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In the Name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Taught to make the sign of the cross at our parent’s knees, we easily take the Trinity for granted, and pass over it with little thought. 


“Three Persons in One God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.” Simple to say, but impossible to fathom. The dogma points us to the Mystery, but it does not explain it.

Ever since the Son of God promised us the Paraclete, the Holy Trinity has constituted God’s Revelation about Himself. “Go, baptize in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit” was Jesus’ final command to His Apostles. Nevertheless the Church struggled for centuries to find words capable of protecting the Mystery.


The fourth century was crucial in this process. As so often in Church history, it was heretics’ attacks which forced the Church, catholic and apostolic, to define her faith more clearly. Her brightest and holiest minds debated formulae which would accurately express the “deposit of faith”, and defend it against subtle distortions.


The conflict of Arius and Athanasius provides the key moment. It holds some salutary lessons for us today. 


 Arius (256-336) was a priest of the diocese of Alexandria in Egypt. He began to teach that the Word of God was not eternal, but was a lesser being than God the Father.  “If the Father begat the Son, he that was begotten had a beginning of existence: and from this it is evident, that there was [a time] when the Son was not. It therefore necessarily follows, that he had his substance from nothing.” 

One can summarise Arius’ doctines as follows: 

1. that the Word and the Father were not of the same essence (ousia); 

2. that the Son was a created being. 

3. that though the Son was the creator of the worlds, and must therefore have existed before them and before all time, there was [a time] when he did not exist. 


These teachings provoked consternation and dissent in Alexandria and beyond. Alexander, the Patriarch, tried gently to dissuade Arius – too gently. He hoped to win him back to orthodoxy. The lack of rapid and decisive action against Arius allowed the heresy to spread. 


St Jerome would later lament, that because - as a spark in Alexandria - Arius was not put out, he became a conflagration that laid waste the world. Even Cardinal Newman writes of Alexander’s patience with Arius: "The mischief which ensued from his misplaced meekness was considerable."

Arius was a master of ambiguity. He would speak suavely in praise of Christ, while never admitting His divinity. His double talk confused many. Alexander wrote a pastoral letter to the churches throughout Libya and Egypt, criticizing Arius’ followers for teaching that “God was not always a Father” and that “the Word of God has not always existed, but was made out of nothing.”

Arius was not easily silenced. He was never silenced until his death. Alexander summoned a provincial synod of 100 bishops. They condemned Arius’ doctrines as alien to the Church’s “deposit of Faith”.  Finally Alexander deposed Arius from office and excommunicated him.


Arius was not a man to be squashed by a bench of bishops appealing to Tradition and Scripture. He ridiculed their censures and moved to Palestine, where he continued disseminating his heresies. By his subtleties he conveyed the impression, that to agree with him was to belong to the cultural elite of society. He wrote his “Thalia,” a mixture of prose and light verse, popular songs and poems, for reading aloud at banquets, vehicles for his anti-Christian message.


So the Arian crisis spread. The question of Christ’s divinity was high on the agenda, when in 325 AD the Emperor Constantine gathered 300 bishops to the First Ecumenical Council in his summer palace at Nicaea. 


Bishop Hosius of Cordoba, the presiding Papal Legate, proposed that Christ’s relationship to the Father could be accurately expressed by the key word homoousios – of the same substance. As we say in the Creed every Sunday – “of one Being with the Father.”  This solution was accepted. The bishops anathematized the unrepentant Arius, and the Emperor sent him into exile.


Outward agreement, however, masked an undercurrent of dissent. Some bishops felt that the word “homoousios” was misleading. Homoousios could suggest, they alleged, that the Father and the Son were the same person acting in two different modes – the old heresy of Sabellianism or Modalism. 


According to Modalism, the Father, Son and Holy Spirit were not three Persons, but simply three different masks God puts on, like an actor playing three roles.


