAYNE
The Fathers of the Eastern Church
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Preface

Tﬂs BOOK was conceived in an unusual setting.

The year was 1976. I had just arrived with my family in Aix-
en-Provence, France, where | was to spend a sabbatical year
teaching at the university. We had rented a house for the year
from Michel Vovelle, a well-known French historian who was just
packing up to leave for a sabbatical year of his own at Princeton.
The lease was for a certain rent, quite reasonable, but with a pro-
viso that if | wanted to use Professor Vovelle's private library, the
rent would be a bit higher. After greeting him—a man with
whom one felt immediately at ease—1 asked to see the library.

It was a rectangular room decorated in simple Provengal
style, running the whole length of the house. A tall, built-in
bookshelf crammed with volumes covered one long wall. The
wall opposite was fully windowed, windows thrown open to
admit the warm September air. From Professor Vovelle’s desk
one could see a garden with shrubs and an olive tree. Just be-
yond the garden a stream murmured and splashed as if audition-
ing for the part of “gurgling brook” in some Arcadian drama. My
normally frugal wife took in the room at one glance and whis-
pered, “Rent it!”

We signed the amended lease, and that evening I explored the
contents of the bookshelves. There were small collections on
dozens of subjects, reflecting my landlord’s wide-ranging interests,
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but a great many books dealt with theology and Church history.
I recalled that Michel Vovelle was widely known for his work on
the “de-Christianization” of France prior to the French Revolu-
tion, a sensitive blend of social and religious history that had
helped define the new French scholarship. A number of titles
piqued my interest, and I was sitting at the desk riffling through
half 2 dozen books when he returned to pick up his remaining
suitcases.

“So, already you are studying,” he remarked amiably.

“Yes. I'm very happy to have the use of your library. By the
way, what do you know about the Arian controversy? I've just
been reading about it.”

“Ah, Taffaire Arius,”” he replied. “You must learn all about it.
Was Jesus Christ God on earth, or was he something else? Three
hundred years after the Crucifixion, Christians still had not
made up their minds about this. The Arian controversy! It is the
most interesting debate in the West until the struggle between
Stalin and Trotsky.”

I was hooked. That year, I read most of Vovelle’s books on
“Vaffaire Arius,” and for years afterward, interrupted by other
writing projects and life-altering events, I continued to investi-
gate the fascinating story. The sources of information were plen-
tiful, although most books and articles were aimed at a narrow
audience of scholars interested in the history of Catholic doc-
trine. Almost everything I wanted to read was written in English
or French, languages that 1 understand, and I was able to discuss
the meaning of certain important Greek terms with experts in
that language. Church historians, theologians, and clergy were
happy to answer my questions, as were scholars interested in the
later Roman Empire.

Several times | began writing the book that I had already en-
titled When Jesus Became God, but something always prevented
me from continuing. The problem was not just competing inter-
ests. | suppose it was self-doubt. What business did an American
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Jew have writing about the divinity of Jesus Christ? How could I
presume to meddle in sensitive matters concerning other people’s
faith? Beneath these questions dwelled another, more difficult to
answer. What drew me so strongly to explore the subject of Jesus’
identity and mission?

Answers began to emerge during a second sabbatical year,
this time on the island of Malta, a nation of about 350,000
people of whom more than 300,000 are Roman Catholics. The
head of the University of Malta’s sociology department, where |
taught courses on conlflict resolution, was a wise, amiable, ener-
getic Catholic priest named Joe Inguanez. Father Joe looked at
me a bit quizzically when 1 asked him to help me locate mate-
rials on Arianism at the university library. The library did have an
unusually fine collection on early Church history, he said. But
why did I want to study that particular heresy?

The explanation I proffered was accurate but impersonal. 1
have spent most of my professional life writing about violent so-
cial conflicts. To conflict analysts, intense religious conflict is
still a great mystery. Virtually none of us predicted the current
upsurge in violent doctrinal disputes around the world. The cur-
rent civil war in Algeria, the struggle between ultraorthodox na-
tionalist Jews and other groups in Israel, even the conflicts over
abortion and homosexuality in the West strike many observers as
weird throwbacks to a more primitive age. “Religious fanaticism”
is offered as their cause, as if that phrase could explain why
people are motivated at some times and places {but not others)
to kill each other over differences of belief.

I told Father Joe that my interest was in exploring the sources
of religious conflict and the methods people have used to resolve
it. I wanted to examine a dispute familiar enough to westerners to
involve them deeply, but distant enough to permit some detached
reflection. The Arian controversy, which was probably the most
serious struggle between Christians before the Protestant Refor-
mation, seemed to fit the bill perfectly. . ..
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Joe nodded, but he knew that my account was incomplete.

“And?”

“And there's something else,” 1 responded with some hesita-
tion. “I am a Jew born and raised in a Christian country. Jesus
has been a part of my mental world since I was old enough to
think. On the one hand, | have always found him an enormously
attractive figure, challenging and inspiring. On the other...”

Joe's raised eyebrows demanded that I continue.

“When [ was litde, growing up in a mixed Jewish-Catholic
neighborhood, most of my playmates were Italian-American
boys. They were friends, but I learned to stay in my own house
on Good Friday, since after hearing the sermon at St. Joseph's
Church, some of them would come looking for me to punish me
for killing Christ. Once they caught me out on the street and
knocked me down. ‘But Jesus was a Jew!” I shouted through my
tears. That idea, which they had never contemplated, infuriated
them. It earned me a few extra kicks and punches.”

Joe looked so sorrowful that I hastened to explain. “That’s one
side of the story. Sometimes it seems that Jesus has meant noth-
ing but trouble for us. But the other side is that he can't be ig-
nored. | don't worship Jesus, who—I'm sorry, Joe—I believe to
have been a man, not God's Son. But what a man! I think that if
his followers hadn't caused us so much trouble, we would con-
sider him at least a izaddik, a great sage. Perhaps even a prophet.”

“Yes,” Joe said after a pause. “It would be hard to love Christ
if you were always being injured in His name.”

“Yes.” One reason the Arian controversy interests me, I re-
marked, is that because before it ended, Jews and Christians
could talk to each other and argue among themselves about cru-
cial issues like the divinity of Jesus, the meaning of salvation,
basic ethical standards . .. everything. They disagreed strongly
about many things, but there was still a closeness between them.
They participated in the same moral culture. When the contro-
versy ended—when Jesus became God—that closeness faded.
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To Christians God became a Trinity. Heresy became a crime. Ju-
daism became a form of infidelity. And Jews living in Christian
countries learned not to think very much about Jesus and his
message.

Joe absorbed this with quiet understanding. “But the doc-
trine of the Holy Trinity did not cause these problems,” he noted.

“No,” I said, “but it reflected and encapsulated them. I want
to write about this controversy because it tells us so much about
where we come from and what divides us. The story may even
suggest how violent divisions can someday be healed. And,
somehow, [ believe that the figure of Jesus will play an important
role in that healing. I think his life teaches us what it really
means to be members of the human family.”

Joe and I sat together in silence for a few minutes. The quiet
was refreshing. “Later,” he said, taking a missal from his back-
pack, “I'll show you the collection on heresies in our library.
Right now, if you don’t mind, I think I'll say my prayers.”

And he did.
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One _
An Incident in Alexandria

December 24, 361. Midmorning.

BY THE TIME the men at the front of the mob smashed
through the prison gates, the crowd had grown until it over-
flowed the square like water pouring over the sides of a full jar.
Even for Alexandria, where riots were as common as Mediter-
ranean gales, this demonstration was unusually large. More un-
usual still, the mixed crowd formed a unified mass. Instead of
fighting among themselves as they so often did, pagan and Chris-
tian rioters stood side by side, bellowing for bleod.

A roar of approval greeted the splintering of the gates. Min-
utes later the invaders reemerged from the prison bearing their
trussed-up quarry on their shoulders like hunters returning from
the desert with a prize antelope or lion. Three prisoners, their
hands and feet still chained against the possibility of escape, were
their catch. As the demonstrators began to toss them about the
square like toys, the helpless captives squealed in pain and terror.

Two of these unfortunates were high government officials.
They had earned the crowd’s hatred by carrying out the Roman
emperor's orders to close pagan temples, expel “heretical” Chris-
tians from the churches, and punish protesters.! The mob's
prime target, however—the third man in manacles—was a fig-
ure of greater importance than any civil servant. This was
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George of Cappadocia, the metropolitan bishop of Alexandria
and titular head of Egypt's huge Christian community.

Bishop George owed his recent preeminence and present
agony to Constantius 1, the son and successor of the first Chris-
tian emperor, Constantine the Great. Like Constantius, he was
an Arian: a Christian who believed that Jesus Christ was the
Son of God, but not God Himself. A tradesman’s son, George
had accumulated a fortune as a military contractor in Constan-
tinople before taking Holy Orders. He was widely known for his
religious zeal and owned one of the finest private libraries in the
empire. After he became 2 bishop in Cappadocia, the emperor
asked him to instruct the young members of the imperial family
in the Christian faith. A few years later, after sending the current
bishop of Alexandria, a local man named Athanasius, into exile,
he brought George in from Asia Minor to replace him.

The appointment was a disaster from the start. Replacing a
native Alexandrian with a Cappadocian “foreigner” who could
not even speak Coptic, the language of the common people, was
Constantius'’s first mistake. His second was to name as bishop a
militant Arian who considered it his duty to persecute both pa-
gans and Christians opposed to his theology. And his third error
was to allow the formidable Athanasius to escape to the sanctu-
ary of a friendly monastery in the Egyptian wilderness. From his
desert hideout, the popular ex-bishop made a series of lightning
undercover visits to the city to encourage his supporters there,
adding a bandit’s glamour to his reputation for dedication and
brilliance. .

Poor George! Even with the aid of imperial troops he could
not establish control over Alexandria’s turbulent Christian com-
munity. About one year after he took office he was attacked by an
anti-Arian mob at the Church of Dionysius and barely escaped
with his life. After that, he spent most of his time in the Balkans
and Asia Minor attending a series of Church councils called by
the emperor to resolve the controversy over Christ’s divinity that
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was tearing the Church apart. When these councils declared his
Arian beliefs orthodox and Constantius promised him unqualified
support, George decided to return to his post in Alexandria.
What he did not know, however, was that his imperial patron had
become seriously ill. Four days after he returned to Alexandria,
Constantius died of a fever. . . and the city exploded.

As soon as messengers arrived with the news of the emperor’s
demise, Athanasius's supporters seized control of all Alexandria’s
churches, They captured George and several imperial officers,
put them in chains, and turned them over to the director of the
city prison. Now, almost one month later, a larger, more diverse
crowd had returned to exact further punishment. It is not en-
tirely clear what provoked their attack on the prison, but the
stimulus may have been a piece of further news: the new em-
peror, Constantius’s nephew Julian, had announced that he was
not an Arian, not even {(as everyone had assumed) a Christian,
but a worshipper of the old gods. A pagan! Clearly, the prisoners
were fair game.

Punishment was duly administered. George and his fellow
prisoners died in the prison square, presumably as a result of
lethal beatings. A fifth-century historian reports that after the ri-
oters killed their vietims, they paraded their corpses through the
middle of the city. George’s body was on a camel, but the other
men were dragged with ropes, “and, when they had maltreated
their corpses in this way, about the seventh hour [one o'clock]
they burned them.”? Burning the bodies was not only an insult to
the deceased, but a way of ensuring that their remains would not
become relics to be preserved and venerated by their followers.

In one respect, at least, the new emperor might have been
expected to be upset by this lynching. Julian had been one of the
royal children tutored by George of Cappadocia when he was a
boy and nominally a Christian! Nevertheless, his reaction was
limited to a mild reprimand: the “enemy of the gods” should
have been properly tried and legally executed.® No one was ever
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prosecuted for the murders. Less than two months later, Bishop
Athanasius returned in triumph to his city and his episcopal
throne.

A LYNCH MOB's behavior is always primitive. Yet the Alexan-
drians who paraded their murdered bishop’s corpse around the
city inhabited one of the most prosperous and civilized regions
on earth. In Late Antiquity, the urban settlements ranging in
great arc from Greece and Asia Minor (Turkey) through Syria,
Lebanon, and Palestine to Egypt and Libya were the heart of the
Roman world. Trade and commerce, art and learning flourished
in this “archipelago of cities,” drawing political power inexorably
in their wake. The Greek-speaking Eastern Empire boasted three
great metropolises—Alexandria, Antioch, and Constantinople—
as well as hundreds of smaller but highly developed towns. By
comparison, the Latin West was an economic and cultural back-
water, and Rome herself (although still considered the “first city”
for historical reasons) a city in sad decline.

Alexandria! Imagine a city of one million souls spread out for
about ten miles along the Mediterranean coast, its great harbor
crowned by a four-hundred-foot lighthouse: the Pharos, one of
the Seven Wonders of the World. From the top of the Pharos, it
was said, one could look through a transparent stone and see
ships far out at sea, invisible to the naked eye. What sort of lens
this might have been is unknown, since the lighthouse was later
destroyed in a series of earthquakes. But there is no doubt that
Alexandria commanded the talent to fashion it. For centuries the
city had served not only as the Mediterranean world’s busiest
port, but as its premier center of science and learning, The me-
tropolis founded by Alexander the Great was home to Greek ge-
niuses like Archimedes and Euclid, Jewish sages like Philo, and
the greatest early Christian thinkers, St. Clement and Origen. It
was also the site of the world-renowned Great Library (burned
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during Caesar’s wars) and the somewhat smaller Serapeum, do-
nated by Cleopatra and destroyed by militant Christians at the
close of the fourth century.

In the waterfront city, diverse cultures mixed, clashed, and
recombined; feverish commercial activity coexisted with deep
spiritual hunger; and a worldly, ambitious people became fasci-
nated—even obsessed—by issues of religious faith. Of Alexan-
dria’s million inhabitants, perhaps one-fourth were Jews whose
forbears had begun settling there long before the disastrous re-
bellions of their Palestinian brethren against Rome. In the sec-
ond century B.C.E., the Old Testament was translated into Greek
for these Alexandrian Jews, for they had become Greek speakers
like other educated citizens of the Eastern Empire. The transla-
tion then became available to the Christians, proponents of a
new faith that used the synagogue as a springboard to reach out
to believers in the old gods. By the end of the third century C.E.,
this offshoot of Judaism was sweeping up converts throughout
the Mediterranean world.

Alexandrian Christianity had a special flavor. In this “turbu-
lent and intellectually saturated melting pot,” outstanding think-
ers drew on the latest trends in Greek philosophy to explain
biblical texts and expound Church doctrines. The results were
frequently brilliant and almost always controversial, producing
an intellectual history “marked by repeated innovations, by con-
stant tensions, by innumerable disputes.”® These disputes were
no mere squabbles between intellectuals; they were Alexandria’s
favorite sport, an activity that ordinary laypeople found as pas-
sionately involving (and sometimes as bloody) as the gladiatorial
contests that had fascinated their grandparents.

In the second century, Alexandrian Christians, inspired by
anti-Semitic preaching, had launched one of the earliest riots
against the city’s Jewish community. Two hundred years later
those who called Jesus “Lord” were battling each other in the
streets . ., and lynching bishops. By the time George met his
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grisly death, religious riots had become commonplace through-
out the region. Assassinations were less frequent, but militant
believers employed 2 wide variety of violent tactics and imagina-
tively conceived dirty tricks to do each other harm. Bishop
Athanasius, a future saint and uninhibited faction fighter, had
his opponents excommunicated and anathematized, beaten and
intimidated, kidnapped, imprisoned, and exiled to distant prov-
inces. His adversaries, no less implacable, charged him with an
assortment of crimes, including bribery, theft, extortion, sacri-
lege, treason, and murder. At their instigation, Athanasius was
condemned by Church councils and exiled from Alexandria no
less than five times, pursued on several occasions by troops dis-
patched by a Christian emperor to secure his arrest.

At times these hostile tactics were more laughable than
lethal. In Antioch, the Syrian capital, a group of Arian priests
disguised as laymen employed a prostitute to creep into an anti-
Arian bishop’s bedchamber while he slept so that he could be ac-
cused of fornication and discredited. But they did not consider
that the lady in question might have a mind of her own.

The scheme backfired when, at the last minute, she declined
to play her assigned role and exposed the plotters instead.

A FARCE? Surely—but such incidents reveal the peculiar
intensity of religious struggles in the late Roman world. The al-
most obsessive quality of these disputes is nicely captured by a
famous churchman, Gregory of Nyssa, writing twenty years after
the lynching of Bishop George. In a sermon delivered at his
church in Constantinople, Gregory deplored the contentious-
ness of his fellow Christians. “If in this city you ask a shopkeeper
for change,” he complained, “he will argue with you about
whether the Son is begotten or unbegotten. If you inquire about
the quality of bread, the baker will answer, “The Father is greater,
the Son is less.” And if you ask the bath attendant to draw your
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bath, he will tell you that the Son was created ex nihilo [out of
nothing).””

Gregory's wry comment is fascinating both for what it says
and what it implies. It suggests that ordinary tradespeople and
workers felt perfectly competent—perhaps even driven—to de-
bate abstract theological issues and to arrive at their own con-
clusions. It reveals that disputes among Christians, specifically
arguments about the relationship of Jesus Christ the Son to God
the Father, had become as intense as the centuries-old conflict
between Christians and pagans. And it implies that Arianism,
which orthedox Christians now consider the archetypal heresy,
was once at least as popular as the doctrine that Jesus is God.

Gregory's shopkeeper questions whether Jesus Christ is “be-
gotten or unbegotten”-—that is, whether he is a creation of God
or the Creator Himself. The bath attendant says that he was cre-
ated “from nothing,” meaning that he was brought into existence
like the rest of God's creatures. And the baker asserts that Christ
is separate from and lesser than God. All these are Arian posi-
tions, so called because they were developed in sharpest form by
an Alexandrian priest named Arius. The ill-fated George was
also an Arian: one who believed that Jesus Christ was, indeed,
the holiest person who ever lived, but not the Eternal God of Is-
rael walking the earth in the form of a man.

How could one be a Christian and not believe that Christ
was God incarnate? The Arians had an answer. To them, Jesus
was a person of such sublime moral accomplishments that God
adopted him as His Son, sacrificed him to redeem humanity from
sin, raised him from the dead, and granted him divine status. Be-
cause of his excellence, he became a model of righteous behavior
for us. And because his merit earned the prize of immortality, the
same reward was made available to other human beings, provided
that they model themselves after him.® From the Arian perspec-
tive, it was essential that Jesus not be God, since God, being per-
fect by nature, is inimitable. By contrast, Christ’s transcendent
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virtue, achieved by repeated acts of will, is available (at least po-
tentially) to the rest of us. Even though we may fall short of his
impeccable standards, his triumph over egoism shows us how we
also may become the Sons and Daughters of God.

