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Therefore, renounce war and proclaim peace,
and seek diligently to turn the hearts of the children to their fathers,
and the hearts of the fathers to the children.

Doctrine and Covenants 98:16

... for it is necessary in the ushering in of the dispensation of the
fullness of times, which dispensation is now beginning to usher
in, that a whole and complete and perfect union, and welding
together of dispensations, and keys, and powers, and glories should
take place, and be revealed from the days of Adam even to the
present time.

Doctrine and Covenants 128:18
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§

Rereading the Council of Nicaea and
Its Creed

Lincoln H. Blumell

THE COUNCIL OF Nicaea, convoked in a.p. 325 under the patronage of Constantine
I and long recognized as the first ecumenical council of the ancient church, typi-
cally evokes strong feelings of antipathy from most Latter-day Saints.' Even a cur-
sory survey of the limited LDS scholarship on this church council reveals that this
council is often maligned and treated with considerable disdain and contempt.
While Latter-day Saint denunciations of this council range over various issues,
from accusations of priestcraft, to philosophical speculation run amok, to eccle-
siastical and political grandstanding at the expense of doctrinal purity, there has
never been a detailed assessment of this council from an LDS perspective that has
substantively engaged with the council or its creed.? Furthermore, while LDS treat-
ments are quick to point out the problems of Nicaea, no LDS scholars have taken
the time to properly delimit the problems and explore whether there may be theo-
logical resonance with any of the conciliar propositions at Nicaea. For example,
since the method for determining the timing of the celebration of Easter set forth
at Nicaea is in principle followed by Latter-day Saints today, it may be argued that
there is at least one element of the council with which Latter-day Saints find no
fault. Since the Council of Nicaea has been represented as a defining event in the
history of ancient Christianity and in the LDS Great Apostasy narrative, this study
aims to elucidate this council with reference to LDS theology and Christology.

Contextualizing the Council of Nicaea

Regrettably, most LDS treatments of Nicaea are superficial and tend to present the
council in vacuo, but one cannot begin to properly understand, let alone engage
with, Nicaea without first grasping some of the underlying factors and theological
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currents of the third and early fourth centuries.3 Furthermore, though most LDS
(as well as some non-LDS) treatments of Nicaea tend to frame this dispute in
Trinitarian terms, this assessment is not entirely accurate. Strictly speaking, the
Trinity (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) was not the focus of the council, as the status
of the Holy Spirit was never substantively addressed; rather, the primary focus of
the council had to do with delineating the proper ontological relationship between
the Father and the Son as it pertained to the Son’s divinity. More specifically, the
council sought to articulate exactly how Jesus ought to be considered divine and,
as such, how he ought to be viewed in relation to the Father. This issue was there-
fore not so much a debate about whether or not Jesus was divine, as both sides in
this debate ascribed divinity to Jesus, as it was a debate that sought to clarify and
qualify the exact nature of Jesus’s divinity so as to maintain a facade of monothe-
ism (as opposed to ditheism) without diminishing Jesus to the status of a demigod
or creature.’

If one surveys Christian writers of the second and third centuries to see how
they conceived of Jesus’s divinity and articulated his relationship to the Father,
two things become evident. The first is that no two writers seem to have agreed
exactly on the specifics of these questions; the second is that if there was some
general agreement shared between them, it was that Jesus was divine but that he
was a distinct being from the Father and was subordinate to him.® In fact, many
of these same writers argued not only that Jesus was inferior to the Father but
that he was even ontologically different from the Father, who alone was “ingener-
ate.”” Additionally, it may be noted that the term Trinity (Grk. tpiéc; Lat. trinitas) is
not used with any technical meaning, as it would be in subsequent centuries, to
define and circumscribe the relationship existing among the Father, the Son, and
the Holy Spirit.®

While it is generally the case that most Church Fathers of the second and
third centuries regarded Jesus as subordinate to and distinct from the Father,
there were a few notable exceptions. Leaving aside groups such as the Gnostics,
Docetists, and Marcionites, who had a different understanding of Jesus’s ontology
as it related to the Father, there were a few Christians who argued for the abso-
lute unity of the Father and the Son, so that they regarded them as basically one
and the same being who had different modes of manifestation (i.e., Modalistic
Monarchianism). However, what needs to be pointed out here is that those who
espoused various forms of this view (e.g., Sabellius, Paul of Samosata) were widely
criticized by their peers and condemned by a number of different church leaders.?

