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THE lOT A THAT SPLIT THE WORLD 

FEBRUARY 16, 1987 
THOMAS S. GEPHARDT 

. I d 1" d in the twentieth 
If the Libyan priest Anus 1a lve h . 

h . f h had preached and taug t in 
century instead of the fourt ,1 e . . b now 
Alexandria, Virginia, instead of Alexandria, Egypt, hIS name Y 
would be a household word. 

His ascetic countenance would have adorned the covers of 

Time and Newsweek. -
His charisma and sophistication would have. made him a 

favored guest on the late-night talk shows and earned h1:n aylace as 
the designated television consultant on all matters ecclesIastIcal. 

His undeniable charm and the excellence of his scholarly 
credentials would have won him a flood of grants and fellowships 
from the most fashionable of the learned foundations. 

The facility of his pen would have captivated the editors 
of the New York Review of Books. 

And the very creativity and audacity of his insights would 
have found him reigning as the chairman of the theology departmellt 
of some distinguished Catholic university. 

But, as circumstances would have it, Arius is remembered 
-- to the extent he is remembered at all -- as the principle exponent 
of a heresy -- the Arlan heresy -- a heresy that effec tively divided 
the Roman Catholic Church in its delicate and uncertain infancy. 
Had Arius and his followers prevailed, Christianity would have 
emerged with a vastly different face and spirit, and its impact on 
human affairs would have been dramatically diminished. 

The heresy to which Arius gave his name was not, in 
fairness, wholly of his making. There is a sense in which it was 
merely the product of the environment in which Christianity burst 
upon the world's consciousness. 

At roughly the time of Alexander the Great, who died in 
323 B.C., the Western world saw the beginnings of a religiOUS 
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transforrni.llion. In earlier years, the business of religion in very 
nearly every society had been placating the gods, warding off their 
retribution and seeking their favor. 

All of a sudden thoughtful men began to recognize that 
religion had another goal -- making hur nankind better. These same 
men began to grasp the notion of hum an brotherhood; they became 
mindful of misery in all societies and of a responsibility to alleviate 
it; they became more acutely aware of human frailties and 
frustrations. Most important, they began to see that there should be 
a relationship between religion and morality, between what men 
believed and how they lived. 

Much of the world, in tha t sense, was ready for 
Christianity, which taught that men and women, as creatures of a 
living, loving God, could change their lives to become more moral, 
more just, more generous, more concerned about the well being of 
their fellows and more likely, as a result, to enjoy the reward of 
eternal life. 

Thus, by the time of Christianity's birth, very nearly 
every city in the Roman world had a community of philosophical 
mystics and moral teachers. Some, to be sure, continued to preach a 
pagan morality. But many others perceived a striking similarity 
between what they had long believed and the message now being 
proclaimed by the burgeoning family of Christian believers. Yet 
others professed to find conflicts, and they felt obliged to challenge 
Christianity for what they identified as its shortcomings and errors. 

The lesson of Pentecost was that the Holy Spirit would 
remain with the Christians to preserve them from error. But not 
even the most believing could imagine that all Christians would see 
every theological issue the same way. 

There was something about Christianity, moreoever, that 
made its adherents want to meditate on its truths, to seek a deeper 
understanding of its implications. It was not enough to learn and 
practice its rules of conduct. It was not enough to consider what 
they had heard Jesus say, or what they had heard others say Jesus had 
said. They wanted to understand; they wanted to be ~ble . to teach 
others and to defend their beliefs against doubters and dIsbelIevers. 

Small wonder, in light of t.h is appe t ite for inquiry and 
,-,p",,",ula1:ion. 1:hCl.'t some priests, some bis ho ps, some churches should 
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fall into error through teachers who deviated from what the whole 
church taught or who simply did not know what the whole church 
taught. Small wonder that heresies were born -- nurtured by their 
novelty, their parochialism and, very often, by the relentlessness of 
their adherents. 