Was Christ, then, to be considered human? In one sense, the
answer was yes. Jesus of Nazareth was a real man, not some di-
vine apparition or mask of God. But his moral genius and the
importance of his mission raised him high above even the great-
est prophets. The Savior was sui generis, Many Arians believed
that the Eternal had somehow conceived him {or conceived of
him) before time began, and used him as an instrument to cre-
ate the rest of the universe.® Even so, they insisted, he could
not possibly be God Himself. How could an all-powerful, all-
knowing, all-good Creator experience temptation, learn wisdom,
and grow in virtue? How could he suffer on the Cross and die
the death of a human being? Surely, when Jesus cried out, "My
God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken me?” he was not talking
to himself!'® When he admitted that nobody knows the day and
hour of Judgment, “not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son,
but the Father only,” he was not just being modest." And when
he told his disciples that “the Father is greater than I,” he meant
exactly what he said."?

To Athanasius of Alexandria, Arius’s most formidable oppo-
nent, these arguments were worse than mistaken. In his view,
they were enormously destructive, since they misused Scripture
to obscure the central mystery of the Christian faith. Like the
Arians, Athanasius took his monotheism seriously. He conceived
of God as eternal and omnipotent, omniscient and perfect—an
unchangeable Being infinitely superior to any mortal creature.
For the Creator of the Universe to become human and submit to
the power of other men must seem unimaginably humiliating.
Yet, according to Athanasius, this was the only way to save man-
kind from moral and physical extinction. In order to free us from
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sin and death, God did the unthinkable: He descended into
human flesh. Out of His infinite love for us, He became the man
Jesus, who took the burden of our sins on his own frail shoul-
ders, suffered, and died that we might gain eternal life.!3

Without God, Athanasius contended, humans would in-
evitably abuse their God-given freedom of choice and suffer the
terrible consequences: corruption of the soul and death of the
body. Therefore, if Christ was any less than God, he could not
save us. And if we did not believe that he was God, we would not
be saved. Seen in this light, the Arians’ apparent glorification of
Jesus was sheer deception. Indeed, those who declared him in-
ferior to God were worse than the Jews who denied him and the
Romans who crucified him, since the Jews and Romans rejected
him openly, while the Arians degraded him more subtly by turn-
ing him into some sort of demigod or human prophet.

If the heretics won, said Athanasius, Christianity would be
shipwrecked. This was no mere academic matter; millions of
souls would be lost eternally and Christ himself dealt a terrible
defeat. So persuasive were the Arian misleaders, and so evil the
consequences of their error, that Athanasius was convinced he
saw in their reasoning the malicious cleverness of the Antichrist.
The struggle against Arianism was therefore a fight against the
devil . . . and, God knows, one did not compromise with the devil.

ATHANASIUS’S language was more intemperate than that
of most of his adversaries, but passions on each side of the con-
troversy were explosive. Two factors, in particular, made the
struggle over Christ's divinity particularly intense. In the first
place, it was a contest to decide a genuinely undecided issue.
Given the growing intclerance of dissent within the church, its
outcome would decide which belief would be sanctified as truth
and which vilified as heresy. Furthermore, it deeply involved the
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Christian laity, including masses of urban workers and artisans
with a strong propensity to express themselves by rioting. The
lynching of Bishop George was neither the first attempt nor the
last to decide theological issues in the streets.

Matters would have been a good deal simpler if one set of
ideas or the other had come neatly labeled “orthodox” or “het-
erodox,” but this was not the case. Today, many orthodox Chris-
tians consider Arianism obviously heretical, but during the first
three centuries after Jesus' crucifixion, the idea that the Savior
was separate from God and subordinate to Him was not particu-
larly shocking. To patriarchal Romans, the very titles Father and
Son implied a relationship of superiority and inferiority. Two of
the most brilliant and influeritial of the Eastern Church Fathers,
Origen and Dionysius of Alexandria, had taught that Jesus was
inferior in some respects to God. And the idea of a hierarchy of
power and glory in heaven matched what people saw on earth, as
well as what they read in the Gospels.

“I can do nothing on my own authority,” Jesus told his disci-
ples. “As I hear, I judge; and my judgment is just, because I seek
not my own will but the will of him who sent me.”"? The idea of
representation was a familiar idea in the Roman Empire, where
authority descended in carefully graded stages from higher to
lower officials. An imperial officer was not the emperor’s equal;
on the contrary, without the ruler’s superior power there would
be no authority to represent. He was not a free agent either, in
the sense of being free to do his own will. Nevertheless, the rep-
resentative’s subordinate role did not imply powerlessness; quite
the contrary. Neither Jesus nor a great official could be consid-
ered a mere automoton or a theatrical mask through which some
actor’s voice spoke.'>

In Rome’s imperial hierarchy, a Caesar was considered in-
ferior to an Augustus, but no one would deny that a Caesar was
infinitely more powerful than an ordinary man and entirely de-
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serving of obedience. Was Jesus, then, God’s Caesar? No, the Ar-
ians replied, he was more than that. An ordinary official might
act outside the scope of his authority. No one could know with
certainty that it was his superior's will he represented and not his
own. But Christ was a perfect representative. Just as a painting
or statue “represents” its subject without being the subject itself,
the Son was “the exact Image” of the Father.'® Obviously, “exact
Image” did not mean that Jesus looked like God or resembled
Him in his human appearance; it meant that he was as closely
attuned to God's wishes as anyone could be who was not himself
God. As a completely obedient and reliable servant, the Son was
always in agreement with the Father.

This reasoning did not persuade Athanasius and the other
anti-Arians, who insisted upon a more complete and organic
identification of Jesus with God. But many in the Greek-speaking
lands where most Christians lived were persuaded, and, ulti-
mately, it was the lay masses, not just the leaders of the Church,
who would decide the issue. This may seem surprising, given the
fact that the Roman Empire was a centralized, militarized state in
which serious political dissent was punishable by death. Where
religious issues were concerned, however, mass participation had
long been encouraged by the very leaders who now complained
about the prevalence of streetcorner theologians. Christian bish-
ops and theologians would not have gained the enormous power
they wielded in the fourth century had they not operated on the
assumption that people of normal intelligence and little formal
education had the ability to comprehend complex religious doc-
trines, the judgment to distinguish true gods from false, and the
will {with God’s help) to follow in Christ’s path.

To a great extent, the active involvement of shopkeepers and
bath attendants in thorny religious controversies was a result of
the Church’s centuries-long campaign to turn the empire's pagan
subjects into Christians. Converting a pagan population was no



iz RICHARD E. RUBENSTEIN

mere matter of getting people to make an emotional “decision
for Christ.” It meant bringing them to an understanding of the
basic theological and ethical concepts embodied in the Old and
New Testaments. It was not just Christ the evangelists and the-
ologians were teaching, but a worldview derived originally from
Judaism—a passionate monotheism fundamentally at odds with
the premises of pagan thought.

For example, the Church Fathers asserted that the natural
world was not eternal, as most pagan philosophers had taught
and common sense might suggest. Rather, an incomprehensibly
powerful God had created the entire universe from nothing, and
sustained it constantly against a tendency to collapse back into
nonbeing. They tanght, further, that this same Creator was not
part of His creation or coequal with it, but that He existed out-
side time and space, separate even from the humans created in
His image. Contrary to basic pagan beliefs, they insisted that
God ruled the universe alone, not with the assistance of other
gods or demigods. And—strangest of all-—they taught that this
invisible, unnameable, mysterious God was also a wise King, a
just Judge, and a merciful Father who had sacrificed His own
Son to save humanity from sin and death.?

That ordinary Christians were expected to understand ideas
like this may not seem so strange when one considers their
cultural environment. These Greek-speaking city folk were no
country bumpkins, like those they called pagans—pagani—a
term meaning “rustics” or “hicks.”’% They inhabited one of the
liveliest, most urbane, and culturally diverse regions on earth.
Many could read and write; the early Christians, like the fJews,
considered themselves People of the Book and prized the ability
to read Scripture. But even the formally uneducated tended to
be knowledgeable and assertive, fond of hot debate, and inclined
to form contentious groups. Imagine the working people of New
York, Berlin, or Moscow early in the twentieth century putting
themselves through school, debating politics and philosophy, or-
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ganizing political clubs and street gangs, and you will get some
of the flavor of life among the Christian commoners in the cities
of the Eastern Empire.

In such a setting, bakers and bath attendants could consider
themselves as competent as philosophers and bishops to discuss
theological questions, especially when the learned men quar-
reled so bitterly among themselves. People in the street had great
respect for spiritual heroes like the Egyptian monk, Antony, who
had abandoned city life in order to face temptation alone in the
desert. But ascetics like Antony spent their time talking to God
and battling demons, not engaging in doctrinal combat with
other Christians.'”” It sometimes seemed that leaders of the
Church could not stop arguing with each other and contending
for popular influence. And disputes as serious as the Arian con-
troversy virtually compelled ordinary churchgoers to choose be-
tween rival theologies.

WHEN TWO BISHOPS, each representing a different ap-
proach to Christianity, laid claim to the same cathedral, congre-
gants had to decide which leader—and which doctrine—to
follow. In many great cities of the Eastern Empire, furthermore,
the division of popular opinion between Arians and anti-Arians
was quite even.?? The unintended result, where religious issues
were concerned, was to give large numbers of people without
real social standing or political power a potent decision-making
role. Given the passions aroused by doctrinal differences and the
tendency of Eastern Romans to take their quarrels into the
streets, eminent churchmen soon found themselves the heroes,
and sometimes the victims, of volatile urban mobs.

Bishop Athanasius did not lead the mob that lynched George
of Cappadocia, but if he condemned their acts, the record of
that condemnation has been lost. We do know how he felt about
the Arian bishop who had tried to replace him.?! One can easily
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imagine him concluding that, distasteful as popular violence
may be, the Alexandrian crowd on that occasion had done the
Lord’s work.

THE woORLD that incubated such violent struggles has often -
been described as an empire in crisis. Not long after the Arian
controversy ended, the Visigoths would sack Rome and the Van-
dals would overrun North Africa. A few decades later the West-
ern Empire would collapse, and by the year 700, Muslim
warriors would conquer most of the East. The threat of foreign
invasions, the enormous social and economic strains caused by
the need for defense, and the anxieties generated by these inter-
connected problems clearly influenced people’s thinking in the
last centuries of Roman power. But widespread fear is only one
side of the story. The other is an equally deep-seated and desta-
bilizing hope. One cannot understand Christianity’s revolution-
ary appeal, or the ferocious disputes that divided the Christian
community into warting camps, without accounting for both
sides of the equation: the hopes as well as the anxieties gener-
ated by a period of unprecedented change.

For fourth-century Romans, the feeling that the world was
an utterly unpredictable place was no fantasy. For more than five
hundred years, the empire’s power had expanded steadily, cul-
minating in the second century c.E., “the period in the history
of the world,” says the historian Edward Gibbon, “during which
the condition of the human race was most happy and prosper-
ous.”22 A simplification, no doubt, but Rome’s problems a gener-
ation or two later would make the previous age seem unalloyed
gold. :

Beginning in the 220s, Germanic tribes in the West and Per-
sians in the East overran the empire’s European and Asian fron-
tiers, winning unprecedented victories over the Roman legions.
Suddenly, the emperor’s crown was a prize to be won by the
strongest soldier, and a succession of thuggish generals (seven-
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teen in seventy years) seized the throne once occupied by Au-
gustus Caesar. To support the expanded military establishment
taxes were doubled, redoubled, then doubled again. Scarce
goods were diverted to military use, food prices scared, and in-
flation became uncontrollable. While a new breed of well-
connected landowners and contractors became fabulously rich,
the middling classes suffered and poor people were driven en
masse into serfdom or slavery. Revolts and breakaway move-
ments erupted in outlying provinces. Banditry became endemic.
New building all but ceased. Plague struck the impoverished
population, and sages wondered aloud if the prophesied end of
the world were at hand.??

One generation later, miraculously, Roman power seemed
more secure than ever. By the 290s the “barbarian” invasions
had been fought off and internal rebellions suppressed. Com-
merce revived, new cities sprang up on the ruins of the old, and
a measure of political stability returned, thanks to a Dalmatian
general named Diocletian, the most capable emperor since Au-
gustus Caesar. Art and literature flourished along with law and
medicine; once again, the Roman peace made human progress
seem possible. But even as expectations rose for a return to the
days of prosperity and glory, the army and bureaucracy swelled
to vast proportions. The empire’s fiscal crisis persisted, class and
ethnic divisions deepened, and migrating peoples put new pres-
sure on the frontiers. Serious doubts about the future were un-
avoidable, but fear now mixed with hope to create a sense that
almost anything might happen.

Where political and military issues were concerned, Rome’s
subjects were powerless to challenge their fate, The new breed
of Roman rulers exercised an authority more absolute than any-
one would have dreamed in the bygone era of the Republic. (In-
deed, procedures at the Roman court increasingly resembled the
absolutist rituals long practiced by the courtiers of the Persian
Sun King.) At the same time, the very uncertainty of events
seems to have generated a new sense of personal potency on the



1h RICHARD E. RUBENSTEIN

part of those fated to remain spectators or pawns on the chess-
board of politics. On the political level radical unpredictability
generated passivity and fear. But this same uncertainty, experi-
enced internally as a sense of possibility, could give rise to the
most extravagant and energizing expectations.

With powerful emperors like Diocletian reconquering lost
territory, the Empire’s revival might prove to be permanent. But
even if Roman glory proved, in the end, to be transitory, it might
not matter—not if the prize to be won by faithful Christians was
life eternal. The Gospels said that it would not avail a man to
gain the whole world if he lost his soul, but the converse also
held true. The prospect of heaven would surely compensate be-
lievers for the loss of earthly security. This hope had a great deal
to do with the remarkable success of the Christian movement in
transforming itself in less than a century from a persecuted sect
into a potential state church. The pagan gods, of course, had
been considered immortal. The God of Israel was eternal by def-
inition. Greek philosophers mused about the immortality of the
human soul, and Jews talked hopefully but vaguely of inheriting
“the world to come.”?* But neither paganism nor Judaism made
the possibility of eternal life the centerpiece of its thinking.
Christianity did, holding Jesus out not just as a model of right
behavior, but an elder brother whose inheritance of immortality
all God’s children might share.

When we cry, “Abba! Father!” it is the Spirit himself bearing
witness with our spirit that we are children of God, and if chil-
dren, then heirs, heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ,

provided we suffer with him in order that we may also be glo-
rified with him.2% '

This was the other side of terrifying transformation. Amid
general fears of a social collapse, one could nurture the radical
hope that unpredicted change might be vastly for the better
instead of for the worse. The rapid rise of the Church provided
evidence that miraculous, beneficent transformations were pos-
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sible. And on the individual level, it was clear, ordinary people
could become new men and women in Christ. “I beseech you: be
transformed,” the great Origen of Alexandria pleaded.?® Success
in transforming oneself might be rewarded with the ultimate
prize: godlike immortality. But just as God could save individuals
from death, He could, if He chose, save the Roman world from
extinction. Political “salvation,” like the salvation of the soul,
would depend both on the divine will and the faithfulness and
righteousness of the people. Every Christian understood what
had happened to the Kingdom of Israel when its people lapsed
into idol worship and immorality. Either Rome would become a
truly Christian empire, or the empire would cease to exist.

Either/Or. On one side, unprecedented dangers; on the
other, dazzling hopes. Either believe rightly, act righteously, and
be saved, ot fall into error, sin, and be lost. With the stakes this
high, the decision to choose Christianity or some other religion,
or to side with one side or the other in a serious doctrinal con-
flict, seemed freighted with cosmic significance. Although such
decisions were made individually, they could not be considered
merely private; their consequences might well determine the fate
of an entire civilization. Under these circumstances, it would be
difficult to avoid hardening one’s position and defending it
against “diabolical” opponents. Indeed, to tolerate serious reli-
gious differences would seem grossly negligent. Rome had long
permitted paganism to flourish. .. and look at the results! If
Christians now abandoned their faith, or if they promoted hereti-
cal or idolatrous doctrines, the community, as well as the indi-
vidual sinner, would surely feel the lash of God’s wrath.

THE CHRISTIANS involved in the great controversy over
Christ’s divinity would soon find themselves gripped by the urge to
persecute their adversaries. They were aware, of course, that a
similar passion had atflicted Rome’s pagan rulers and intellectuals
when they and their followers sought to defend their worldview
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against the “vicious errors” of Christianity. To the Christians’
credit, most of those involved in the Arian controversy avoided the
worst excesses of the Roman emperors. But they could not avoid
using their old enemies’ tactics to some extent, since the same fear
of disastrously erroneous beliefs drove both persecution cam-
paigns. The intensely violent anti-Christian persecutions, further-
more, wounded the Church in ways that made later conflicts
within the Christian community virtually inevitable.

In the first two centuries after Christ’s death, the progress of
the new faith {which most Romans at first considered an odd
form of Judaism) was very slow.2” The persecution of the Jesus
movement by the Roman state was correspondingly static and in-
efficient. But during the great crises of the third century, the
movement made significant gains, especially in the eastern half
of the empire. By the year 250, the Christians were the most dy-
namic religious group in the Roman world, still not as large nu-
merically as the Jewish community, but far surpassing it in its
rate of expansion. Perhaps for this reason—the simultaneous
decline of Roman fortunes and growth of Christianity—the
same period also saw a murderous campaign of persecution
mounted by the emperors Decius and Valerian, and strongly sup-
ported by many Roman subjects inclined to blame Christ-
worshipping “atheists” for the misfortunes of the time.

Christians had been persecuted before, but this was the first
systematic attempt by Rome to halt the spread of their religion.
The strategy was simple: all subjects were ordered to sacrifice to
the immortal gods or else risk the death penalty. It was also quite
effective. The Christian movement had grown rapidly and now in-
cluded large numbers of respectable citizens who had no taste for
martyrdom or imprisonment. Far more of its members obeyed im-
perial orders or bribed their way out of trouble than risked the em-
peror’s displeasure. In the first year of the persecution, says one
historian, “Christians joined with their pagan neighbors in a rush
to sacrifice,” and “the Christian church practically collapsed.”*®
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Nevertheless, when a decade of sporadic state terror ended,
the Church emerged larger and stronger than ever, partially be-
cause the crisis itself and the discontents it engendered helped
turn pagans into Christians, The empire was in deep trouble de-
spite the fact that most Romans still sacrificed faithfully to the
old gods. People might blame their ill fortune on the Christians,
but how strongly could one believe in deities that failed to pro-
tect their own worshipers against foreign attacks and domestic
abuses? Equally important, those who followed Jesus earned
great respect because of their principled, self-sacrificing re-
sponse to the crisis. While wealthy Romans abandoned the poor,
bureaucrats enriched themselves at the expense of their subjects,
and military chiefs overthrew their emperors, Christian bishops
and their congregations fed the hungry, housed the homeless,
cared for plague victims, and offered sufferers membership in a
tight-knit, compassionate community.