Keeping these theological antecedents in mind, it is now possible to broach
the specific controversy that arose at the beginning of the fourth century and
prompted the Council of Nicaea. Sometime circa ap. 318 it is reported that the
bishop Alexander of Alexandria (bp. c. 312—28) preached a sermon to some local
clergy in which he attempted to expound the unity of the Father and the Son in
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precise philosophical language. To one of the presbyters in attendance, a man
named Arius, the sermon smacked of Sabellianism; Arius felt that Alexander had
overemphasized the unity of the Father and Son at the expense of their distinctive-
ness and had made a number of claims that were theologically incorrect.® The
debate quickly shifted from a personal theological quarrel over the unity of the
Father and the Son to a local dispute when both Alexander and Arius marshaled
support from friends and local clergy; before long the whole church in Alexandria
had become embroiled in this controversy and had taken sides. However, since
Alexander naturally wielded more ecclesiastical authority and power than Arius,
he convened a council of Egyptian bishops, formally excommunicated Arius, and
then issued an encyclical letter to various bishops condemning the doctrines of
Arius and explaining the reason for his excommunication." Upon being excom-
municated and driven from the city, Arius wrote to Bishop Eusebius of Nicomedia
to complain of his treatment and to make theological allies in the east.” Eventually
Arius made his way to Nicomedia, continued to promote his cause through
a vigorous epistolary campaign, and even sent a letter to Alexander defending
his theological views;3 other bishops came to Arius’s defense and reproached
Alexander for not fully understanding Arius’s position. Since so many promi-
nent Christians from diverse parts of the empire took sides in the debate, it is easy
to see how this controversy rapidly spread and polarized a number of different
Christian communities.

This controversy was not entirely about Arius’s protest against some of the
teachings of Alexander. Arius also had some very particular ideas about the rela-
tionship between the Father and the Son and had been actively promoting them.
However, the challenge with reconstructing Arius’s theology is that few of Arius’s
writings survive, in large part because they were condemned to flames follow-
ing the Council of Nicaea; therefore, much of what Arius allegedly taught has to
be gleaned from the writings of his later opponents. According to them, Arius
was adamant that the Father and Son were two distinct beings and that the Son
was completely subordinate to the Father.'® That is, Arius seems to have believed
that God alone was ingenerate whereas the Son was at some point created and
brought into existence. It was reported that Arius and his followers often cited the
Septuagint translation of Proverbs 8:22, taking “wisdom” to refer to the “Word”
(Grk. Aéyoq) or Jesus, as evidence that while Jesus was the first of God’s creations,
he was nonetheless a creature.” His opponents attributed the oft-cited phrase
“there was when he was not” (v mote 8t otk v) to Arius to encapsulate his belief
that Jesus was not coeternal with the Father.® Here Arius was careful not to say
“there was a time when he was not,” though this phrase is sometimes mistakenly
translated this way, because Arius acknowledged that Jesus’s creation could have
occurred anterior to the whole inception of time. Though Arius argued that Jesus
was a creature, he was careful to differentiate him from humans by virtue of the
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fact that Jesus was the very agent by which the creation of the world, and all things
in it, came about. Nevertheless, as a creature, Jesus could be susceptible to change.
Arius’s logic here was that since creation itself presupposes a change, creatures by
their very nature were susceptible to mutability and alteration in contradistinction
to God, who alone was unchanging and immutable. This claim was an important
component of Arius’s Christology. While he was adamant that Jesus never sinned,
he maintained that it was possible for Jesus to sin, given his nature. Jesus was in
every sense morally mutable but chose not to succumb to temptation and sin.>°
Thus, for Arius, the temptations of Jesus were real in every sense of the word. This
especially infuriated his opponents, since they argued that Arius had effectively
admitted that Jesus could have actually fallen much like the devil but did not: not
because by nature he was incapable of change and therefore completely immune
to sin but because he made a choice to resist it.* Though some of Arius’s ideas
were his own and seem to have originated with him, others were informed and
shaped by earlier writers. Perhaps one of the reasons he was able to marshal a
few very influential bishops to his side was that his ideas had a pedigree of some
antiquity.>