Some historians look back over the process of speculation, 
argumentation and definition as altering the very fabric of 
Christianity. They wonder whether what began as a series of simple 
ethical declarations by Jesus of Nazareth was not converted, step by 
step, into a com plica ted metaphysical system of belief and life. 
These are questions that persist into our own day to sustain those who 
regard Christianity as a matter of ethics rather than 
transcendentalism. 

But to delve more thoughtfully into the process is to see 
that the definitions and elaborations began while the Apostles were 
still at work. St. Paul, for example, was a theologian of heroic 
stature, but he was still challenged on occasion by St. James on the 
relative importance of faith and works. St. John cautioned Christians 
to be alert to the menace of "false teachers," which suggests that 
early Christian communities did not cheerfully tolerate departures 
from orthodoxy. And the departures from orthodoxy were frequent 
and sometimes persistent. 

Among the most audacious was the handiwork of the 
Gnostics, whose first speculations preceded by at least two centuries 
the birth of Christianity. The Gnostics, in addition to condemning 
the world of matter as apart from the world of the spirit, laid claim 
to a superior knowledge, which they ascribed to their private vision 
of God. The Gnostics professed to know all that needed to be known, 
and they bestowed upon those who would hear them their private 
interpretation of good and evil and the avenues to salvation. 

The moral authority the Gnostics claimed for themselves 
was destined for early, irreconcilable conflict with Christianity. 

The task of challenging Gnosticism and demonstrating its 
falsity fell to the second-century bishop of Lyons, known in church 
history as St. Irenaeus. Once a student of St. Polycarp, who had, in 
turn, been a disciple of St. John the Apostle, Irenaeus codified his 
opposition to the Gnostics in a work he entitled An Exposition and 
Refutation of What is Falsely Called Knowledge. 
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Among other things, Irenaeus offered a method of 
determining the truth or falsity of any system of belief that might 
c hallenge Christian orthodoxy. Those who questioned a religious 
teaching must first find a church whose line of bishops went back to 
the Apostles of Jesus. What these churches taught must be true; 
what conflicted with their teachings must be false. And the simplest 
method of determining authenticity, said Irenaeus, was to 
acknowledge the primacy of the Church of Rome, about whose 
apostolic origins no doubt was possible. 

St. Irenaeus thereby bequea thed a rule for assessing the 
authenticity of a long succession of quest ionable teachings. 

It was the application of his rule tha t accounted for the 
successful condemnation of Marcionism, which taught the existence 
of two gods, the lesser of whom created the world, grew jealous of 
his creatures and expelled them from paradise. The rule of St. 
Irenaeus also produced the successful condemnation of Matonism, 
whose adherents were so certain about the imminence of the second 
coming of Christ that they established a community in Asia Minor to 
await the moment. 

In time, the formulation of St. Irenaeus was also used to 
challenge the authenticity of Arianism, but Arianism's popularity and 
wide acceptance, along with the intervention of political authority, 
made it a far wilier and more resourceful foe. 

Arius, it deserves to be reiterated, was only a coauthor of 
the heresy for which he is remembered. A century and a half before 
his time, similar speculations had come from Origen, whom no less an 
authority than St. Jerome was to identify as the greatest teacher in 
the early church aside from the Apostles themselves. 

Origen's goal was converting pagans, with their belief in 
many gods, to Christianity, with its belief in one. The doctrine of the 
Trinity became, for him, a needless compli cation . So it helped if he 
could portray Christ as somehow inferior to God. He conceded that 
the Son had existed before the Incarnation, but he argued that the 
Son had a different aspect to different viewers. Some saw Him as an 
unremarkable Man; others saw Him as their God and Saviour. In his 
commentary on St_ John's Gospel, Origen took pains to catalogue the 
titles bestowed upon Jesus -- Lamb, Redeemer , Truth, Light, Life. 
The Father, he concluded, is one; the Son is many, just as many rungs 
consti tute one ladder. 
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The R t. Rev. J. W. C. Wand wrote years later: 

The fundamental difficulty was to explain the 
contrast between the One and the Many, 
between the ultimate unity that lay behind the 
visible universe and the incalculable variety 
that exists in the world as we know it. 