Then, too, the persecution called further attention to the dif-
ferences between Christian and pagan leadership. The list of
those executed for refusing to offer the required sacrifices in-
cluded a number of the Church’s most famous bishops: Fabian
and Sixtus Il of Rome, Babylas of Antioch, Alexander of
Jerusalem, Cyprian of Carthage, and others.?* Although the great
majority of laypeople and many churchmen played it safe, the
heroism of a few was a more potent public influence than the
compromises of the many. Particularly notable was the bravery of
Christian women. Bishop Dionysius of Alexandria, who barely
escaped martyrdom himself, describes how a local mob, worked
up to a bloodthirsty pitch by the authorities,

seized the wonderful old lady Apollonia, battered her till they
knocked out all her teeth, built a pyre in front of the city, and
threatened to burn her alive unless she repeated after them
their heathen incantations. She asked for a breathing-space,
and when they released her, jumped without hesitation into
the fire and was burnt to ashes.3®
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Women, in fact, were the Christians’ secret weapon in their
struggle to win converts in all classes of Roman society, includ-
ing the respectable upper classes. Overall, “It is highly likely that
women were a clear majority in the churches of the third cen-
tury.”® There were several reasons for this. Christianity was not
a feminist movement in the modern sense, but the community’s
yearning for sexual purity operated to the advantage of those
long relegated to the status of sexual playthings or childbearing
“vessels.” Although the Church shared the strong patriarchal
bias of Roman society, it protected widows (a large group be-
cause of girls’ early marriages to older men), cherished virgins,
considered adultery by either spouse a serious sin, opposed pros-
titution, and tried to prevent men from “putting off” their wives.
It enabled women to play leading roles in the Christian commu-
nity, and, perhaps most important, considered them no less ca-
pable than men of winning eternal life.

The prominence of upper-class women in the Christian ranks
provoked the scorn of pagan spokesmen like the philosopher
Porphyry,®2 but it was a sign that the growth of the Jesus move-
ment might be unstoppable. From the 260s onward, in fact, the
wave of Christian conversions swelled to tidal proportions, with
the fastest growth occurring in the most prosperous and cultur-
ally advanced cities of the East. From the beginning, when the
Synagogue was its main base of recruitment, the movement had
appealed to educated and semieducated city dwellers. The
Apostle Paul himself was a Greek-speaking urbanite, a sophisti-
cated tradesman, traveler, and former government official.?? Al-
though Christianity opened its doors to women, slaves, and
social outcasts, it was not a movement of the dispossessed but of
a mass-based cultural vanguard.

This is precisely what made it so dangerous to guardians of
the old order. An esoteric sect or protest group on the margins of
society could be terrorized out of existence, but Christian
thought had deeper sacial and psychological roots. It reflected a
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new consciousness, widely shared, of people’s capacity for inter-
nal growth and change. The pagan world was a world of exter-
nalities, in which religious rites were a feature of one’s public
life as a member of a traditional civic collective, Christianity, by
contrast, expressed a new sense of interiority: the perception of
an inner space in which an individual could struggle with the
devil, communicate with God, and discover his or her own spir-
itual identity. The Christian message had a profound appeal to
the increasing number of Romans dissatisfied with frozen, pub-
lic rituals and seeking “a God with whom one could be alone.”3+

By the closing years of the century, the question haunting
Christians and old believers alike was whether the ancient com-
munal deities were destined to be supplanted by the One God of
the Christians and His Son, Jesus Christ. If the empire had con-
tinued to stagger from crisis to crisis, generating increasing dis-
content with the old order, the question would probably have
answered itself fairly quickly. But one man was determined to
put an end to both crises and Christianity. Force alone might not
be effective against the new religion, he recognized, but a great
revival of Roman power and glory would restore the health of so-
ciety and undermine the Christians’ popularity. Once weakened
in this way, the worshipers of the executed Nazarene could be
reduced to the status of an unimportant sect or else persecuted
out of existence.

This ingenious strategist was the emperor Diocletian, the
great reformer and restorer of Roman glory. As is well known,
his plan to rid the Roman world of Christianity failed, with the
result that the Church emerged poised to become the empire’s
dominant religious organization. But the legacy of Diocletian’s
Great Persecution was a century of bitter conflict between op-
posed groups of Christians. It is with this campaign of state ter-
vor that the story of the Arian controversy really begins.
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The Silence of Apollo

EARLY IN THE FALL of 299 the emperors Diocletian and
Galerius returned in triumph to Antioch. The arrogant, volatile
Galerius was the junior of the two men in rank and age, but it
was he who had engineered the Roman army’s smashing victory
over the Persians after five years of bitter warfare. The great
cities of Nisibis and Ctesiphon had fallen. King Narseh’s harem
and treasury were now in Roman hands. Armenia, where the
first battles had been fought, was again under imperial rule, and
the Persian king had been forced to acknowledge Roman sover-
eignty over some of his choicest territories.

In Antioch the sense of relief was tangible; freed of the threat
of a Persian invasion, her residents breathed easily for the first
time in years. There had been a time when such victories were
expected—when any Asian satrap or Germanic chieftain rash
enough to challenge Roman power would end his days (if he sur-
vived) as a trophy to be exhibited at the end of a triumphal pa-
rade. But sixty years of military reversals and civil instability had
deprived Roman citizens of their happy, almost unconscious,
sense of invulnerability. '

Earlier in the century an assortment of Germanic tribes had
breached Rome’s defenses on the Rhine and made incursions
deep into Gaul. The Goths, with their fearsome cavalry, attacked
the Danubian basin and overran large portions of Asia Minor.
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Kabyle tribesmen in North Africa rebelled against Roman rule.
Saxon pirates raided with impunity from the North Sea to the
English Channel, and, for the first time, famous cities like
Athens and Milan, Ephesus, and even Alexandria were besieged
by invaders. But it was the Persians, above all, who sent tremors
of fear throughout the rich cities of the eastern Mediterranean.
These well-trained fighters were no barbaric nomads. As urbane
and civilized as the Romans, they had been the Greek-speaking
peoples’ traditional enemies for more than eight centuries.
Recently, after a long period of subordination to Rome, the
Persians had regained their fighting spirit under a new dynasty,
the Sassanids. Antiochenes had particular cause to remember the
Sassanid warrior-king, Shapur 1, who in 260 captured the Roman
emperor Valerian with his whole army, flayed him alive (or so the
story said), and pinned his skin to the gates of his capital city,
Cresiphon.?* Shapur and his troops entered Antioch in triumph,
looted the city, and took thousands of slaves. Almost as painful as
the defeat itself had been the humiliating recognition that “Peace
Everywhere,” the motto on Roman coins, was a lie. No one was
safe anymore—not even the residents of Antioch the Beautiful.
Founded five centuries earlier by one of Alexander the
Great’s generals, the Syrian capital had long been a prize in the
ceaseless contest between the Greek and Persian civilizations for
supremacy in the Middle East.>® Many people considered it the
empire’s loveliest city. From the sea one approached it by sailing
up the River Orontes—a few hours’ journey that ended in a
blaze of light and color as a dazzling array of colonnaded temples,
public buildings, and noble houses appeared dramatically on the
river’s banks. Famous for its multiplicity of temples and shrines,
its schools of rhetoric, and its sharp business practices, Antioch
was Rome’s window on the East. From Mesopotamia, Arabia,
and India came rare products and exotic beliefs to mingle with
the staples of the West: Greek culture, Roman power, and Chris-
tian worship. Antioch was the first city outside Palestine to
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house a significant number of Christian converts. St. Peter was
reputed to have been its first bishop. Because it was also the
principal jumping-off point for military campaigns against the
Persians, the city became an imperial residence early in the sec-
ond century.

Now the emperors were once again in residence, waiting out-
side the palace for their triumphal procession to begin. Crowds
jammed the sun-drenched streets shouting both men’s names,
but especially that of Galerius, who had made the city his prin-
cipal headquarters. Their cheers were answered by a slow, rthyth-
mic thumping, faint at first but deeper and more thunderous by
the minute, announcing the approach of the victorious legions.

Troops of the local garrison herded the onlookers to the sides
of the broad street. Heralds clad in white made an appealing but
superfluous appearance. Then, to cries of delight and scattered
applause, hundreds of fresh-faced young women materialized in
the center of the avenue, strewing flowers along the baked brick
pavement. Behind them a phalanx of local officials and priests
pataded solemnly, incensing the route and blessing the crowds
as they passed.

Fingers in the crowd pointed as several squads of noblemen
appeared, mounted on prancing horses. Next came the emper-
ors’ household troops, marching in close order, their shields and
breastplates gleaming. A pause in the procession . . . and then a
great eruption of cheers as the two conquerors rode into view
side by side, each man crowned with laurel and driving a chariot
decked in royal purple. Captured Persian officers in chains
trudged in their wake, followed by scores of mules pulling open
wagons piled high with captured treasure. At last, standards flut-
tering in the sun, in seemingly endless waves of disciplined hu-
manity came the army.

The crowd roared its approval. Galerius smiled and nodded
proudly. Diocletian's face remained a remote, impassive mask, as
if already sculpted in marble.
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The emperor’s cold demeanor was merely formal; it was the
face the Ruler of the World presented to the public. In fact, he
was not at all unhappy to see his younger colleague acclaimed.
The need for talented commanders was what had led him to cre-
ate the four-part College of Emperors in the first place, with two
senior leaders (the Augusti) ruling the Eastern and Western
halves of the empire, each assisted by a Caesar whom he had
adopted as his son and heir. The Augustus of the East had no
need to fear his own Caesar’s popularity. The older man was rec-
ognized everywhere as Rome's supreme leader and savior: the
ruler who, at long last, had turned back the barbarian invaders,
reorganized the empire’s finances and administration, restabi-
lized central authority, and renewed the Roman world’s faith in
its future. He was already Diocletian the Great.

\/IRTUALLY no one had expected the rough soldier from Dal-
matia (Yugoslavia) to rise to such heights. Like virtually all the
emperors of his time, Diocletian had seized the throne at sword-
point. In his case, this was no metaphor; his first act after being
acclaimed Augustus by the army had been to haul a rebellious
officer before his troops and run the hapless fellow through with
his sword. Unlike his numerous short-lived predecessors, how-
ever, Diocletian recognized that the shaky Roman system could
not be defended or revivified so long as any thug with a good
army could lay claim to the crown. Siability at the top, he real-
ized, was the key to a general revival. In his determination to end
the chaotic succession of military rulers and assert his own le-
gitimacy, this son of a freed slave re-created the position of em-
peror as a sacred office.

One did not approach the Augustus of the East as a Roman
citizen of old might have approached Julius Caesar or even his
nephew, the original Augustus. Surrounded by his household
troops and legions of officials, the emperor inhabited a palace that
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was a small city in itself, with entry barred to all but a privileged
few. The humble petitioner (whose admission to the imperial pres-
ence had probably been arranged by one of the powerful court
eunuchs) was expected to prostrate himself at full length three
times before daring to approach the throne—and, even then, to
make eye contact with the Sacred Person seated thereon was con-
sidered a serious breach of etiquette. Swathed in purple brocade,
crowned by a glittering diadem, the emperor moved as stiffly and
deliberately as an icon. Here and there, a few discontented aris-
tocrats might whisper that the trappings of Diocletian’s court
were more suited to those of a Persian than a Roman leader, but
such grumbles were drowned out by the cheers of a relieved pop-
ulace . . . like the Antiochenes who now shouted their approval of
the stone-faced man in his chariot.

Many in the crowd remembered a different sort of procession
down the same street less than two years eatlier. Narseh, the for-
midable Persian warrior, had overrun Armenia, defeated Ga-
lerius’s army in Mesopotamia, and smashed the Roman forts
guarding eastern Syria. In desperation, Galerius was forced to
call on his Augustus for support. Diocletian had come to the res-
cue with a Thracian legion, but before Narseh abandoned his in-
vasion campaign, he inflicted severe damage on the joint army as
well. Galerius was held responsible for these defeats. On the em-
perors’ return to Antioch, he had been forced to walk in the
street like any commoner, his face ashen and his purple robes
dragging in the dust, while Diocletian rode behind him in his
chariot.

Now victory had expiated disgrace. Their procession at an
end, the two emperors rode together toward the large circular
temple dedicated to Apollo, Antioch’s tutelary god. There they
dismounted and, surrounded by their retinues, entered the sa-
cred precincts. The temple priests had scores of animals ready to
sacrifice, for the purpose of this ceremony was not only to give
thanks for victory over the Persians, but to foretell the future.
Would the Persians and the German barbarians remain quies-
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cent? Would the Roman world rid itself of the plagues that had
begun to threaten it like the judgments of angry gods? Such
questions could be answered by the haruspices: priests who had
mastered the art of divining the future by examining the entrails
of sacrificed animals.3”

The huge crowd gathered outside the temple strained for a
glimpse of the ceremonies through the colonnaded portico, glad
at least to hear en masse what few could see. One can imagine
the priests chanting in unison and the libations poured out on
the thirsty ground, the knives flashing, the death moans of flaw-
less bullocks and sheep, and the blood washed away by a gush of
water through the conduits laid beneath the temple floor. Several
minutes of silence followed within and without, while the ex-
posed hearts, livers, and other organs were studied by the priests.
Then, disquieting murmurs. Something was wrong. Incredulous
voices were raised on the floor, out of the crowd’s view, Finally,
when all chatter had ceased, the ceremonies were repeated. Once
more the priests could be heard chanting, while animals without
blemish went complaining to their deaths.

The huge assemblage seemed almost to hold its breath while
the blood was again washed away and the diviners went to work.
This time, their dismay was unmistakable. The results of both
sacrifices were, without exception, abnormal. Five-chambered
hearts! Livers without lobes! Exploded intestines! Either some
unimaginable disaster threatened Rome, or something had hap-
pened to corrupt the ceremonies.

Galerius, well known for his religious zeal, questioned the
master of haruspices closely to determine the cause of the disas-
trous divination. The answer he received was infuriating but
convincing. Alert priests had reported that each time the sacri-
fices were made, several of the emperor’s household servants had
made an occult sign in the air: the sign of the Cross. Clearly, this
black magic had ruined the ceremonies. There was no other
credible explanation.

Neither Diocletian nor Galerius doubted that the mysterious
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sign had power; they differed with Christians only about whether
it was power for good or evil. Nor did Christians question the
universally accepted belief that unseen powers, among them an-
gels and demons, were active for good and evil in the human
world. Obviously, these supernatural beings affected people’s
health, moods, and relationships, as well as influencing divina-
tions and other events.3® The emperors’ reaction to the cor-
rupted ceremony was, in any case, immediate. All members of
the imperial court, from household maids to the highest offi-
cials, were commanded to sacrifice to the immortal gods. Those
who refused to do so would be dismissed without further notice.
Furthermore, all members of the army were to do the same, or
else resign their commissions.

The Great Persecution—Rome’s final attempt to stamp out
the Christian faith—had taken its first step.

THE ANTI-CHRISTIAN campaign began slowly. Soldiers and
emplovees of the imperial service were required to demonstrate
their loyalty to Rome and its civilization by participating in
pagan ceremonies. They were not forced to abjure their Chris-
tian faith in any other way, and officials hoping to encourage
their participation minimized the required ritual tasks. The point
was not to humiliate the Christians, much less exterminate
them, nor was it to assert the “superiority” of the old gods over
Jehovah and Jesus. Diocletian’s great cause was that of Roman
unity in the face of barbarian invasions and internal divisions.
His goals were to affirm the existence of a Roman community
embracing many religions and to integrate the Jesus movement
into it.

The Caesar Galerius despised the Christians, who dared
deily a common criminal properly executed for disloyalty to
Rome. He took real pleasure in punishing the seditious Jew’s fol-
lowers. What angered his senior colleague, however, was not so
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much the Christians’ particular beliefs as their exclusivism—
their apparent inability to respect other people’s gods. Take
monotheism, for example. Diocletian could not fathom why the
belief in one God should separate the followers of Jesus from
other Romans. By this time many pagans had also come to be-
lieve in a supreme god, but they saw no reason to deny the exis-
tence and usefulness of less powerful deities, or to call them
demons as the Christians did. Didn't the emperor require assis-
tance in ruling his earthly empire? Why, then, should the Chris-
tians assert as an inflexible dogma that the Creator ruled the
entire universe alone, or, more confusingly still, with His Son?

To question the existence of other gods, worse vet, to brand
them demonic spirits, was rude and divisive. A Roman who wot-
shiped the Olympian gods would never call a devotee of Serapis
or Isis an atheist or demon worshiper. On the contrary, courtesy
and common sense dictated making a place for other people’s
gods in one’s own temple and paying them the respects all divine
beings were due. Why insult one’s neighbors by denigrating their
deities? And, since all the gods might exist, why take the risk of
angering any of them? The Christians’ attitude seemed fanatical,
Like that of the Jews who made the suicidal mistake —twice!—of
rebelling against Rome’s authority over Palestine. How could
one deal with such fanatics, except by force?

Then there was the issue of worship. Many Romans found
the Christians’ refusal to take part in civic rituals unreason-
able-—even, in time of war, unpatriotic-—since there seemed no
reason not to participate other than sheer arrogance and fanati-
cism. For most believers in the old gods and goddesses, partici-
pation in sacrificial rites was little more than a time-honored
formality. It was a civic duty, something like the modern custom
of saluting the flag. For most people, pagan religion was not
really a religion at all in the sense of a systematic theology, a
transcendent ethic, or a quest for personal salvation. One’s core
beliefs and the state of one’s heart had little to do with it. For
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centuries Roman citizens had paid their respects to assorted
deities without compromising more intense personal commit-
ments. Why violate the custom now, at a time when civic unity
and divine favor were so vital to the health of the empire?

What most pagan leaders—even those as far-seeing as Dio-
cletian——could not comprehend was the fact that the Christians
had not merely added another god to the pantheon. They had re-
defined religion itself. Their God was an infinitely righteous but
merciful parent, His Son an eternally loving and faithful friend.
To call a Christian fanatical for refusing to sacrifice to other gods
was like calling a monogamous lover fanatical for refusing to pay
court to other men' or women. “Just a little pinch of incense?
Why not just a little infidelity? In religion as in love, the only
sacrifice that mattered was the gift of oneself voluntarily offered
on the altar of fidelity.