Back in Alexandria, St Athanasius succeeded as Metropolitan in 327 AD. However Arius, a man “downcast in visage, with manners like a wily serpent,” had not finished his intrigues. 


Influential friends helped Arius worm his way back into the Emperor’s favour. Subsequently the Emperor ordered Athanasius to admit him back into communion. Athanasius refused, on the grounds that Arius had not repented of his heresy. For his pains, the Emperor exiled Athanasius to Trier in Germany.

Arius was adept at using orthodox terms but twisting their meaning. While repudiating the homoousios clause, he protested that he was perfectly happy to accept that Christ was “homoiousios to Patri,” “of similar nature to the Father”  – note the extra “i.” In fact this tiny iota subscript makes all the difference between Jesus being “true God from true God,” and Jesus as a sort of “super-angel”, the highest of all God’s creatures, but not God. 


Arius schemed to be readmitted to communion in Constantinople, the imperial city itself.  This would demonstrate who really controlled the Catholic Church. His patrons thought that the Patriarch, another Alexander, would be a pushover compared to the tenacious Athanasius.


The venerable Metropolitan Alexander was shocked to receive an imperial edict demanding the readmission of Arius to Holy Communion in his cathedral. Arius had been anathematised and had not repented. To admit him would be to overthrow the Council of Nicea and effectively to deny the Blessed Trinity. Alexander begged the Emperor to rescind his edict, but without success.

Eight days remained until Arius would present himself at the Liturgy in the cathedral and demand the Sacrament. In desperation, the Patriarch enlisted his parishioners to join him in a campaign of prayer and fasting. The day before the dreaded date, he lay prostrate on the sanctuary floor, and people heard him beg this favour of Jesus in the Eucharist:   


  “Jesus my Saviour and my God, if Arius communicates here tomorrow, first take your servant out of the world, I implore. But if you care for your Church, as I know you do, take Arius away.”


That evening Arius and his noisy supporters held a victory rally in Constantine Square,  anticipating of Arius’ restoration in the cathedral the next day. The historian Socrates Scholasticus describes what happened next:


“It was then Saturday, and . . . going out of the imperial palace, attended by a crowd of partisans like guards, he [Arius] paraded proudly through the midst of the city, attracting the notice of all the people. As he approached the place called Constantine's Forum, where the column of porphyry is erected, a terror arising from the remorse of conscience seized Arius, and with the terror a violent relaxation of the bowels: he therefore enquired whether there was a convenient place near, and being directed to the back of Constantine's Forum, he hastened thither. 


“Soon after a faintness came over him, and together with the evacuations his bowels protruded, followed by a copious hemorrhage, and the descent of the smaller intestines: moreover portions of his spleen and liver were brought off in the effusion of blood, so that he almost immediately died. The scene of this catastrophe still is shown at Constantinople, as I have said, behind the shambles in the colonnade: and by persons going by pointing the finger at the place, there is a perpetual remembrance preserved of this extraordinary kind of death.”

This horrible, unexpected death shocked the multitudes. They recalled another of whom it was written “falling headlong, he burst open in the middle and all his bowels gushed out" (Acts 1:18), the traitor Judas.

Regrettably, Arianism did not die with its master. It corrupted many of the bishops for the next century, although the laity, Athanasius and the Pope stood firm.


After Nicaea’s defence of the Son’s Divinity, there was less conflict over the Divinity of the Holy Spirit. It was left to St Basil and St Gregory Nazianzen to combat the sects of the so-called Pneumatomachians or “Spirit-fighters”, who asserted that the Spirit was sub-divine, a mere emanation from God.


In response, the Council of Constantinople in 381 AD introduced into the Nicene Creed a more precise description of the Holy Spirit: “the Lord and Giver of Life, who proceeds from the Father. Together with the Father and the Son He is worshipped and glorified. He has spoken through the prophets.”  

It was made clear for all time that those who reject the Most Holy Trinity, not only have no right to call themselves Christians, but neither should they expect eternal salvation.