Jews had resolved the contradiction by seeing God as the 
crea tor of everything out of nothing. 

But that was too uncomplicated a concept for the Greeks. 
It comforted them to see God in more abstract terms. Yet it was 
difficult for them to understand how God, without body, parts or 
passions, could also be a human person like them. 

Now the Jewish tradition and the Greek were meeting in 
Christianity, and Christianity struggled to find an answer that would 
agree with scriptural revelation. 

What gave Arius and his interpretation particular vigor 
was the coincidental circumstance that the Roman Empire, after 
centuries of persecuting Christians, suddenly chose, in 313, to issue 
the Edict of Milan, which assured toleration of all religions. Not long 
thereafter, Ernperur Constantine embraced Christianity as his own 
fai th, with the un rnistakable im plica tion that it should also be his 
empire's. 

Constantine may actually have had his famous VISion in 
which the Cross of Christianity was identified as the sign by which 
the Roman Empire could vanquish its foes. It is more likely that his 
conversion had more practical roots, that he hoped the fervor that 
had set the early Christians apart would give unity and purpose to his 
faltering, far-flung empire. So, with the coming of Arianism, it is 
easy to understand his annoyance to hear that the eastern arm of the 
church faced deep divisions over what were, to him, merely semantic 
differences. 

Catholic teaching even in the early years was that the 
Father and the Son were coequal and coeternal: both had existed 
always. 

Arius taught otherwise. The Son may be similar to the 
Father, but the Son was separate and distinct. God, said Arius, is 



345 

unique, self-existent and immutable. T he Son, therefore, cannot be 
God. He must instead be deemed a creatu re called into existence out 
of nothing -- a creature without a be ginning, perhaps, but a creature 
nonetheless. 

Said Cardinal Newman: 

It was the doctrine of Arian ism that our Lord 
was pure creature, made out of nothing, liable 
to fall, the Son of God by adoption, not by 
nature, and called God in Sc ripture, not as 
being really such, but only in nam e. 

Arius did his preaching in one of Alexandria's most 
fashionable suburbs. His adherents were persons of substance and 
influence -- which may account for the reluc tance of his bishop, 
Alexander, to challenge his errors. 

The bishop's meekness was to have immense 
consequences. For the followers of Arius grew from a small circle to 
a sizable faction, and Bishop Alexander ultimately had no alternative 
to bringing them to bay. To do so, however, he also had to combat 
the notion that bishopc; enjoyed no more authority than the priests 
over whom they nominally presided. 

Alexander, nevertheless, took the inevitable step of 
excommunicating Arius. Unabashed, Arius simply appealed over the 
bishop's head to enlightened opinion, in much the same way religious 
dissidents today seek to enlist public support to rebut constituted 
authority. 

But Arius had working in his favor more than a desire to 
challenge episcopal authority. Somewhat more subtle was the 
widespread feeling that the underground church, the persecuted 
church, was emerging at la st into the modern world and needed to 
refashion whichever of its doctrines seem ed out of step with the 
times. Besides, Arianism was an easie r teaching than Christian 
orthodoxy: it was less demanding of its bel ievers. Never mind that 
Arius was challenging the foundations on which the church had rested 
for three centuries. 

Noone articula ted the im plica tions and errors of 
Arianism more forcefully than A thanasius, firs t a deacon in the 
service of Bishop Alexander of Alexandria, la ter himself the bishop. 
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A thanasius is believed to have been an Egyptian by birth. 
He was only five when Diocletian ordered the last of the great 
persecutions, and he must have been deeply and permanently moved 
to see some of his own teachers martyred. 

Schooled in languages, the Creek classics and practical 
theology, A thanasius was scarcely twenty when he produced a 
two-part work, Against the Heathen and The Incarnation of the Word 
of Cod, both of them still reckoned among Christendom's classics. 

If Christ were anything less than God, he now asked in 
rebutting Arianism, of what value to humanity was His Crucifixion? 
How could anyone less than Cod in human form redeem all 
humankind? 