Perhaps Diocletian understood that this highly charged per-
sonal and communal faith could not simply coexist with impesx-
sonal paganism. The logic of the First Commandment—"You
shall have no gods before me"3%—if taken to the extreme, is ei-
ther isolationist, as much of Jewish history suggests, or expan-
sionist. The Jews had always believed that when the Messiah
came, the whole world would recognize the God of Israel and
unite in His worship. “On that day,” they prayed, “the Lord shall
be One and His Name shall be One.” In the hands of the Chris-
tians, who did not require that converts be circumcised or ad-
here to the Jews’ peculiar dietary restrictions, these universalist
aspirations did not seem far-fetched. Christianity might well as-
pite to be the empire’s sole and last religion.

Forty years earlier, the emperors Decius and Valerian had at-
tempted to terrorize the Christians into submission, but the end
result of that sporadically brutal campaign had been another
great surge of conversions. Still, these short-lived rulers lacked
Diocletian’s authority and subtlety, not to mention his staying
power. Having restored the empire’s financial and military
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health, he was determined to place it on a firm spiritual footing.
Surely, the most innovative and effective Roman emperor since

Augustus could contain a religious movement built on the wor-
ship of a dead rabbi.

THUS, the Great Persecution, Rome’s final attempt to limit
the expansion of Christianity. There is a tradition that Dioclet-
ian, a “good” emperor, was incited to use violence against the
Christians by Galerius, who later earned a reputation for fanati-
cism and cruelty. But Diocletian had his own reasons for trying
to weaken and marginalize the Christian movement. He and
leading intellectuals of his regime believed that the old world
could revive in all its glory, if only social and spiritual unity were
restored. The problem was how to unify a society made ever
more diverse by class divisions, regional differences, and ethnic
migrations—a patchwork empire whose army was now made up
largely of “barbarian” troops, and which had been invaded by a
plethora of false religions.

Diocletian had already had occasion to deal with a competi-
tive religion and had learned a lesson from the experience. The
new movement, younger even than Christianity, was called
Manicheism. The Mesopotamian visionary, Mani, had converted
many people in Persia to his dualistic faith before being martyred
there in the 270s. Now his followers were spreading his doc-
trines (which included recognition of Jesus as a divine prophet)
throughout the Roman Empire, as well as eastward into India and
China. Diocletian considered the religion not only corrupt but
pro-Persian, and therefore subversive. In the spring of 302, en-
raged by their presumption, he ordered 2 number of Manichean
priests to be wrapped in their books and burned to death. An
undetermined number died, but their faith was not obliterated;
Augustine of Hippo, the future saint, would later become a
Manichean and remain one for most of his young manhood.
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Where Christianity was concerned, the emperor had no de-
sire to multiply martyrs. He recognized that heroic victims were,
indeed, the “seeds of the Church.” Nor did most Christian bish-
ops, now more influential and well accepted than at any time
since Jesus’ death, wish to court bloody martyrdom. Still, as the
purge of the army and civil service continued without curtailing
the spread of the new faith, new voices were heard calling for
harsher anti-Christian measures. In a fifteen-volume work en-
titled Against the Christians, the philosopher Porphyry branded
the Jesus sect treasonous and immoral and called for the execu-
tion of its unrepentant members. Others, while not going quite
so far, agreed that the dismissal of civil servants was insuffi-
cient—the leaders of the Church must be forced to abandon
their campaign to convert the entire empire. Anti-Christian offi-
cials, no doubt including the Caesar Galerius, were particularly
angered by the growing number of wealthy aristocrats who had
embraced the Cross: traitors to Roman ideals and to their class.

For three years, violence gathered over the Christian com-
munity like a thundercloud. Finally, in 302, the storm broke.
Diocletian was in Antioch preparing to conduct official business
in the emperor’s palace. Just as the usual sacrifice was about to
be made (the equivalent of a modern invocation prior to the start
of public business), a Christian deacon from Palestine burst into
the room and horrified the assembled courtiers by denouncing
corrupt pagan rituals. The talkative deacon, Romanus by name,
was seized immediately and sentenced to death by burning, but
Diocletian decreed that first his tongue should be cut out. Then
he should be imprisoned for a year at hard labor. .. and then
executed.

Shortly afier this incident, Diocletian and Galerius visited
the oracle of Apollo at the great temple of Didyma near Miletus
on the coast of Asia Minor. Standing on the temple floor high
above a vast subterranean cavern, they posed their questions. At
Didyma, an oracle as famous as that of Delphi, a priestess of
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Apollo responded to questioners by making indecipherable
noises that were translated or interpreted by a learned priest,
both figures standing out of sight in the recesses of the cavern.
According to a later recollection of Constantine the Great, then
a young officer attached to Diocletian’s court, it was as if the god
himself spoke from deep within the earth. Apollo could ne
longer prophesy through oracles, the voice moaned, because “the
righteous on earth” were interfering with his communications
with human beings.*°

“The righteous on earth”: the emperors had no doubt whom
that phrase was intended to describe. On February 23, 303, dur-
ing an ancient Roman festival significantly called Terminalia,
they posted an edict banning Christian worship and ordering
churches throughout the empire to be pulled down. Church of-
ficials were ordered to hand over their sacred books for burning.
Ritual objects were to be confiscated by the imperial treasury.
Christians who refused to abandon their faith were deprived of
all privileges, in particular, the immunity of upper-class citizens
from torture. Christian slaves could not be freed, or if already
freed, must be returned to servitude. And, the decree provided,
no one had a right to use the law courts unless he first sacrificed
to the gods; so practicing Christians would be defenseless
against personal assaults and seizures of their property.

These were harsh measures, but Diocletian did not at this
point order mass arrests or executions of Christians. He wanted
to impoverish the Church, divide it, and terrorize its most influ-
ential supporters. Nevertheless, as the campaign gathered mo-
mentum, violence was inevitable, especially when Christians
actively resisted their persecutors. In the imperial capital of
Nicomedia, officials battered down the doors of the church,
burned copies of the Bible, and called on imperial troops to de-
molish the building. In response, a Christian of good family
named Euetius tore down a copy of the imperial edict which had
been posted on the city wall, commenting sarcastically, “More
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great victories over the Goths and Sarmatians!” He was promptly
arrested for treason, tortured, and burned alive.¥!

Shortly after this, a mysterious fire broke out in the imperial
palace. Although there was no indication of its origin, Galerius
biamed the blaze on members of the emperor’s househeld. Sev-
eral of these, including two influential eunuchs, were, in fact,
Christians. Diocletian’s servants were ordered to sacrifice to the
gods; those who refused were executed. Bishop Eusebius of
Caesarea, the foremost historian of the age, describes one such
punishment:

in the city named above [Nicomedia] the rulers in question
brought a certain man into a public place and commanded
him to sacrifice. When he refused, he was ordered to be
stripped, hoisted up naked, and his whole body torn with
loaded whips till he gave in and carried out the command,
however unwillingly. When in spite of these torments he re-
mained as obstinate as ever, they next mixed vinegar with salt
and poured it over the lacerated parts of his body, where the
bones were already exposed. When he treated these agonies
too with scorn, a lighted brazier was then brought forward,
and as if it were edible meat for the table, what was left of his
body was consumed by the fire, not all at once, for fear his re-
lease should come too soon, but a little at a time; and those
who placed him on the pyre were not permitted to stop till
after such treatment he should signify his readiness to obey.
But he stuck immovably to his determination, and victorious
in the midst of his tortures, breathed his last. Such was the
martyrdom of one of the imperial servants, a martyrdom wor-
thy of the name he bore—it was Peter.4?

MOST CHRISTIAN laypeople were not faced with Peter’s
choice, since the persecution was not yet aimed at them. The
question of resistance was posed most painfully to the clergy,
who faced the possibility of death if they refused to surrender sa-
cred texts and ritual objects on command. As Fusebius’s text
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suggests, there was no fixed penalty for disobedience. A contu-
macious Christian might be put to work in the mines of Pales-
tine, or have an eye put out or the muscles of one leg severed.
(Later, these marks of mutilation would become badges of dis-
tinction.) The forms of torture were gruesomely diverse. Even
the forms of execution lay in the discretion of local officials.
Martyrdom could take the form of hanging, beheading, crucifix-
ion, burning, flaying alive, strangling, or any other measure the
authorities considered an appropriate response to rebellious be-
havior and a salutory lesson to others,

These punishments were cruel, but not wantonly so. Their
purpose was to take advantage of the Christian leaders’ new
state of mind, which was more future-oriented, political, and
compromising than before. The clergy were no longer a handful
of God-intoxicated souls anticipating the imminent end of the
world and ready, even eager, to follow their Master to the Cross.
Some, of course, fit this description; Bishop Anthimus of Nico-
media refused to cooperate with the authorities and was be-
headed in 303, as were several churchmen in Egypt and North
Africa, But the majority of church leaders, as well as their con-
gregants, had become too successful, ambitious, and adaptive to
play the role of otherworldly martyrs. They understood that if the
Church could survive this persecution as it had previous terror
campaigns, its position as the leading alternative to official pa-
ganism would be greatly strengthened.

A number of bishops and deacons therefore handed over
Bibles and chalices to the authorities as ordered. Later, many of
them would be called “traitors” after the Latin word for handers-
over, traditores, and the Church would split bitterly over the
question of their authority to perform their priestly functions.
Other clergymen convinced ignorant or unconcerned officials to
accept heretical works or even medical textbooks in place of
holy books. In the same way, when Christian clergy and then
laypeople were required to sacrifice to the gods, a few refused
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point-blank and were brutally punished, but many more went
through the motions, persuaded someone else to sacrifice for
them, or absented themselves altogether with the connivance of
sympathetic officials.

The willingness of many Roman bureaucrats and soldiers to
look the other way while imperial edicts were violated reminds
us that, for ali its violence, the Great Persecution was not an at-
tempt to exterminate the Christians en masse. One reason for
this was that repression in premodern times was as inefficient as
any other form of administration. While some local officials car-
ried out their orders to the letter, others interpreted them idio-
syncratically, allowed themselves to be bribed, or simply ignored
them, The ancients were bloody-minded, but not genocidal; they
did not ordinarily pursue systematic policies of extermination.
Killing tens of thousands of Christians, even if the emperors had
had the taste for it, would simply have divided and wezakened the
empire further. Far better, Diocletian thought, to disrupt and
disorganize the Church, demoralize it, and rob it of momentum
by attacking it at the top.

The emperor’s second edict (303) therefore commanded that
Christian clergymen should be arrested and compelled to sacri-
fice to the gods of Rome. Most of those who refused to comply
were imprisoned rather than executed, to the point that the pris-
ons soon ran short of space in which to house ordinary criminals,
and Christian prisoners were released on various pretexts. Con-
temporary witnesses report cases in which officials declared that
a prisoner had recanted when he had not, or pretended that he
had sacrificed voluntarily after forcing him physically to sprinkle
incense on a pagan altar. At the same time, many powerful
churchmen, including Bishop Peter of Alexandria, fled and went
into hiding. From the point of view of most church leaders, this
was an entirely rational and defensible response to persecution;
in a war, the army’s generals do not volunteer to be captured by
the enemy. But others more attuned to earlier traditions of resis-
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tance and risk taking, or disapproving of the “political bishops”
for other reasons, considered it an outrageous dereliction of duty.

Bishop Peter's flight from Alexandria, for example, greatly of-
fended a small-town Egyptian bishop named Melitius of Ly-
copolis. Without a bishop in residence, who would care for the
city’s huge Christian community, not to mention the communi-
ties in southern Egypt and Libya under his supervision? By way
of answer, Melitius came to the city, held church services in se-
cret, and proceeded to perform the duties of a metropolitan
bishop, which included baptizing converts, ordaining new priests,
and disciplining the lesser clergy. (One priest he ordained may
have been Arius, who will shortly play a major role in our story.)
Meanwhile, from his self-imposed exile Peter denounced the
“usurper,” ordered him to cease performing the functions of
bishop, and instructed the Egyptian and Libyan clergy not to
obey him. Melitius, apparently unconcerned, ignored his de-
crees and continued to act as if he were the bishop—or, to use
the title bestowed upon the metropolitans of the empire’s great-
est cities, the Pope of Alexandria.

Some time before Easter 306, Peter returned to the city. He
rallied his supporters, convened a Church council, and had the
disobedient bishop excommunicated for exceeding his authority.
At around the same time, the Roman authorities arrested Meli-
tius and imprisoned him in the mines of Palestine. There he per-
formed the duties of a prison priest with bravery and distinction,
returning to Egypt several years later. By this time (311), Peter
had alsc been arrested. In the last burst of terror before the per-
secution ended, he was beheaded by the anti-Christian emperor,
Galerius.

THE MARTYRDOM of Peter may have helped save Egypt from
the kind of savage inter-Christian conflict that North Africa ex-
perienced {ollowing the persecution. In the provinces of Africa
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and Numidia {modern Tunisia and Morocco), the role of Meli-
tius was played by a volatile, zealous priest named Donatus, who
survived torture and imprisonment by the Romans and returned
home to condemn the bishops who had handed over sacred ob-
jects, offered pagan sacrifices, or otherwise compromised them-
selves. With a network of supporters (later known as Donatists),
he opposed the return of “traitorous” bishops and priests to their
former positions and—a fateful step—denied that those who
had returned could validly perform the functions of their offices.

According to the Donatists, the sacred powers of the priest,
including the powers to grant absolution, offer the Eucharist, and
ordain other priests, could not be exercised by corrupt clergymen.
As instruments of God’s grace, as well as legitimate leaders of the
community, they could not be egregious sinners. Similarly, Chris-
tian laypeople who had lapsed to some extent during the per-
secution ought not to be readmitted to communion with the
faithful until they had purified themselves by doing extraordinary
penance. This rigorist position was rejected by most bishops and
theologians, since a great many Christians, clergy and laity alike,
had made compromises in order to save their skins (and, many
would argue, to save the Church itself). Several Church councils
later dealt with various aspects of the issue, but the general view
of most churchmen is well represented by a letter issued by
Bishop Peter in 306, shortly after his return to the city.*3

The essential message of Peter's letter is “Forgive and forget.”
In his view, the Christians who, in effect, volunteered for pun-
ishment by provoking the authorities are not worthy of praise.
Those who accepted unprovoked punishment rather than betray
their faith are to be greatly honored, but such heroism is not ex-
pected of everyone. Believers who surrendered books to the au-
thorities, bribed their way out of trouble, or (like Peter himself)
fled to avoid arrest should be forgiven. Other lapses—for ex-
ample, participating in pagan ceremonies or giving information
to the authorities under duress—are sins for which penance
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must be made. But three or four years of penance will cure even
the most egfegious lapses, and, meanwhile, virtually no one is to
be excluded from communion with other believers. The same
standards, more or less, were later applied to govern the read-
mission of “lapsed” clergy to their official positions. Except for
the most outrageous cases of apostasy, priests, presbyters, and
bishops were to be forgiven and restored to office after doing ap-
propriate penance.

The principle Peter sought to establish was that the right and
power to act as a priest did not depend upon the priest’s personal
holiness but upon the sanctity of his office. This approach
viewed persecution as abnormal and looked forward to the time
when the Church would be a stable, bureaucratically adminis-
tered organization.** The problem was that a priest’s personal
morality could not be made entirely irrelevant to his competence
to perform the duties of his office. To the Donatists, the corrup-
tion of the traditores and apostates, which stank in the nostrils of
God, had robbed them of all spiritual credibility and moral au-
thority. By insisting that only their uncompromised bishops and
priests had true authority, they effectively substicuted their
churches for the Catholic (i.e., universal) Church, and intro-
duced a new and explosive cause of conflict into the Christian
community: the issue of schism.

A century after the persecution ended, the Donatist and
mainstream churches of North Africa were still locked in con-
flict. St. Augustine himself advocated violent suppression of the
Donatists, justifying massacres in the name of Christian unity.
Armed groups formed to defend the “pure” churches, the so-
called Circumcellions, perpetrated acts of terrorism in their
name, and some committed mass suicide rather than yield to the
forces they identified as the Antichrist. The virtual civil war
among North African Christians would not end until the fifth
century, when invading Vandals suppressed all the churches,
Donatist and orthodox alike.



40 RICHARD E. RUBENSTEIN

After Bishop Peter’s martyrdom in Alexandria, the Egyptian
church was able to avoid a similar schism and civil war. Though
Peter’s sacrifice played a role in moderating the split between
compromisers and rigorists, Egyptian Christianity was probably
too urbane and intellectual to begin with to produce violent
mass support for a “fundamentalist” movement like the Do-
natists. Even so, conflict persisted in Egypt, although on a more
moderate level than in North Africa. On his return, Melitius
found himself surrounded by grateful admirers, including the
priests and other Church officials he had ordained or appointed.
Many of these “Melitians” were hostile to the wealthy and pow-
erful leadership of the Alexandrian church and were determined
to maintain an organized identity in the period following the
persecution. While avoiding a Donatist-style schism and a
frontal attack on the Church, they fought for decades to restore
Melitius to his old post, validate the acts he had performed as
Alexandria’s “bishop,” and undermine the authority of leaders
they considered high-handed and corrupt. At the Council of
Nicaea in 325, the bishops and the emperor would still be at-
tempting to reconcile the Melitian movement to the official
Egyptian church.

These clashes between Christians were traumatic, raising
questions that would haunt the Church for generations to come.
Did Jesus' life provide a realistic model for human behavior, or
was it an ideal reachable only by a handful of saints and mar-
tyrs? Could an organized, unified Church embody Christian
principles, or were worldly organization and religious zeal in-
compatible? What standards of belief and behavior ought to be
required of the leaders of the Christian community? And, at
what point would the acts of traitorous or immoral clergymen
cause them to lose their priestly authority? The Church as a
whole would soon adopt Bishop Peter’s tolerant and realistic po-
sition that clergymen need not be saints, and that the office of
priest was authoritative regardless of the holder’s character. Ap-



When Jesus Became God 41

plying these principles in particular cases, however, would prove
more difficult and divisive than anyone expected.

IN 303, satisfied with the way the anti-Christian campaign
was proceeding, the emperor Diocletian traveled to Rome for the
first time to celebrate the twentieth anniversary of his accession
to office. He left the conduct of the persecution in the East to
Galerius, who conducted it with real fervor, and in the West to
the current Augustus, Maximian, another zealous anti-Christian.
The following year, the persecution was made general; all Chris-
tians, not just the clergy, were ordered to sacrifice or suffer pun-
ishment. Maximian followed suit, and two years of real tetror
ensued, again undermined by administrative inefficiency and the
ability of many Christians to steer a middle road between apos-
tasy and martyrdom. The pace of persecution slowed for a while
and then accelerated again in 310 and 311 before ending in a
dramatic and unexpected way.

The weakest link in the imperial tetrarchy, from the pagan
point of view, was the Caesar of the West, an army officer from
the frontier town of Naissus on the Danube who had risen to be
governor of Dalmatia before becoming Maximian's second in
command. His name was Constantius, and the territory he gov-
erned comprised most of what is now France, Spain, and Britain,
as well as Germany to the Rhine frontier. Constantius was a
good administrator and an excellent military commander, but if
the emperor’s soothsayers had been able to foretell the future, he
would never have been appointed Caesar, since his son was des-
tined to become Rome’s first Christian emperor.

Constantius had been married to a woman named Helena
with whom he had a son, Constantine, but he divorced her in
order to marry Maximian’s daughter, Theodora. (Among the em-
perors it was customary for the Augustus to adopt his Caesar
formally as a son, and for the Caesar to marry, when possible,
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into his “father’s” family.) He and Theodora had six children, in-
cluding one daughter named Anastasia. Although Constantius’s
religious views are not clearly recorded, Anastasia—Greek for
resurrection—was a name commonly given to Christian girls.
Whether or not he had Christian sympathies, it is clear that he
was not interested in participating in the Great Persecution. In
his far western domains the Christian clergy were, for the most
part, left in peace. Even when Galerius and Maximian aimed
their terror at Christian laypeople, Constantius demurred—an
act of disloyalty, from Galerius's point of view, that earned him
and his son the Caesar’s enduring enmity.

Young Constantine had obviously been groomed for a posi-
tion on the College of Emperors. While his father campaigned in
western Europe, he spent the first years of the fourth century at
Diocletian’s court, traveling at the great man’s right hand, watch-
ing him, and learning. Constantine was with the emperor when
he left Rome after being coldly received by its haughty aristo-
crats, and he remained with him as he traveled first to Ravenna,
then north and east to inspect the Danubian frontier. At a cer-
tain point he became aware that an illness contracted by the
older man on the trip to Ravenna was not getting better; in fact,
Diocletian was weakening and losing weight. His condition
worsened as the court made its torturous way back to Nicome-
dia, and on his return to the capital everyone could see that he
was seriously iil. In November 304, he collapsed after officiating
at a public ceremony, and it was feared that his death was immi-
nent. He did recover, but early in the spring of 305, weak, ema-
ciated, and under great pressure from Galerius, he decided to
abdicate the throne.

In May 306 Diocletian summoned a large assembly of gener-
als, troops, and representatives of the Roman legions to the field
outside Nicomedia where he had first accepted the emperor’s
crown. Tearfully, he announced that he was abdicating for rea-
sons of health. Then he proclaimed his nominees (more accu-
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rately, those Galerius had insisted upon) for positions in the new
College of Emperors. Naturally, Galerius would become Augus-
tus of the East. Maximian, who had reluctantly agreed to abdi-
cate as Augustus of the West, would be succeeded by Constantius.
No surprises there. But instead of Constantine and Maximian's
son, Maxentius, whom everyone expected to be named the two
Caesars, Diocletian appointed two old cronies of Galerius’s.

Visibly shocked, Constantine left the court immediately to
join his father in Britain. Diocletian went into retirement in his
Dalmatian homeland. With an aging Constantius on the West-
ern throne, Galerius must have believed that he would soon be
master of the entire Roman world. Constantius fulfilled one part
of his plan by dying at York on July 25, 306. Galerius hoped to
fill the vacant position with a loyal anti-Christian ally. But, to his
dismay, Constantius’s army (led, it was later said, by a barbarian
chieftain) immediately acclaimed his son Constantine Augustus
of the West. Galerius, whose fiscal policies had made him mas-
sively unpopular, was forced to accept the thirty-two-year-old
man as an emperor, although he insisted upon demoting him to
Caesar.

This unexpected change triggered a chaotic period of vio-
lent manenvering and sporadic civil war between no less than
seven contenders for the four positions in the College of Em-
perors. In the year 310, however, as Christian historians later re-
ported, God intervened in the affairs of men. Galerius, the
arch-persecutor, fell deathly ill with what was probably intestinal
cancer. In April 311, as he felt his life ending, he issued a re-
markable letter calling off the Great Persecution in the East.
The letter explained that Galerius’s only motive had been to per-
suade the Christians to return to the religion of their ancestors,
but that the effort had failed. Thousands had been executed,
gravely injured, or harassed to no avail; the majority of Chris-
tians were now entirely godless, having deserted both the tradi-
tional Roman faith and their own. Commeon sense and mercy
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dictated that the persecution stop, and that the followers of Jesus
be allowed to assemble and worship peacefully. Finally—and
perhaps most remarkably—the dying man asked the Christians
to pray for his own health and that of the state.?>

‘M po NOT know if Christians prayed for Galerius, who, in
any case, expired soon after writing his letter. The following year,
however, Christian prayers were answered in a startling way. In
October 312, Constantine marched on Rome with his troops to
confront Maxentius, his principal rival for power in the western
half of the empire. Constantine was one of those “advanced” pa-
gans who believed in a Supreme God: Sol Invictus, the Uncon-
quered Sun. But he was also interested in Christianity and had
acquired a Christian counselor, Bishop Hosius of Cordova, who
seems also to have been a close friend. One day, it is told, while
on the march toward Rome, Constantine and his soldiers saw a
flaming cross in the sky, accompanied by the words Touto nika:
By this, conquer. The following night he had a dream in which
Jesus Christ appeared, showed him the sign of the Cross, and
told him to inscribe it on his soldiers’ standards. After Hosius of
Cordova advised him that the dream was valid, Constantine
commanded his army to replace their old pagan standards with
the labarum: the Christian sign. Then he arrived at Rome and
encamped outside the city.

Constantine expected a long siege, since the bridges across
the Tiber River had been cut and the walls of Rome had never
before been breached. Inside the city, however, mobs rioted
against the unpopular Maxentius, who had a reputation as a
brute and a sexual predator. Clearly, he could not control the city
during a long siege. On October 28, Maxentius consulted an or-
acle who declared that “the enemy of the Romans” would die
that very day. He then marched out of Rome with his forces,
crossed the Tiber at the site of the Milvian Bridge over a tempo-
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rary bridge built of boats, and attacked Constantine’s army. The
strategy proved suicidal. One counterattack scattered Maxen-
tius’s army, and the would-be emperor was last seen riding into
the Tiber on horseback in a full suit of armor.

Constantine was now ruler of the West—and a convinced
Christian. His principal ally in the East was Licinjus, an experi-
enced politician and general whom Constantine allowed to
marry his sister, Constantia. Licinius was not a Christian, but his
principal rival was a famous hater of Christians who renewed
the persecution in the East, executing Bishop Peter of Alexan-
dria and the famous scholar, Lucian of Antioch, among others.
Together, Licinius and Constantine decided to play the Christian
card. In 313 the two met in Milan and issued a joint document,
since known as the Edict of Milan, in which they terminated the
persecution of Christians, guaranteed their subjects freedom of
worship, and decreed that all properties taken from the Chris-
tians or destroyed should be returned, or else that the victims of
persecution should be indemnified for their losses.

Christians throughout the empire rejoiced—a bit prema-
turely as it turned out, since there would be one last burst of
persecution to endure. In 316 the imperial brothers-in-law fell
out under murky circumstances—each alleged a plot by the
other to murder him and seize his throne—and began a war for
control of a united Roman Empire. Constantine characterized
the struggle as a holy war fought to ensure the survival and ex-
pansion of Christianity. Licinius now considered the Christians
potential enemies and purged his administration of most of
them. In the early 320s he began an on-again, off-again perse-
cution of private citizens, which had little effect other than to
enhance Constantine’s reputation as Christ’s general. Finally, in
324, Constantine defeated Licinius’s forces in two key battles in
Asia Minor, and both the persecutions and the war were over.
The Roman Empire was united under the leadership of one
man, and that ruler was a Christian.
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In little more than one decade, Christianity had been trans-
formed from a persecuted sect into the religion of the imperial
family. Constantine was far too canny te attempt to outlaw his
religious opponents, who still constituted a majority of Roman
citizens. But there was nothing to prevent him from favoring the
Church as his predecessors had favored the old religion. Among
his first acts were decrees aimed at compensating Christians for
the sufferings and depredations of prior years and granting
Christian clergymen the special privileges formerly accorded
only to pagan priests. His true goal, beyond favoring his co-
religionists, was to unite the empire’s diverse, quarreling peoples
in one huge spiritual fellowship. Paganism was now clearly deca-
dent, but once upon a time it had served this purpose. Why
shouldn't the new religion play an equally vital and creative role?

Almost immediately, Constantine’s advisors called his atten-
tion to a situation that appeared to jeopardize all these dreams.
Its locale, not surprisingly, was that seedbed of religious contro-
versy, Alexandria.

Several years earlier, it seems, an Alexandrian presbyter
called Arius, possibly an ex-Melitian, had publicly criticized his
bishop’s Christian theology. The bishop in question, a distin-
guished churchman named Alexander, had convened a council
of Egyptian bishops, condemned Arius’s views, and expelled him
from his church. But the stubborn priest, a man of some reputa-
tion among Eastern churchmen, had refused to accept this ver-
dict and had appealed for support to powerful friends in
Palestine, Syria, and Asia Minor. The local controversy had now
gone regional and, according to theological experts, had the po-
tential to spread throughout the Mediterranean world. Highly
respected leaders of the Church had taken strongly opposed po-
sitions. Anathemas and decrees of excommunication were flying.
Clearly, something should be done to investigate the case and
formulate a sensible policy to resolve the conflict.
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Constantine summoned his closest Christian adviser, Hosius
of Cordova, who had been with him even before the victory at
the Milvian Bridge. Would the bishop undertake a mission to
Alexandria to determine the facts, evaluate them, and make rec-
ommendations? Hosius left Nicomedia for Alexandria two days
later with his scribe in tow and Constantine’s safe conduct in his
traveling case.



Three
A Quarrel in God’s House

HOS[US OF CORDOVA was accustomed to controversy and
understood the uses of power. His great skill was in negotiating
agreements between the contentious princes of the Church. In
Spain he had presided over councils of bishops convened to deal
with the difficult doctrinal and organizational issues raised by
the Great Persecution and the rapid growth of the faith. In Gaul,
Italy, and the Balkans, he had served as Constantine’s represen-
tative to diverse, often quarrelsome, Christian communities. A
soft-spoken, thoughtful man, Hosius recognized that his own
authority rested heavily on his role as the emperor’s personal ad-
visor and tutor in matters of faith. He had been at Constantine’s
side since his march from Gaul to Italy, and it was said that he
was one of the few men in the empire who could prevail on the
volatile ruler—sometimes—to restrain his famous temper.

The envoy had little doubt about the impertance of his mis-
sion to Alexandria. His sovereign had a bright vision, which Ho-
sius shared, of a Roman Empire as holy as it was powerful—an
empire united across all lines of earthly division by indissoluble
bonds of faith. The great revival that Diocletian had begun Con-
stantine would bring to fruition, with the aid of Christ and his
Church. Clearly, this unseemly doctrinal squabble between
Eastern bishops and priests would have to end, and end quickly.
Hosius carried a letter from the emperor outlining his vision, as
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well as reflecting his characteristic imperiousness when it came
to dealing with obstacles to his plans. Constantine was a hot-
blooded man. He had been wise to avoid being baptized while
there were still so many sins of passion that he might commit.

The emperor’s letter was addressed both to Alexander of
Alexandria and to the rebellious priest, Arius. Hosius delivered it
in person to the bishop at his palace. It is not known whether he
met Arius as well during his visit to Alexandria, but this is un-
likely, since if the priest had been in the city, he would have been
lying low. Arius had returned several times in defiance of
Alexander’s orders to stay away. His followers were still holding
unauthorized church services and fomenting trouble in the
streets, and interviewing him, even if feasible, would clearly
have been considered an insult to Alexander.

If he chose, Alexander might also have found Constantine’s
letter insulting. It was not diplomatic. “When I stopped recently
in Nicomedia,” he wrote,

my plan was to press on to the East at once. But while I was
hurrying towards you and was already past the greater part of
the journey, the news of this business reversed my plan, so that
I might not be forced to see with my eyes what I did not think
possible ever to reach my hearing.#¢

The emperor made it plain that he considered the escalation of
doctrinal conflict among high-ranking Christians not only dis-
ruptive of Church unity, but disreputable and almost certainly
unnecessary. Christ’s enemies rejoiced at this disorder. Pagans
openly taunted Christians about their internal battles. Now that
Christianity had finally emerged into the light—now that it
might well be on the way to becoming the Roman religion—it
seemed absurd that the unity of Christendom should be frac-
tured by squabbling theologians.

Clearly, the emperor saw the quarrel jeopardizing his own
dreams. His plan from the start, he wrote, had been “to bring the
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diverse judgments formed by all nations respecting the Deity to
a condition . . . of settled uniformity,” and “to restore 2 healthy
tone to the system of the world, then suffering under the power
of grievous disease.”*? Why put all this at risk by fighting about
abstract, technical questions that nobody could answer with real
certainty? One side said Christ was "“begotten”; the other said
“created.” One declared him “divine by nature” and the other
“divine by adoption.” These differences were essentially trivial.
Christian thinkers should imitate the Greek philosophers, who
had tolerated disagreements far more profound than this with-
out calling each other devils or organizing factions to suppress
each other’s opinions. The adversaries should reconcile and per-
mit their emperor once again to enjoy “trouble-free days and
nights of repose.”®

The letter, which observed a strict neutrality in the contro-
versy, must have dismayed the Alexandrian bishop. One can
imagine Alexander talking about it to Hosius as one churchman
to another. It pained him to think that he had given the emperor
sleepless nights, but couldn’t Constantine see how pernicious the
Arian doctrine was? How insulting to Christ and the Church? Of
course, the emperor, a busy, practical man, could not be expected
to understand the importance of complex theological issues. And
he was, after all, a2 Latin speaker unfamiliar with the subtleties of
Greek thought. But surely he should recognize rebellion when he
saw it! The priest’s refusal to recant his heretical views, his plot-
ting with other churchmen to overthrow the decision of his
bishop, the arrogant tone of his letters, were proof of his utter
disregard for right principles and good order. . . .

Hosius was inclined to agree. As a bishop himself, he under-
stood the need to maintain discipline over the lesser clergy, espe-
cially in a jurisdiction as vast as that governed by Alexander. The
metropolitan bishop’s territory included all Egypt from the
world’s most populous city, Alexandria, to the rich farmlands that
supplied most of Rome’s grain, the towns and cities of the Nile
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valley, and the monasteries of the Theban and Nubian deserts. It
also included Libya from the “Five Cities” of the urbanized north
to the African desert. Alexander’s authority as a religious leader
extended to all the Christians in this vast region. In theory, the
other bishops (more than one hundred in his domain!} were his
equals, and important decisions were made by episcopal coun-
cils. In practice, the man his subjects called “Papa”—Pope—was
far more than first among equals. There were only two or three
churchmen in the world as powerful as the Alexandrian bishop. If
a church council were needed, he would convene it, and its con-
clusions would almost always reflect his own views.

Then, too, Alexander was far more than a religious leader.
Under Constantine’s rule, great bishops were required to be as
comfortable in the exercise of power as in the pulpit. Alexander
supervised the city’s only effective network of social services, ar-
bitrated major disputes between Christians (and often between
Gentiles), and was consulted by the civil authorities on a wide
range of local issues. He managed the Church’s burgeoning
properties and finances, employed hordes of minor officials,
builders, craftsmen, artists, and laborers, and supervised the af-
fairs of several thousand priests, monks, and virgins dedicated to
religious service. Perhaps most important, he played a vital me-
diating role between imperial authority and its subjects. Were
people suffering because of food shortages? They looked to their
“Papa” to bring greedy speculators to heel and make sure that
the free grain provided by the emperor was distributed to the
poor. Did the emperor require more soldiers and supplies for the
army? He depended upon the bishop to help convince unwilling
subjects to cooperate with the authorities.

Hosius admired Alexander, but he had been ordered to con-
duct an investigation, and he would do so before reaching any
firm conclusions. What were the facts of the case? Who was this
man Arius? And what of the brilliant young deacon who was
supposed to be Alexander’s right arm—a man called Athanasius?
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Apparently, this matter was not going to be resolved quite as
quickly and easily as Constantine had hoped. Hosius quickly got
down to work.

THE FAacTs of the case, as Hosius gathered them, were these:

Arius, a priest of about sixty, had been born in Libya, in the
area of the Five Cities. In 314, shortly after becoming bishop,
Alexander had licensed him to preach at a church in the Baucalis
district near the Great Harbor and to look after the district’s res-
idents. The tall, slender, gray-haired man was a famous speaker,
or, perhaps, one should say singer, since he was in the habit of
putting his theology into poetry and chanting it to his enraptured
congregants. According to the bishop, this talent for vivid im-
agery and music had become part of the problem. Arius had re-
cently written a long poem called Thalia—The Banquet—in a
rhythmic meter ordinarily used {or popular ballads. It was already
chanted in port cities all around the eastern Mediterranean. Pop-
ular songs, like grain and news, traveled quickly by sea.

In his youth, Arius had studied Christian theology with the
famous teacher and martyr, Lucian of Antioch. Before the Great
Persecution, he had come to Alexandria to pursue a religious vo-
cation, and he had reportedly behaved bravely during the terror,
offering priestly services to parishioners and to Christians held
in prison at considerable risk to himself. When Bishop Peter fled
the city, he remained behind, but he did not, despite rumors
to the contrary, join the group of priests loyal to the rigorist
“usurper,” Melitius. After his return, Peter ordained him deacon,
which he would hardly have done if Arius had been a Melitian.
Peter’s short-lived successor, Bishop Achillas, made him a pres-
byter after the formers martyrdom in 3I1. There were uncon-
firmed reports that Arius had been a candidate for metropolitan
bishop when Achillas died, but in any case, the Egyptian bishops
elected Alexander to succeed Achillas. Shortly after his election,
Alexander put Arius in charge of the Baucalis Church.*®
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Arius had been a successful minister. He was greatly admired
for his personal purity as well as for his preaching and was a par-
ticular favorite of the sailors, dockworkers, and young women
who flocked to his church. The church’s sodality of virgins, in
fact, had scandalized the neighborhood by protesting in public
when he was ordered to leave the city by Bishop Alexander. And
since his departure, the priest’s partisans among the young men
had clashed incessantly with Alexander’s supporters.