He asserted: 

If Christ had not of Himself been the 
substantial image of God, He could not have 
formed the divine image in any man. 

He wrote of the Arians: 

Infidelity is coming in through these 
men .•• He who holds these opinions can no 
longer be called a Christian. 

A thanasius pointed to the Gospel of St. John: 

"In the beginning was the Word," but these 
men say, "He was not, before He was 
begotten." And again he has written, "I and 
My Father are one," and "he that hath seen Me 
hath seen the Father." But these men dare to 
separate them ... Who does not see that the 
brightness cannot be separated from the light? 

As the Arian schism continued to rent the church and sap 
its energies, Emperor Constantine in 325 convoked the church's first 
ecumenical council, at Nicaea on the Asian shores 01 the Bosporus. 

Prior to 325, there had been regional gat~erings of 
bishops. But this was the first time the bishops ?f the entIre ~hurch 
had gathered. It is not known whether ConstantIne acted on hIS own 
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initiative or in concert with Pope Silvester . It is known that his 
letters to the bishops were fram ed in the most respectful language. 
Bishops were begged, not ordered, to atten d, and Constantine placed 
a t the bishops' disposal a ll the conveyances and conveniences the 
Roman Empire could muster. 

Nicaea was a convenient site for the eastern bishops - 
the Greeks, Syrians, Pale stinians and Egyptians -- but it was less 
accessible to those from the west. There came, nonethele ss, 
representatives from Spain and Gaul, and there was a sm a ll 
delegation from Rome representing the Pope, who was himself too 
infirm to travel. 

The number of participating is in dispute: estimates 
range from two hundred fifty to t wenty - five hundred. One 
contemporary recorder put the number a t precisely three hundred 
eighteen, which is probably close to the mark. 

Constantine chose his Nicaean palace for the bishops' 
work, and ma ny of its sessions unfolded in the palace's great hall. At 
the counc il's opening, Constantine was the honorary president, seated 
on a gold throne and clad in gold and cov ered with precious stone, in 
the fashion of a n oriental sovereign. 

His opening address, de livered in Latin, urged the bishops, 
above all else, to restore peace to the church. Then he surrendered 
the council's leadership to the ecclesiastics, although he remained 
available for whatever role the bishops might want him to play. 

There survives no comprehensive record of all that the 
council undertook. But the church today possessed twenty canons in 
which the bishops concurred. None of t heir deliberations was more 
significant, however, than the deba te ove r the nature of God and the 
resultant condemnation of Arian ism. 

Arius, it turned out, had woefully few supporters to stan,d 
with him in the council. But he spoke eloque ntl y in defense of , hIS 
convictions. The Son of God, he reiterated, w~s a cre~ted bemg, 
rn ade from nothing. The re was a time when He dId not eXIst, and He 
was capable of change. 

When the t ime came to fra rne a creed to re solve the 
c.li "p~.te, Eusp. bius of Nicomedia, Arius' principal defender among the 
hi " hO D S. of fe r e d a c o m pro m ise , but it was rejecte d out of h a nd. 
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Eusebius of Caesarea, probably the most learned of the bishops, 
suggested another formulation. It, too, fell short. Finally came the 
successful proposal, probably from the Palestinians, and perhaps from 
Jerusalem itself. 

The bishops gave their unanimous assent to this Nicene 
Creed, which remains a central feature of Catholic teaching and 
worship throughout the world: 

We believe ... in one Lord Jesus Christ, the 
Son of God, born of the Father, the sole 
begotten; that is to say, of one substance with 
the Father, God from God, Light from Light, 
true God from true God; born, not made, 
consubstantial with the Father, through whom 
all things were made, which are in Heaven and 
on Earth. 

As many as twenty-two of the bishops were believed to 
have entertained reservations. They subscribed, in whole or in part, 
to the Arian aberration. But they found it prudent at Nicaea to hold 
their peace. They chose to wait until the council had adjourned. 
Then they began the work of interpreting the creed to accommod<lte 
their real convictions. 