The cause of this departure was a disagreement between the
priest and Bishop Alexander over a matter of Church doctrine. It
was this difference that Emperor Constantine had labeled trivial
without knowing very much about it. As Hosius's investigation
proceeded, it became clear to him that the dispute was far more
momentous than the emperor realized, and that settling it would
be no easy matter. Having condemned Arius’s teachings and ex-
pelled him (or at least attempted to expel him) from the city,
Alexander was most unlikely to reverse course and welcome him
back. Nor, from all reports, did Arius show the slightest inclina-
tion to recant his beliefs and humble himself before the bishop.
Was there some sort of compromise that both parties would ac-
cept? Hosius held that question in the back of his mind while fo-
cusing on the substance of the dispute.

In one sense, the controversy was an old one. Alexandria had
long been a hotbed of theological innovation and debate—a
place where outstanding Christian thinkers defended and expli-
cated their faith using methods derived from Greek philosophy
as well as from Jewish and Christian sources. A subject that
much concerned its most creative and disputatious minds was
the relationship of the Son, Jesus Christ, to God the Father—an
issue still unsettled in the Christian community as a whole. A
century earlier, Origen of Alexandria, the greatest theologian of
his time, had caused an enormous stir by declaring that while
the Son was eternal like the Father and united with Him, he was
separate from and less than God.’® One of Origen’s dialogues
read as follows:
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Origen: s the Father God?

Heraclides: Assuredly.

Origen: Is the Son distinct from the Father?

Heraclides: Of course. How can he be Son if he is also Father?

Origen: While being distinct from the Father is the Son also
God?

Heraclides: He himself is also God.

Origen: And do two Gods become a unity?

Heraclides: Yes.

Origen: Do we confess two Gods?

Heraclides: Yes. The power is one.5!

The “subordinationist” idea that Jesus was in some respects
inferior to God was accepted by many Christians in the Eastern
Empire, although Western churchmen generally rejected it.
More recently, Alexandrian bishops like the martyred Bishop
Peter had taken to attacking Origen vigorously, repudiating a
number of his doctrines, including the idea that Christ was a
second and lesser God.52 Bishop Alexander followed in Peter’s
footsteps, while many other fourth-century bishops, including
Arius’s teacher, Lucian, and many of his friends in the Middle
East, considered themselves “Origenists.” Arius, however, had
apparently taken that theologian's ideas a considerable distance
further than Origen himself was willing to travel.

The tall priest had been preaching at his church for about
three years when Alexander began receiving reports that he was
advocating unusual ideas about the relationship of the Son to the
Father. If the reports were accurate, Arius was questioning the di-
vinity of Jesus Christ. Had he insulted Christ by writing that the
Son was not eternal like the Father? Did he maintain that Jesus
was created ex nihilo, out of nothing, like ordinary creatures, and
that he was capable of sinning? Had he actually said that God
could create other Sons if he wished, and asserted that “The Fa-
ther knows the Son, but the Son knows not the Father”?

Further investigation proved most of the allegations true.
Arius did preach that, “Before Christ, God was not yet a Father,”
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and, “There was when he [Jesus] was not,” meaning that he was
not eternal, like God.5? Rather than asserting that Jesus was di-
vine by nature, Arius emphasized that he had earned his “adop-
tion” as Son and his “promotion” to divine status through moral
growth and obedience to God.>* The priest did accept the idea,
current throughout the East, that Christ was “preexistent”—that
God had conceived him before time began and used him to cre-
ate the universe.>> But it was not clear whether Arius believed
this literally, or whether he meant that God merely had foreseen
Jesus’ coming before his birth to Mary.>%

The priest's new work, The Banguet, gave these ideas a
provocative, poetic edge. Alexander had had reason to consider
it a dangerous document.

The Unbegun made the Son a beginning of things made and
advanced him as His Son by adoption.

Understand that the Monad was, but the Dyad was not, before
it came to exist.

Thus there is the Triad, but not in equal glories. Not inter-
mingling with each other are their substances.

One equal to the Son, the Superior is able to beget, but ane
more excellent or superior or greater, He is not able.

At God's will the Son is what and whatsoever he is.

God is incomprehensible to His Son. He is what He is to Him-

self: Unspeakable.

The Father knows the Son, but the Son does not know
himself.??

THESE WERE explosive ideas. Faced with the problem that
had confronted al} Christians since St. Paul—how to be a mono-
theist believing in only one God, yet still worship Jesus Christ—
Arius advanced the view that Jesus was a creature intermediary
between man and God. Origen had been a suberdinationist, too,
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but he insisted (even at the risk of calling Christ a “second God”)
that the Son was with the Father eternally. Arius seemed to de-
mote him even further, perhaps to the level of an angel . . . or,
Alexander worried, a man!®8

All Christians believed that Jesus’ sacrifice redeemed hu-
manity. What God did for the Son by resurrecting him and
granting him immortality He could do for us as well, provided
that we became new people in Christ. But it Jesus was not God
by nature—if he earned his deification by growing in wisdom
and virtue—why, so can we all. The Good News of the Gospels
is that we also are God’s potential Sons and Daughters. How,
then, is Christ essentially different from or superior to us? And if
he is not, what does it mean to call ourselves Christians?

Bishop Alexander decided that such questions could not go
unanswered. In 318, he delivered a series of sermons maintain-
ing strongly that Jesus Christ was Eternal God in the form of a
man and that beliefs to the contrary were heretical. If the ser-
mons were designed to provoke a public response, they suc-
ceeded. Arius published an open letter challenging the prelate’s
views; Alexander ordered him to appear before him to defend his
own position; and the controversy escalated sharply.

Arius appeared at the bishop’s palace on the day scheduled
and stood like a gaunt shadow before Alexander. No record of
this interview remains, but we can easily imagine the priest up-
holding his ideas with gentle but implacable determination.
Bishop Alexander had asserted that the Son was uncreated and
eternal. If so, did this mean that Christ was literally a second
God? Clearly, for a Christian this result was impossible. But if he
was not a second God, did the bishop believe that the Almighty
had occupied a human body, suffered on the Cross, died, and
then resurrected Himself? For a Christian this result was not
only illogical but repellant. God was, by essence, bodiless, the
source of all creation, but not in any respect a part of the mate-
rial universe. His creative power was unfathomably intense. How
could He enter into earthly matter without annihilating it>>*
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Did Arius deny Christ’s divinity? He did not, since whether
the Son was perfect by will or by nature, whether he was God's
subordinate or his equal, God had raised him up to rule by His
side in heaven and there was none like him. Surely, considering
the difficulty of understanding such matters with certainty, there
was room in the Church for differences of opinion about the
Son’s mysterious relationship to the Father! Alexander would
have none of it. He ordered the priest on the spot to repudiate
his errors and to agree to preach the correct doctrine that Jesus
was no less than God on earth, the Creator become human to
redeem our sins. When Arius refused to recant, the bishop ter-
minated the meeting and called upon all Egypt’s bishops to at-
tend an important council in Alexandria.

The year was 318. Only a handful of church councils had
been convened before this, most of them called to deal with is-
sues arising out of the Great Persecution or technical matters
having to do with liturgy and the calendar of holy days. Alexan-
der’s announcement therefore occasioned great excitement.
More than one hundred bishops attended the council, and the
proceedings were predictably stormy. A number of churchmen
(Alexander did not say how many) supported Arius, although the
majority accepted their bishop's position. The anti-Arians drew
up a creed—a Confession of Orthodoxy—which was laid before
Arius and his supporters with a demand that they sign it. When
they refused, the council excommunicated them and banished
them from Alexandria.

Even then, Alexander reported, the Arians resisted; they re-
mained in the city for some time, stirring up trouble. The young
women who passionately admired the poet-priest were particu-
larly incensed by his dismissal and thronged the streets immod-
estly, demanding his reinstatement.5? There was street fighting
between Arius’s supporters and groups favoring Alexander.® Fi-
nally, Arius dispatched a letter to a powerful friend, Bishop Eu-
sebius of Nicomedia, the imperial capital. Its salutation was
attention getting:
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Artus, unjustly persecuted by bishop Alexander on account of
that all-conquering truth which you also uphold, sends greet-
ings in the Lord to his very dear lord, the man of God, the
faithful and orthodox Eusebius,

The letter bitterly criticized Alexander’s teaching that “as the Fa-
ther is, so is the Son,” and concluded,

We are persecuted because we say that the Son had a begin-
ning, but that God was without beginning, That is really the
cause of our persecution; and likewise, because we say that He
is [created] from nothing. And this we say because He is nei-
ther part of God, nor of any subjacent matter. For this we are
persecuted; the rest you know.

Farewell. As a fellow-disciple of Lucian and as a truly pious
man, according to the import of your name, remember our af-
flictions.52

Arius must have had a quick reply to this letter, for a few
weeks later he sailed from Alexandria with a group of sympathiz-
ers to rally support for his cause in Asia Minor and the East.

Amus AND EUSEBIUS of Nicomedia were contemporaries.
They had both been “Lucianists"—students of the martyred
teacher, Lucian of Antioch. And, it was clear, their theological
views were similar, even if Eusebius did not accept all of Arius’s
formulations. (The priest had a habit of pushing his ideas to the
limit, a tendency that the more politic Eusebius had learned to
avoid.} When Arius left Alexandria in the winter of 318, he sailed
directly to Nicomedia to seek refuge with his old schoolmate.
Eusebius’s endorsement would virtually guarantee the survival
of his cause. A respected religious figure and superb politician,
the Nicomedian bishop was, arguably, the premier leader of the
Greek-speaking Church. In an era when personal attacks of the
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most scurrilous sort were typical of religious and political com-
bat, not even his enemies could find anything te use against him.

Eusebius not only welcomed him but wrote other bishops on
his behalf, with the result that an irate Bishop Alexander was
soon receiving scores of letters asking him to readmit Arius to
communion in Alexandria and restore him to his pulpit. The wily
Eusebius then convened a church council of his own with the
intention of minimizing the effect of the Egyptian council. In
319 or 320 the bishops of his province, Bythnia, met in Nicome-
dia to verify that Arius’s views were “orthodox”—that is, within
the range of ideas acceptable for Christians to hold.

Arius presented the council with a statement of belief stress-
ing how close his own views were to Bishop Alexander’s.®* One
detects Eusebius’s fine hand in this creed, as well as in the con-
ciliatory letter that Arius dispatched to Alexander at the same
time. The priest now omitted several of his more extreme state-
ments. For example, he did not state that Jesus was created
“from nothing,” nor did he continue to maintain that the Savior
was changeable like human creatures. Better to avoid unduly in-
flammatory statements and stick to the major issues: the Father’s .
superiority to all other beings, and the Son’s indispensable roles
as intermediary, Savior, and exemplar.

Guided by Eusebius, the Bythnian bishops had little diffi-
culty declaring Arius’s views acceptable. They admitted him to
communion immediately and addressed a strong letter to Bishop
Alexander demanding that he do the same. For the first time, one
council of bishops had met specifically to reverse a decree of ex-
communication pronounced by another council. The odd result
was that a priest denied communion with other Christians in
one city was welcomed to church in another! There was no rea-
son, of course, for the bishops of one diocese to accept the doc-
trines or decisions announced by those of another diocese. All
bishops were equal, and while some (in particular, the prelates of
Alexandria, Antioch, and Rome) ruled larger territories, no single
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bishop was authorized to serve as the ultimate validator of Chris-
tian doctrines. Cleatly, if the process begun at Bythnia contin-
ued, each diocese would tend to become a “Church” unto itself,
with its own standards of orthodoxy and right behavior.

The proof of this was provided by Arius's next move.
Strengthened by the action of the Bythnian council, the contro-
versial priest traveled south to Lebanon, where Bishop Paulinus
of Tyre offered strong support, and then to Palestine, where the
dominant figure was another Eusebius: Bishop Eusebius of Cae-
sarea, the noted theologian, former advisor of the emperor, and
the first great historian of the Christian Church.

Eusebius of Caesarea was far more accomplished as a
scholar than his namesake of Nicomedia, but considerably less
determined and skilled as a political organizer. He tended to
fluctuate with the prevailing political tide. Knowing this, Euse-
bius of Nicomedia had written him immediately to urge him to
support Arius against Alexander, and when the exiled priest ar-
rived in the port of Caesarea—Palestine’s leading city since the
Romans’ sack of Jerusalem—the bishop received him warmly.

To begin with, he threw the considerable weight of his schol-
arly reputation behind Arius’s views. This Eusebius was a great
admirer of Origen’s theology, which he believed confirmed
Arius’s central principle: the inferiority of the created Son to the
eternal Father. Then, following the Nicomedian bishop’s ex-
ample, he convened a council of bishops subject to his jurisdic-
tion. Meeting in Caesarea in 321 or 322, the Council of Caesarea
again vindicated Arius’s orthodoxy and demanded that Bishop
Alexander reinstate him.

At this point Arius returned to Alexandria. His return to the
city without Alexander’s permission was no crime, since the em-
peror and the civil authorities had not yet taken a position on the
case, but it was clearly an act of defiance. The priest’s request
that the bishop meet publicly with him to discuss his readmis-
sion to communion was refused, and nightly disorders returned
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to the city'’s streets. But more serious, if less tangible, disorders
were now dividing the Eastern Church. Arius could claim the
support of almost all the Eastern bishops, including most of
those with substantial reputations as theologians. To counter
this, Alexander had circulated two letters to virtually every
bishop outside Egypt. (His tendency, later accentuated by his
successor, Athanasius, was to try to make up for organizational
weakness in the East by developing support in the West.)

One letter, probably written by Alexander himself, warned
churchmen everywhere against Arius and his colleagues, accus-
ing them of “contending against Christ” in the manner of the
Jews and Greeks, preaching that Jesus is equal to other men, and
stirring up “seditions and persecutions” against the faithful.6*
The other, probably drafted by Alexander’s deacon, Athanasius,
criticized Eusebius of Nicomedia, instructed other clergymen to
disregard his letters, and dramatically accused the Arians of
“rending the robe of Christ.”®* Alexander and Athanasius se-
cured two hundred signatures for it (most of them, it is true,
Egyptian} in order to counteract the impression that their views
represented those of only a small minority.

That is where matters stood in 325, when Hosius arrived in
Alexandria with Constantine’s letter. If, at this point, the matter
were put to a vote of the Eastern bishops, the “Eusebian party”
would probably have won. But the reaction of the defeated anti-
Arians would surely have been violent. Already, Alexander was
characterizing Arius’s philosophy as a heretical attack on Jesus’
divinity, and Athanasius had compared the Arians to the cruci-
fiers of Christ. Language this inflammatory was an invitation to
violence—and both sides were involved in increasingly violent
street battles.

Furthermore, no matter how many bishops called for Arius's
reinstatement, it was not at all clear that the emperor would ac-
cept an outcome that favored the Arian side. His natural ten-
dency was to uphold authority against rebellion, and Bishop
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Alexander, after all, was supposed to have full authority over all
the priests of Egypt and Libya. Moreover, as a Latin-speaking
westerner, Constantine had little patience for Greek theological
niceties. So far as he was concerned, the Christ who had ap-
peared to him in a dream, led him to victory, and given him an
empire to govern was God. At the same time, though, Eusebius
and his vast network of friends had already demonstrated that a
“victory” by the anti-Arian party might well be the opening round
of a contflict even more widespread and destructive of Christian
unity. The gnawing question, then, was whether some sort of
compromise might be possible.

SINCE BISHOP HOSIUS left no detailed record of his investi-
gation of the Arian controversy, we do not know whether he in-
terviewed Athanasius as well as Alexander. But it seems almost
certain that he did, for although the fiery young deacon was
only in his twenties, he was already a power in the Alexandrian
church and a theologian of note. With a pronounced taste for
the rough-and-tumble of urban administration and church poli-
tics, he was Bishop Alexander’s good right arm and his choice to
succeed him to the throne of St. Mark.

Athanasius’s appearance belied his growing stature in the
Church. He was a small redheaded man, almost childlike in size,
but those who considered him insignificant or manipulable soon
learned to regret their error. A popular story had it that the
bishop had originally encountered him on the public beach, a
boy of poor family with little education and no prospects, pre-
tending to be a great preacher and declaiming to the waves. Im-
pressed with the childs ability, boldness, and charm, he had
brought him home, introduced him into his household, and
raised him to fulfill his ambition: to become the most powerful
bishop in Christendom. Formerly Alexander’s secretary, now a
deacon and the top member of his staff, Athanasius was reported
to have written a number of the bishop's sermons and letters. He
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was equally at home in great houses and poor neighborhoods . . .
and quite prepared to use the violent methods of the streets,
when necessary, to accomplish worthwhile goals.

It is useful to imagine what the future leader of the anti-
Arian forces throughout the empire might have told Hosius dur-
ing his stay in Alexandria.®® Surely, he would have argued the
point that Hosius later accepted: compromise with Arius and his
allies was out of the question. The differences between the Ari-
ans and true Christians were no mere matters of emphasis or al-
terable “opinion”: they went to the heart of what it meant to be
a Christian. Why did the Arians maintain so vehemently that
God sent us a Savior who was less than God? Because, funda-
mentally, the idea of the Eternal becoming a man offended them,
as it offended the Jews. They thought that identifying Jesus as
God lowered the Almighty by embodying him in a physical crea-
ture. But God could, and did, take on fleshly form to fulfill His
own plan of salvation without ceasing for a moment to be God.

The Arians, furthermore, had become prisoners of Greek
logic. They thought in terms of either/or. That is why they ac-
cused Alexander and his allies of “Sabellianism”: a heresy assert-
ing that God and Jesus were simply aspects of (or names for) the
same undivided reality. This merging of the Father and Son im-
plied that the Son was not really human, or, perhaps, that only
his body was human while his mind was divine. (Whether Jesus
ate, drank, and eliminated like other human beings had been a
hotly disputed topic among the Sabellians!) Arius was right to re-
ject this thinking, Athanasius said, but in doing so he had fallen
into the opposite trap. Either/or: either Jesus was really God or
he was really human. The Arians could not really imagine that
he might be both, and so the tendency of their thought {(even
though they denied it} was to turn him into 2 man—or into
some sort of third creature, an angel or demigod.

Yet he had to be both fully human and fully divine, argued
Athanasius. Could the death of a mere human being redeem our
sins, grant us immortality, and, eventually, resurrect our physical
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bodies? Of course not! But could Omnipotent God, the Begin-
ning and the End, suffer for our sake without becoming human?
The answer was equally plain. Therefore, whether or not it
seemed “reasonable” to people schooled in Greek philosophy,
Jesus Christ was both true man and true God.

Hosius would surely have found this exposition convincing,
His people—the people of western Europe—would not accept 2
Jesus who was too much like them. They knew they were feeble
sinners, struggling to survive in a hostile environment. The
Christ they wanted and needed was a High God who could save
them by His grace and comfort them through the ministrations of
His Church. In fact, Arian theology implicitly reduced the role of
the institutional Church. If Jesus’ life and character were sup-
posed to serve ordinary Christians as a usable model of behavior,
the principal mission of the clergy would be to help people trans-
form themselves, not maintain theological and political unity
throughout the empire. This was another reason Constantine
would probably favor the doctrine of Alexander and Athanasius.
The Church he needed was one that would help him keep order
among ordinary folk: people who would never become immortal
unless God decided for reasons of His own to save them.

Hosius made up his mind. He would write immediately to
tell the emperor that compromise was impossible. The Arian
heresy could neither be tolerated nor accommodated. It had to
be suppressed. At the same time, he would recommend a strat-
egy to end the division in the Christian community as quickly
and decisively as possible.

THE pisHoPs of the East had been talking for some time
about the need for a great council to deal with a number of issues
troubling the rapidly growing Church. Hosius would recommend
that Constantine convene such a council in the spring, preferably
in a city not far from his own headquarters—perhaps in Ancyra



When Jesus Became God 65

{Ankara), whose bishop, Marcellus, was a passionate opponent of
Arius and the two Eusebiuses. The emperor could use the coun-
cil to persuade the assembled bishops to condemn Arianism. Not
only was the cause just, but Hosius judged that few churchmen
would dare oppose the wishes of the Rome’s supreme ruler—the
man Eusebius of Caesarea called “God's dearly beloved,” and “the
savior and chief bastion of the Church.”¢?

More immediately, a council of bishops was scheduled to
meet quite soon in Antioch to decide who should be that city’s
new prelate following the death of old Bishop Philogonius. Anti-
och was a key stronghold in any struggle for influence in the
Eastern Church, since its metropolitan bishop had jurisdiction
over the clergy of Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, Cappadocia, and
Arabia, as well as lands to the east up to the Persian border. The
beautiful city was currently in an uptroar. The deceased bishop
had been a strong ally of Alexander’s, as was Eustathius, the can-
didate for the succession favored by Alexander. The Arians had
apparently fielded a candidate of their own who was supported
by Eusebius of Caesarea. As usual, each side was supported by
gangs of street fighters, and the resulting riots had been consid-
erably more destructive than those troubling Alexandria.

This was Hosius’s chance not only to put an anti-Arian in the
bishop’s palace at Antioch, but to deliver a serious blow to Eu-
sebius of Caesarea prior to the great council. The meeting in An-
tioch was certain to be dominated by the anti-Arian bishops
ordained by Philogonius. Understanding this, several pro-Arian
bishops, including Paulinus of Tyre, had sent excuses declining
to attend. Eusebius of Caesarea, however, was coming in all his
glory with a retinue of his allies. Perhaps the old man believed
that he could sway the council with the power of his oratory. Or
he may simply have felt that his reputation as an international
spokesman for Christianity and his former relationship with the
emperor rendered him invulnerable. If Hosius had his way, Eu-
sebius would scon learn a lesson about vulnerability.
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After conferring with his hosts in Alexandria (and, presum-
ably, receiving Constantine’s permission to intervene in Anti-
och), Hosius sailed for the River Orontes, arriving in Antioch
early in 325 in time to participate in the final planning of the
council. By the time the bishops assembled, the envoy had as-
sumed the chair as presiding officer, and a draft Statement of
Faith had been drawn up.

This statement, overwhelmingly approved by the sixty or so
bishops assembled, might have been written by Alexander and
Athanasius, The bishops were required to affirm, among other
things, that they believed “in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-
begotten Son, begotten not from non-existence, but from the Fa-
ther”; that the Son has always existed; that he is “immutable and
unalterable”; and that he is “the image not of the will nor of any-
thing else except the actual existence (hypostasis) of the Fa-
ther."®® As if this anti-Arian pronouncement were not clear
enough, the council added anathemas to it—the first anathemas
(literally, curses carrying a threat of excommunication) issued by
any church council against errors of doctrine.®® The views con-
demned were that Jesus is a creature rather than the Creator,
that he is not eternal, and that he is not unchangeable by nature,
as God is.

Everyone present declared his adherence to the statement
and the anathemas except three bishops: Theodotus of Laodicea,
Narcissus of Neronias, and . . . Eusebius of Caesarea. As presid-
ing officer, Hosius called each man before him in the presence
of the council and questioned him about his beliefs. Each ex-
pressed his views. The council then declared these opinions
heretical and excommunicated all three bishops.

Eusebius of Caesarea, excommunicated! The shock re-
bounded, as Hosius knew it would, throughout the Christian
world. Notice had been served prior to the forthcoming ecu-
menical council that the lofty stature of Arian leaders would not
protect them from the judgment of “orthodox” Christians or the
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emperor’s wrath. But the council also softened the blow some-
what by declaring that the three excommunicants would be per-
mitted to repent and to be restored to Communion at the “great
and hely council at Ancyra.”™

Having supplied an incentive to repentance along with well-
merited punishment, Hosius returned to Nicomedia to report
the results to Constantine. The crucial struggle, of course,
would take place at the forthcoming Great Council. Perhaps the
emperor would decide to allow him to preside over that meeting
as well.



Four

The Great
and Holy Council

CONSTANT]NE was pleased with his envoy’s work. Hosius
did not have to hint that he might like to be asked to preside
over the Great Council. Impressed by his decisiveness at Anti-
och, Constantine suggested the appointment himself. There was
one change of plan, however, that must have surprised the Span-
ish bishop, since invitations had already been dispatched to
more than four hundred churchmen. Constantine had decided
to move the meeting from Ancyra, two hundred miles inland on
the Anatolian plateau, to his summer residence on the Lake of
Nicaea near Nicomedia. Revised invitations had already been is-
sued, with couriers dispatched to intercept the bishops already
en route to Ancyra. The council was to begin its work, as origi-
nally planned, at the end of May 325.

Why this sudden change? The reasons publicly proffered in-
cluded the goodness of the air at Nicaea, the beauty of the lake,
the fine facilities at the imperial palace for a large meeting, and
the difficulties of the trip inland for the older bishops. But more
complex and interesting motives were almost certainly in play.
Ancyra was Bishop Marcellus’s city, and Marcellus—a brilliant
but often reckless man—was such an extreme advocate of
Christ’s identity with God that even other anti-Arians found his
views controversial, If Arianism were to be condemned in An-
cyra, the site might suggest that Marcellus had played a leading
role and that the council’s outcome had been prearranged. Fur-
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thermore, Constantine now saw himself playing the role of host
to the assembled bishops. But transferring the council to Nico-
media itself would not have been a good idea because of Bishop
Eusebius’s dominating presence in that city. And the imperial
palace in New Rome, the new capital under construction that
people insisted upon calling Constantine’s City, was not yet
ready for occupancy.

Thus . . . Nicaea.

Constantine’s great hope was to convene a conference that
would end the bishops’ bitter wrangling and begin an era of har-
mony in the Church. Nicaea—an idyllic rural setting—must have
seemed a perfect place to fulfill such a mission. Nicaea’s own
bishop was reputed to be a moderate Arian, but he was a person
of no great influence who would virtually disappear if Constantine
hosted the council on his own territory. The emperor, although
unbaptized, liked to style himsell a “bishop for the outsiders™: a
joke that was not entirely a joke. The large palace on the lake pos-
sessed facilities capable of housing his large personal staff. Exten-
sive staff work would not be necessary, of course, if Constantine
planned to Function at the council merely as a ceremonial host
and interested observer. The change of locale signaled his deter-
mination to play a role far more influential than that.

And there was something else, something more than egoism
or anti-Arian strategy, that may have induced the emperor to
offer personal hospitality to hundreds of Christian bishops. It
was a matter no one dared discuss openly with Constantine: the
strange fate of his brother-in-law, Licinius.

Constantine had given his sister, Constantia, in marriage to
Licinius during the period when the two men were joint rulers of
the empire. But then the civil war broke out. In 324, after losing
the last battle of the war at Chrysopolis in Asia Minor, Licinius
fled to Nicomedia. Hoping for mercy, he asked his wife and
Bishop Eusebius, who had instructed her in Christianity, to go
together to Constantine’s camp to plead for his life. They did so
and found the emperor magnanimous. How could Constantine
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refuse to spare his own sister’s husband, especially when spoken
for by a pious Christian cleric?

Licinius himself came into camp, humbled himself before
his new ruler, and asked his pardon. Constantine responded gra-
ciously, giving his former enemy a safe conduct to Thessalonica
and swearing a solemn oath not to harm him or his family. A few
months later, however, after the first invitations to the Great
Council had been dispatched, disturbing news arrived from
Greece by special courier. Licinius had been killed—profession-
ally strangled—at his villa, and his nine-year-old son, the former
Caesar, had also been murdered. The assassins had disappeared
without a trace and were nowhere to be found.

Officially, the murders remained unsolved, but there had
been reports that Licinius’s estate had become a meeting place
for discontented noblemen and other enemies of the emperor. It
was commonly believed that, because of Licinius's continued
meddling in politics, he and his line had become a threat to
Constantine's control over the West. If so, Constantine would be
likely to deal with the challenge in traditional imperial fashion.
Little wonder that he remained, technically speaking, a non-
Christian throughout his reign and did not receive baptism until
he lay on his deathbed. A good emperor-—even a good Chris-
tian—would inevitably find himself compelled to choose be-
tween losing heaven and losing power. Having just assumed the
throne, Constantine was by no means finished either with power
or with committing the sins necessary to retain it. But presiding
over the grandest council in Christian history might make up in
the community’s eyes (and, who knows, perhaps even in God's)
for a certain number of moral lapses.

IHE‘. BISHOPS' mood, as they began to arrive in Nicaea, was
certainly not censorious, nor, at first, did they seem overly con-
cerned about the Arian controversy or any other matter on their
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agenda. As Eusebius of Caesarea wrote later, they felt that they
were living a miracle.” A Christian emperor had invited them to
his home!—and not only invited them, but promised to pay their
travel and living expenses during the several months they would
be away from their own cities. They arrived by the score, more
than 250 strong, hardly daring to believe their good fortune.

Just a few years before, during Licinius's persecution, many
Christians wondered if the age of persecutions would ever end.
Now Constantine had favored and enriched them beyond their
wildest dreams. In less than a year, the new emperor had re-
turned or rebuilt virtually all their churches, given them back
the jobs and honors taken from them, restored their civil rights,
and made full compensation, out of the imperial treasury when
necessary, for property destroyed or damaged. He had accorded
Christian clergymen privileges formerly granted to pagan priests,
including exemption from the taxes and levies that even prosper-
ous citizens found crushing. He went on the offensive against
paganismy; though he stopped short of outlawing the old religion
entirely, he banned the construction of new temples, the con-
sulting of oracles, and animal sacrifices. That these decrees were
enforced sporadically did not detract from their symbolic value.
With the old faith in decline, new converts poured into the
Christian churches.

As the author of these changes, Constantine was in a posi-
tion strongly to influence—perhaps even to dictate—the course
of evenis at Nicaea. The emperor, by nature an impatient and
decisive man, had not given up hope for a quick resolution of the
Arian controversy and other disputes troubling the expanding
Church. But he understood that brutal intervention into a con-
troversy whose roots and implications were more tangled than he
had previously thought might have unexpected results. He
agreed with Hosius that the dispute should be ended on terms
favorable to Alexander and the anti-Arians. The question was
how to accomplish this in such a way that the bishops did not
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leave Nicaea more seriously divided than they had been before
they arrived.

Part of the answer was time. Considering the “Eusebians™”
numerical strength and the depth of their feelings, it would take
some time to bring all the participants to agreement. Constan-
tine was prepared, if necessary, to spend most of the summer at
Nicaea—the bishops traveling for weeks to get there would ex-
pect no less. More important than time itself, however, was the
procedure to be followed at the council. Public discussion
should not be avoided, of course, but acrimonious debate was as
likely to harden positions as to change them. Working together
on a proposed creed, however, might provide the bishops with
the chance to listen more closely to each other, forge new con-
nections, and, perhaps, discover language that they could agree
on. Previous councils had promulgated statements of faith to
bludgeon dissenters into submission. Perhaps creed-making at
Nicaea could bring ecclesiastical harmony out of discord.

THE BISHOPS and their retinues began arriving in early May.
Constantine welcomed them warmly and housed them, depend-
ing on their age and distinction, either in the palace or in one of
the numerous outbuildings rimming the lake. A good many of
them bore the scars of past persecutions: eye patches covering
lost eyes, limps produced by severed hamstrings or Achilles ten-
dons, backs deformed by hard labor in Phoenician mines. How
satisfying to provide these sufferers with some of the worldly
comforts they had so long deserved! Their gratitude was equally
touching. Some bishops apparently believed they had already en-
tered the Kingdom of Heaven, or at least a well-furnished
anteroom.

At the same time, the new sense of power and possibility now
infusing the Church could not help but produce conflict among
the victors. While terror reigned, most Christian leaders had
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maintained a common front. Survival, not doctrinal purity, had
been the order of the day. But victory raised questions that per-
secution had long suppressed: The victory of what? What should
a Christian empire look like? Was the Christianity that emerged
from the years of travail to be a religion for everyone, or only for
those meeting certain standards of faith and virtue? Should the
clergy’s primary task be to help its members perfect themselves
or to administer sacred rites and help maintain order, as the
pagan priesthood had done? How much doctrinal unity was nec-
essary and healthy to a growing Church? To what extent should
ecclesiastical power be regularized and centralized? What sort of
relations should the bishops maintain with monks and holy men?
With emperors and state officials?

At the time, such issues were emerging only partially and in-
coherently. Yet it was impossible for Christianity to become a
universal faith and a state religion without sooner or later con-
fronting them. One reason for the passions aroused by the Arian
controversy—and by intense religious disputes to this day—was
that the main doctrinal issue acted like a magnifying glass, fo-
cusing the heat of many related disputes, not all of them strictly
“religious,” on one contested theological question.

The “Christological” dispute had its own integrity and ur-
gency, of course. The old gods, false gods, had failed. The world
had become a strange, confusing place, full of new threats and
promises. People felt a deep need to make sense of their exis-
tence (and, if possible, to predict their own fate) by believing in
a true God and accurately defining His relationship to hu-
mankind. But trying to define Jesus’ relationship to God and hu-
manity crystallized other concerns as well.

One underlying question was this: To what extent were the
values and customs of the ancient world still valid guides to
thinking and action in a Christian empire? Some Christians,
among them Arius and Eusebius of Nicomedia, had a stronger
sense of historical continuity than others. Those whose ideas
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and social relationships were still shaped to a large extent by
the optimistic ideals and tolerant practices of pagan society, and
for whom Christianity seemed a natural extension of and im-
provement on Judaism, tended to be Arians of one sort or an-
other. By contrast, the strongest anti-Arians experienced their
present as a sharp break with the past. It was they who de-
manded, in effect, that Christianity be “updated” by blurring or
even obliterating the long-accepted distinction between the Fa-
ther and the Son.

From the perspective of our own time, it may seem strange to
think of Arian “heretics” as conservatives, but emphasizing Jesus’
humanity and God's transcendent otherness had never seemed
heretical in the East. On the contrary, subordinating the Son to
the Father was a rational way of maintaining one’s belief in a
largely unknowable, utterly singular First Cause while picturing
Christ as a usable model of human moral development. For
young militants like Athanasius, however, ancient modes of
thought and cultural values were increasingly irrelevant. Greek
humanism and rationalism were shallow; Judaism was an offen-
sive, anti-Christian faith; and while admirable figures like the
hermit, Antony, could try to perfect themselves in the desert,
most people’s primary need was the need for security. Only a
strong God, a strong Church, and a strong empire could provide
helpless humans with the security they craved.

Not surprisingly, Constantine was drawn naturally to this
perspective. The emperor believed in moral progress, but he was
certain it could not be achieved without authority, uniformity,
and regularity. He detested Judaism,’? and his own experience
convinced him that the world he had helped to create repre-
sented a “New Rome” very different from the old. Constantine
saw the Great Council as an opportunity to strengthen the
Church’s position in this new world by unifying it doctrinally
and helping it to reorganize it internally. Christianity had in-
spired his army, redefined his own destiny, and held out new
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possibilities for uniting his people. Now he would return the
favor by teaching the Church the Roman virtues of law, order,
and efficient administration.

THE GREAT COUNCIL began its deliberations early in June
with more than 250 bishops in attendance, almost all of them
from the Eastern Empire. It was the largest gathering of Chris-
tian leaders, up to that time, in the history of the Church. Only
a handful of Western churchmen came to Nicaea, of whom the
most important figures were Hosius, representing both the em-
peror and the church of Spain, Caecilianus of Carthage, Nica-
sius of Gaul, and two presbyters representing the Bishop of
Rome. To some extent, this Eastern predominance can be attrib-
uted to the westerners’ lack of interest in the Arian controversy,
which still seemed to most of them an obscure “Greek” matter.
But it also reflected the great size, strength, and vitality of East-
ern Christianity—one reason that Constantine had decided to
locate his new capital in Asia Minor.

The Council of Nicaea, then, was not universal. Neverthe-
less, it is everywhere considered the first ecumenical {or univer-
sal) council of the Catholic Church. Several later gatherings
would be more representative of the entire Church; one of them,
the joint council of Rimini-Seleucia {359), was attended by
more than five hundred bishops from both the East and West. If
any meeting deserves the title “ecumenical,” that one seems to
qualify, but its result—the adoption of an Arian creed—was
later repudiated by the Church. Councils whose products were
later deemed unorthodox not only lost the “ecumenical” label
but virtually disappeared from official Church history.

That Nicaea did not disappear is largely the result of the
council’s adoption of the Nicene Creed, an amended version of
which is recited today by Christians around the globe. Interest-
ingly, though, for more than half a century the document had a
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precisely opposite effect. Not only did it fail to generate the con-
sensus Constantine and Hosius hoped for, it split the Christian
community even more violently along Arian/anti-Arian lines.

What is known about the Council of Nicaea is based on frag-
mentary comments by a few of the bishops who attended the
meetings and on several documents that were copied and pre-
served, including, of course, the Nicene Creed. No minutes or
other official records of the proceedings exist. Nevertheless, a
number of dramatic occurrences are well attested,”? and it is
possible to reconstruct some of the most heated debates.