Where the creed spoke with unmistakable clarity of the 
Father and the Son as being of ~ substance, the Arians asserted 
tha t they were of only similar substance. 

The Greek phrase in the Nicene Creed was "homo-ousion 
to patri" ("of one substance with the Father"). The Arians now 
deleted the word homo-ousion (of one substance). The difference 
between homo-ouslon and homoi-ousion was the single letter iota. 
The Arians gambled that the difference would not justify a 
prolongation of the controversy. 

Their hopes were strengthened by Constantine's 
intervention. Here, he believed, was an honest opportunity for 
reconciliation and reunion. When orthodox Catholics rejected the 
modification, Constantine condemned their obstinancy. "Such 
arrogance," he proclaimed, "is intolerable." 
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So, far from resolvIng the dispute, the Council of Nicaed 
and its creed only refueled the debate, which was to rage for more 
than half a century. 

In 335, the Arians persuade d the emperor to cornmand 
A thanasius to appear before a regional council of handpicked bishops 
at Tyre where they proclaimed their redef ini tion of church doctrine. 

A t one point the emperor sent A thanasius a letter 
ordering that Arius be readmitted to com munion with the See of 
Alexandria. "You know my will," he declared. "If I hear that you 
have forbidden to enter anyone who wis hes to return, I shall speedily 
send someone with power to depose you by my order." 

Ultimately, succumbing to im perial outrage, the church 
consented to /\rius' reinstaternent. Arius die d, curiously, on the very 
day of his restoration. But Arianism by then had grown far bigger 
than its creator and cham pion. 

In 339, A thanasius went to Rome where he moved at least 
his church superiors by his piety, his schola rship and his simplicity. 

Constantine's son and successor, Constantius, was an even 
more zealous supporter of the Arlans than his father, and it was 
through his intervention that the Arians became, in Cardinal 
Newman's words, "the first among Christians to employ force in the 
cause of religion." And the force the emperor was willing to deplOY 
was considerable. 

For with Constantius, the defense of the Arians became 
an obsession. He regarded orthodox Christianity as a greater menace 
than the barbarians who had begun to challenge the empire's northern 

reaches. And he saw himself as the ultimate arbiter of Christian 
doctrine. "Whatever I will," he said, "be that esteemed a 
canon ..• Either then obey or go into ban ishment." 

To Constantius and to man y others inside as well as 
utside the church, A thanasius was not a defender of truth, but the 

p im e troublemaker, the most dangerous dissident. Another of the 
e1T1pe rors, Julian the Apostate, spoke of him as "this notoriously 

vub le some man." They either lacked A thanasl us' insight into the 
wI .mate rarnifications of Arianism, or t he y regarded disunity as a 
gra .. e r threat. t.1,an heresy. They argued t hat homo-ouslon was not, 
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after all, a scriptural term and should not stand in the way of the 
restora tion of peace. 

In the course of his long and indefatigable defense of 
orthodoxy, Athanasius was driven five times into exile, with Arian 
bishops installed in his place. In one exile, he was sent to Gaul, as 
distant a point from his diocese as his enemies could imagine. For 
years at a time he hid himself in the Egyptian desert, sometimes 
alone, sometimes sheltered by his fellow believers. Roman soldiers 
often pursued him on orders from the emperor. But A thanasius never 
deviated from his defense of what he held to be true. 

From the beginning the fate of Arianism had been 
inextricably linked to the political vagaries of the Roman Empire. At 
one moment Arianism was all but unchallenged in the east, with 
A thanasius in exile. At the next, Arianism was disgraced and 
Athanasius was back with his flock. 

A thanasius died in 373 without seeing the victory his 
steadfastness helped to achieve. He died instead seeing a church in 
turmoil, riven by the march of the Arian heresy. 