The bishops met in a large hall of the palace: Constantine'’s
Judgment Hall.” They sat on benches arranged in rows running
the length of the hall, with the most distinguished churchmen
occupying front row seats. When all were seated, several of the
emperor's Christian friends entered the room, and everyone rose.
Constantine himself then appeared dressed in purple and wear-
ing the imperial diadem: a gold circlet flashing diamonds. Rec-
ognizing that he was formally a guest at the meeting, he asked
the bishops’ permission to be seated and received a murmured
assent. A small, elaborately worked stool was produced. Con-
stantine seated himself at a slight distance from the bishops, but
close enough to participate in their discussions. The bishops sat
as well, and Eusebius of Caesarea arose to deliver the official
welcome to the emperor.

Eusebius of Caesarea, excommunicated by the Council of
Antioch, giving the opening panegyric! What he said, welcoming
Constantine as a heaven-sent deliverer of the Christians, is not as
interesting as the fact that he said it. Clearly, the excommunica-
tions delivered at Antioch were provisional, and not to be taken
seriously—not, that is, if Fusebius and his fellow “subordina-
tionists” were to reconcile themselves to their brother bishops at
Nicaea. Eusebius of Caesarea had a long-standing relationship
with Constantine, whom he had advised on religious matters dur-
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ing the emperor’s campaign in the East. In allowing him to give
the first speech, Constantine was exhibiting his desire for univer-
sal reconciliation and concord. Perhaps inadvertently, he was also
demonstrating how little partisan excommunications meant in
the heat of a passionate religious struggle.

The emperor made his own wishes clear in a brief welcom-
ing speech in Latin, which was translated into Greek by his own
translator. (Later, to the bishops’ delight, he would converse with
them in Greek, a language he could speak quite comfortably
when not making a formal address.) The speech was well re-
ceived. In it he compared the struggle in the Church to civil war,
exhorting the bishops not to give the devil the victory that their
persecutors had failed to win by force. He asked them to speak
frankly and to air all their differences openly, for only by doing
so could their conflict genuinely be resolved. Constantine took
no public position on the issues in controversy; he simply
pleaded for peace and harmony in the Church. Then, to general
acclaim, he sat down. Several bishops who, following ancient
custom, presented him with petitions asking him to intervene in
particular disputes were treated to a sharp lecture on the need to
keep their private complaints separate from the business of the
council. A bit later these petitions would be symbolically burned.

The Arian controversy was the first order of business, and
dealing with it consumed more than two weeks of the council’s
time. Arius himself was present, although, like Athanasius, his
status as a priest rather than a bishop prevented him from ad-
dressing the group formally or participating in public discussions.
Apparently he made an impression on the participants; one story,
undoubtedly apocryphal, relates that a young Gallic bishop named
Nicholas, afterwards the legendary saint of Christmas celebra-
tions, was so incensed by Arius’s heretical declarations that he
slapped the old man's face! In any case, Arius’s episcopal sup-
porters, led by Eusebius of Nicomedia, were present in force, as
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were members of the anti-Arian group mobilized by Alexander of
Alexandria.

THF. ORDER of events following Constantine’s speech cannot
clearly be established, but fairly early in the discussion Eusebius
of Caesarea made the case for his own orthodoxy. His nominal
judges were the bishops, but the real audience for this appeal
was the emperor. He presented a creed of his own that he said
was based on the traditional baptismal creed used in his city, and
asked, on that basis, to be readmitted to communion with his
brother bishops.

The creed began with a statement of belief in “one God, the
Father, almighty, maker of all things visible and invisible,” and
went on to proclaim the speaker’s faith in

one Lord Jesus Christ, the Logos [Word] of God, God from God,
light from light, life from life, Son only begotten, first-begotten
of all creation, begotten before all ages from the Father, through
‘Whom all things came into being, Who because of our salvation
was incarnate, and dwelt among men, and suffered, and rose
again on the third day, and ascended to the Father, and will
come again in glory to judge the living and the dead.”>

The recital had the desired effect on Constantine. Before anyone
else could respond, the emperor not only pronounced it accept-
able, but stated that it reflected his own beliefs. There was only
one amendment that he would suggest. Eusebius should add
that the Son was homoousios with the Father: that is, that Jesus
and God shared the same essence.

The emperor’s “suggestion” was a response (very likely pre-
pared in advance, after consultation with Hosius) to a tricky prob-
lem. On its face, Eusebius’s creed seemed perfectly orthodox from
the anti-Arian point of view, since it emphasized Jesus’ divinity
without appearing to subordinate him in any way to the Father.
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The difficulty was that virtually every word of the document, as
originally written, could be interpreted in an Arian fashion. The
Arians believed that Jesus was divine, too, since God had adopted
him as His Son and promoted him to godhood. “God from God,
light from light, life from life”? These phrases did not necessarily
mean that the Son was identical with the Father or equal to Him,
only that he had at some point become divine. Arius himself had
argued that Jesus was “God, but not true God."”¢

Similarly, to say that Christ was the Logos or Word of God (a
reference to John, 1:1: “In the beginning was the Word, and the
Word was with God, and the Word was God”), or that God created
the world “through him,” could be meant either literally or meta-
phorically. To say that Jesus was literally God’s Word or creative
power would mean that he was an aspect or activity of God. But
this interpretation, in Arius’s view, would deprive him of his sepa-
rate existence and humanity; the human Son would disappear
completely into the divine Father. For this reason Arius argued
that Jesus was God's “Word” metaphorically, not literally, and that
any supernatural powers bestowed upon him were powers granted
by the Father to the Son, that is, by a superior to a subordinate.””

Not even the doctrine, popular in the East, that the Son was
begotten before time began disturbed the Arians, since Jesus’
“preexistence” proved that he was chosen to play a special role in
cosmic history, not that he was God’s equal. And one phrase in
Eusebius’s creed, “first-begotten of all creation,” seemed to
imply that, however unique Jesus may have been, he was part of
the created order rather than part of the Creator.

For Hosius and the anti-Arians, therefore, the problem was
how to devise a statement of faith that the “subordinationists”
could not interpret in their own way and sign. The answer,
so they thought, was to be found in one Greek word—perhaps
the most important nonbiblical word in Christian history—
homoousios. Ousia is usually translated as “essence” or “sub-
stance”; homo means “the same.” If a creed were to declare that
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Jesus Christ and God were homo-ousios, meaning that they were
essentially the same, the hard-line Arians could not sign it in
good conscience. And, it would have the additional advantage of
being consistent with the idea that the Father and Son were dif-
ferent in some ways, even though they shared a basic identity.

Constantine may not have understood, however, that many
bishops would consider the word a provocation. Homoousios had
been kicking around Eastern theological circles for some time,
but most churchmen did not like it, since it was a Greek philo-
sophical term not found anywhere in Scripture. More important,
it had been associated with the heresy of Sabellius: the idea that
Jesus Christ was an aspect or activity of God lacking any real ex-
istence of his own. Shortly after the council began its discussion
of Arius’s ideas, a letter written by Eusebius of Nicomedia,
leader of the Arian party, was read aloud to the bishops. It is not
clear whether Eusebius delivered this statement himself or
whether (which seems more likely) it contained some injudi-
cious language, and was therefore “leaked” by the anti-Arians to
embarrass him. If Eustathius of Antioch is to be believed, it was
a bombshell that “produced among its audience a restless sensa-
tion of shock and earned indelible shame for its author.”?8

The letter itself has disappeared. Eustathius, a passionate
anti-Arian, may well have exaggerated its effect. But other ob-
servers testify that the document was torn into pieces in the
presence of all the bishops as an expression of their disapproval.
According to Bishop Ambrose (later St. Ambrose) of Milan, one
passage in the letter mentioned homoousios scoffingly, in order
to show how ludicrous it was to equate the Son with the Father:
Imagine! Some fools maintain that Jesus Christ, the Son of
Man, and the omnipotent, unknowable Creator are made out of
the same essential stuff. Did God somehow divide his own sub-
stance to make a Son? And, if so, how many more “Gods” might
he produce by further division? No idea could be more absurd!

This rhetoric (or something like it) gave Alexander and Atha-
nasius the weapon they were looking for. Homoousios—the “ab-
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surdity"—would become a test of faith and a method of smoking
out those unable to accept Jesus' identity with God. Somehow,
Constantine was brought to accept this strategy and to insist that
Eusebius of Caesarea add it to his creed.”® Very likely, the anti-
Arians expected that he would refuse: an act of disobedience that
would offend the emperor and, very likely, result in Eusebius’s de-
position and exile. To their consternation, the bishop willingly ac-
cepted the amendment and was accepted back into the fold.

WHY pip Eusebius agree to accept the homoousios? Cer-
tainly, the pressure exerted by Constantine had something to do
with his decision. But another factor was in play: the key word
was ambiguous. Though Hosius and Alexander went to great
length to draft a document that would expose and isolate the Ar-
ians, their effort fell afoul of the fact that there are no truly un-
ambiguous words. After Nicaea the term itself would become a
cause of conflict, with some bishops of the anti-Arian party re-
jecting it and some Arian leaders accepting it. As one expert has
remarked, “There were few words in Greek susceptible of so
many and so confusing shades of meaning as ousia.”8?

Homoousios could mean “of the same essence,” but it could

Mo

also mean of the same “substance,” “reality,” "“being,” or even
“type.” The great Platonic philosopher, Porphyry, had written
that the souls of humans and animals were homoousios (of the
same general type).® If this was the meaning of the word as used
at Nicaea, any Arian could accept it, since the Arians agreed that
both God and Jesus were divine, although in different ways. An
extreme Arian might even argue (although at this point none
did) that human beings made in God’s image are homoousios
with Him. In any case, by accepting the amendment, Eusebius
put his enemies temporarily in check. They suspected that he
was interpreting the word in an unorthodox fashion, but they
could hardly accuse him of heresy without questioning Constan-
tine's judgment,??
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When it came to drafting the final document that would
become an agreed-upon test of faith, the anti-Arians tried to
eliminate this ambiguity. The Nicene Creed®* described Jesus
Christ as

the Son of God, begotten from the Father, only-begotten, that
is, from the ousia of the Father, God from God, light from
light, true God from true God, begotten not made, homoousios
with the Father, through Whom all things came into being.5*

The declaration that the Son is “true God from true God” was a
response to Arius’s assertion that Jesus was divine but not iden-
tical to the Creator. “Begotten not made” was intended to
counter the view that Christ was created like other creatures of
God. Finally, the Creed went on to condemn certain of Arius’s
specific teachings:

But as for those who say, There was when He was not, and,
Before being born He was not, and that He came into exis-
tence out of nothing, or who assert that the Son of God is of a
different hypostasis or substance, or is subject to alteration or
change—these the Catholic and apostolic Church anathema-
tizes, 85

The presentation of this document to the bishops caused
them considerable discomfort. The hard-core Arians opposed it
for obvious reasons, but even those less committed to subordi-
nationism found the document’s language novel and, in some
ways, suspect. Homoousios still bothered them because it
seemed to obliterate the distinction between Father and Son, so
much so that for twenty vears after the council disbanded,
Athanasius himself did not consider it politic to use the term in
his writing. And to say that Jesus and God were of the same “hy-
postasis [individual being] or substance” smacked of Sabellian-
ism. When asked to sign the creed, Eusabius of Caesarea and
other bishops therefore demanded further explanations of each
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of the phrases used in it. The anti-Arians attempted to respond
in their own way, but Constantine muddied the water by offering
several interpretations of his own, which were not particularly
useful.

By mid-June it was obvious to Hosius that, whatever their
differences of interpretation, the vast majority of bishops were
willing to subscribe to the creed. He therefore read it aloud be-
fore the assemblage, declaring that it represented the position of
the Holy and Apostolic Church. Constantine then sent court of-
ficials to each bishop’s seat with copies of the document to be
signed on the spot. Everyone signed with the exception of two of
Arius’s most devoted Libyan supporters, whom the emperor im-
mediately sent into exile along with Arius and several priests.
The signators included all the other Arians present, including
the two Eusebiuses, Paulinus of Tyre, and Theognis of Nicaea.
According to one ancient historian, the exiled Libyan bishops
stopped at the bench of their erstwhile leader, Eusebius of Nico-
media, on their way out of the hall and criticized him bitterly for
bowing to the emperor’s will,

That there was pressure brought to bear by Constantine is
undeniable. The sentences of exile passed on the hard-line Ari-
ans demonstrated the consequences of opposing him. Clearly, to
the extent that the bishops felt they had signed the creed under
duress, they felt justified later on in qualifying and “explaining”
(some might say, explaining away) their signatures. Eusebius of
Caesarea, for example, wrote a long letter to his congregants ex-
plaining that homoousios and “begotten, not made” did not mean
that Jesus shared God’s essence—that he was God—but only
that he was a unique creation of God. Eusebius of Nicomedia
went even further. He explained that while he affirmed the body
of the Nicene Creed (interpreted in an Arian sense), he did not
accept the anathemas, which were based on misconceptions of
Arius’s teachings. Whether because of this letter or because Eu-
sebius offered hospitality in Nicomedia to some Arian priests,
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Constantine sent him into exile along with Theognis of Nicaea
three months after the council concluded its work.

With the Arian party decapitated, one might think that the
controversy was effectively ended. On the contrary, within three
years, over the vehement protests of the anti-Arians, Arius, Eu-
sebius, and their fellow exiles would be forgiven by Constantine
and welcomed back to the Church. Eusebius would become
Constantine'’s closest advisor, and would insist that Athanasius,
now bishop of Alexandria, readmit Arius to communion in that
city as well. A decade after that, with Bishop Athanasius himself
in exile, Arianism would be well on the way to becoming the
dominant theology of the Eastern Empire.

THE counclL of Nicaea remained in session for more than
a month after Arius and his followers were expelled. Having es-
tablished a basis for doctrinal unity in the Church (so they
thought), Constantine and the leading bishops turned their at-
tention to the problem of unifying it administratively. What they
failed to understand was that efforts to make administration
more uniform and efficient might inflame the religious struggle,
especially if this meant further entanglement of the government
in the affairs of the faithful. And to the extent that a consensus
on basic theological issues had not been reached, continued re-
ligious conflict would play havoe with well-intentioned adminis-
trative reforms.

The need for reform seemed obvious. A Church emerging
from decades of persecution was obviously ill suited to par-
ticipate in the governance of the empire. From the emperor’s
perspective (which most bishops shared), the situation was dan-
gerously chaotic. There was, of course, no single church offi-
cial—no pope—with plenary authority over the Church, nor
was one desired. Metropolitan bishops were generally assumed
to have power over the clergy within their realms, but the extent
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of their authority was unclear. Schismatic groups like the Meli-
tians of Egypt thumbed their noses at the mainstream clergy.
Bishops, priests, and deacons moved virtually at will from
church to church and diocese to diocese. Fach province func-
tioned in many ways like a separate Church, so that (as the Arian
conflict demonstrated) priests excommunicated in one province
might be asked to celebrate Mass in another.

Furthermore, the processes of ordaining or appointing cler-
gymen were irregular and the qualifications for priestly or epis-
copal office vague and variable. The results were sometimes
scandalous, as when men known to be financially or sexually
corrupt were ordained priests and elected bishops. But even
when the clergy were well qualified and respected, each diccese
went its own way. In one jurisdiction, married priests were left in
peace; in another, they were compelled to separate from their
wives. Here, confessed adulterers were readmitted to commu-
nion after a short penance; there, the penances were long and
arduous. Not even the schedule of festivals was uniform. In
some places, Easter was celebrated on the Sunday after the Jew-
ish Passover, while in others different calculations were used to
set the date of the holiday.

To Constantine this sort of diversity was intolerable. Com-
pared with the Christian clergy, the pagan priesthood was a
model of good organization. Imagine setting Christian holidays
according to the Jewish calendar! The Church must break deci-
sively with both paganism and Judaism and put its own house in
order.

Most bishops agreed. They adopted twenty canons or rules
of law governing the organization of the Church and the behav-
ior of the clergy. They also attempted to deal with the Melitians
and other rigorist groups forged in the cauldron of persecution.
And they tried to set a uniform date for the celebration of Easter.
But without consensus—an underlying general agreement on
fundamental religious and political issues—Ilegal rules tend to
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become weapons in the hands of opposed groups. For this rea-
son virtually every rule adopted at Nicaea, no matter how com-
monsensical and apparently neutral, became a cause of conflict
rather than a method of resolving it.

Several of the Nicene canons grew directly out of the bish-
ops’ experiences in the Arian controversy. For example, the
clergy were strictly forbidden to welcome into communion
Christians excommunicated by the bishops of another province
{as Eusebius of Nicomedia had done in the case of the Arians).
The difficulty is that rules like this assumed a certain minimum
agreement on the definitions of heresy and orthodoxy. What if
“heretical” clergy seized control of a province and excommuni-
cated “orthodox” bishops and priests there? Those in other
provinces defining themselves as orthodox could hardly be ex-
pected to close their hearts and churches to their “persecuted”
brethren. (This is exactly what happened several years later in
the case of Bishop Athanasius, who was excommunicated by a
pro-Arian synod. In this case, the bishop who welcomed Athana-
sius to communion was the pope of Rome, and his assertion of
the right to overrule a council of bishops ignited a fatal conflict
between the Eastern and Western churches.}

Other rules more loosely tied to the Arian conflict were no
less productive of discord. Among other things, the council af-
firmed the authority of the “superbishops” of Alexandria, Rome,
and Antioch over all other clergymen in their domains, prohib-
ited ambitious churchmen from moving from church to church
and see to see, and adopted a uniform procedure for the ordi-
nation of bishops. Considering that the position of bishop had
now become enormously powerful —bishops were the highest-
ranking Church officials and their councils the Church’s chief
rule-making bodies—the last regulation was particularly explo-
sive. It provided that all the bishops of a province acting together
should elect new bishops. If this proved impractical, however,
three bishops could elect with the consent of their absent
brethren and the metropolitan bishop.
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Again, the rule seemed rational . . . so long as one assumed
that responsible churchmen would not try to abuse it in the heat
of conflict. But imagine a hotly disputed contest, say, to choose
a successor to a deceased metropolitan bishop. What if a con-
troversial candidate were to secure election in secret by three
bishops, and then, with other bishops objecting, claim the con-
sent of the rest? What if several candidates, bitterly opposed on
questions of doctrine, were to claim to have been legitimately
elected? Unfortunately for the peace of the Church, these ques-
tions did not long remain hypothetical.

Driven by its quest for order and unity, the Nicene council
also took direct steps to deal with the Melitians, who continued
to resist the authority of the bishop of Alexandria. The Coptic
followers of the heroic Bishop Melitius thought of themselves
as purer than the official clergy and continued to function, to
some extent, as a separate church. Constantine considered such
schisms intolerable, but in order to avoid driving the dissidents
into open revolt, he took a more conciliatory line with them than
he had with the North African Donatists. The council ruled that
Melitius should re