A t roughly the time of his death, St. Basil, who took up 
the torch in orthodoxy's behalf, was to lament the condition of the 
church in these words: 

The dogmas of lhe fathers are despised; 
apostolic traditions are set at nought; the 
discoveries of innovators hold sway in the 
church. Men have learned to be speculatists 
instead of theologians. The wisdom of the 
world has the place of honor, hav ing 
dispossessed the glory of the Cross. The 
pastors are driven away, grievous wolves are 
brought in instead, and plunder the flock of 
Christ. Houses of prayer are destitute of 
preachers; the deserts are full of mourners; 
the aged sorrow comparing what is with what 
was; more pitiable, the youth, as not knowing 
what they are deprived of. 

A thanaslus' brother, Peter, succeeded him as bishop of 
Alexandria, but he too was deposed by an Arian emperor and sent into 
exile. 
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Orthodoxy's final victor y in the east did not come until 
the advent of Emperor Theodosius 1 in 379 and hIs unyidding 
opposition to Arianism. In 381, the second ecumenical council in 
Constantinople proscribed Arian teachings and reaffirmed the Nicene 
Creed, homo-ousion and all. 

By then, however, Arianism had reare d its heretical head 
in the western church. Its c hampion t he re was a bishop named Ulfila, 
who taught that the Father and the Son were only sirnilar in 
substance and that the Holy Spirit wa s subordinate to both. The 
Visigoths carried this variation into France and Spain where it 
survived, jn one form or another, (lnti l the end of the seventh 
century, but wi thout ever achieving the infl uence it had commanded 
in the east. 

Nearly a thousand years later, in 1712, one Samuel Clarke 
in Britain borrowed from Arianism when he began preaching that 
Jesus had been divine only by the communicating of divinity to hIm. 
Clarke's representations we re so for cefully rebutted that they lost 
the few adherents they had won. 

It would be scant oversta tement to say that without 
A tha nasius Arianism would have come to dominat e the whole church. 
For the re were undeniable moments -- at least in the easte rn c hurc h 
-- in which his voice was the only one among the hierarchs raised in 
the defense of traditional t e achings. 

Gibbon wrote centuries late r: 

The immortal na me of A thanasius will never 
be separa ted from the Catholic doctrine of the 
Trinity, to whose defense he consecrated 
every moment and every faculty of his being. 

Cardinal Newman was to speak of his "sublime 
solitariness" and "his ascendancy over all classes of men in his series 
of triumphs over material force and civil tyranny." 

And G. K. Cheste rton was to add, "It was emphatically he 
who was fighting for D. God of love aga ins t a God of colorless and 
remote cosmic control." 

Ultimately, A tha nasius, the beleaguered and often exiled 
bishop of Alexandria, was officially recog nized by his coreligionists 
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as St. Athanasius the Great, the Father of Orthodoxy, and admitted 
to that extraordinary fraternity the Doctors of the Churc~, which 
was one day to embrace such giants as St. Tho.mas Aqumas, 5t. 
Augustine, St. Francis de Sales and St. Teresa of Avlla. 

Who can guess the shape of the church or of civilization 
itself had A thanasius not lived and fought and won? 

Certainly, if Christ had been so denigrated in the fourth 
century, can anyone imagine that even His memory would have 
survived to the twentieth, except, perhap!:i, as an eccentric preacher 
and social worker who represented Himself as something He was not? 

Would that kind of Christ have been worth the martyrdom 
of generations of missionaries who volunteered to carry His name to 
every continent? 

Would Handel have been moved to write The Messiah or 
Michelangelo to adorn the Sistine Chapel? 

Would there ever have been Lutherans or Episcopalians, 
Methodists or Baptists, Christian Scientists or Holy Rollers? 

Would the Christian church today be a community of 
believers or merely a society of admirers? 

Would thp.re have been inspired monks to preserve the 
legacies of Western civilization through the years of ignorance and 
destruction known as the Dark Ages? 

And when the followers of Mohammed poured across 
Europe to the very gates of Vienna, would there have been anyone 
armed with enough faith to repel them? 

Let no one, then, imagine that the dictionaries are telling 
us the whole truth when they define an iota as a trifle. An iota can 
inflame passions and shape history. An iota can make saints of good 
men and heretics of lesser men. An iota can split the world. An iota 
can do all these things because once, long ago, it did. 