Notwithstanding the trouble the controversy was wreaking in the church,
Constantine did not begin to play a very proactive role until autumn 324. Up to
this point, tensions between Constantine and Licinius, the eastern emperor, had
been escalating and were only resolved when Constantine defeated Licinius in
the Battle of Chrysopolis in September 324 and became sole ruler of the entire
empire. With the threat of Licinius neutralized, Constantine promptly turned
his attention to the theological dispute and sent a letter to Alexander and Arius
in which he spoke of his concern for the unity of the church and sternly warned
them both to resolve their differences.? But neither the letter nor imperial threats
quieted the controversy.>+ Therefore, a stronger remedy was needed, and some-
time in late December 324 or early January 325 Constantine determined to hold
a council to address the matter. Though this council would ultimately commence
in May 325 at Nicaea, a city in central Bithynia,® it appears that it was initially
determined that the council would take place in Ancyra in Galatia but it was
then moved to Nicaea because it was closer to Constantine’s eastern capital in
Nicomedia.?®

Unfortunately, the conciliar proceedings for Nicaea are no longer extant;
therefore, to reconstruct the broad outlines of this council a number of differ-
ent and diverging sources must be drawn upon.>” From these sources four key
documents survive from the council: (1) a creed (symbolum), (2) a synodal let-
ter addressed to the churches outlining the results of the council,?® (3) a decree
concerning the date of Easter,® and (4) twenty canons that related to matters
of church discipline.’® However, turning to most LDS treatments of Nicaea, it
becomes evident that there is often little engagement, let alone much critical
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assessment, of the key primary sources, as many treatments tend to base their
analysis on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century confessional histories that are
often quite hostile to Nicaea.»

When the council was announced bishops and churchmen from all over the
empire were invited, and somewhere between 250 and 300 bishops attended the
conference.3? According to tradition, the council opened on May 20, AD. 325, and
lasted anywhere from six weeks to two months.33 Eusebius of Caesarea, an eye-
witness, reports that on the first day of the council all in attendance met in a
large room in one of the innermost chambers of the palace and, upon finding
their seats, stood anxiously awaiting the arrival of the emperor. When the emperor
arrived with a small coterie of attendants, he addressed the participants of the
council with a short inaugural speech in Latin in which he entreated all present
to come together in unity for the benefit of God’s church.3# Eusebius reports that,
after the conclusion of Constantine’s speech, theological discussions immediately
ensued, discussions that Constantine mediated.»

Given that there are no proceedings for the council, our knowledge of its
day-to-day workings is incomplete; nevertheless, a few sources describe the
apparent circumstances under which the Nicene Creed was drafted. It was
reported that Arius, although he was not a bishop, was periodically allowed
to attend various sessions where his teachings were vigorously discussed
and debated.3® Furthermore, his supporters were the first to try to get a creed
accepted and so put forward one of their own.” But this creed was subsequently
rejected, and it apparently engendered such opposition from certain quarters of
the council that it was torn to pieces in the presence of all.3¥ Such extreme acts
of factionalism at the council were also attested by Athanasius, who reported
that during the actual framing of the creed there were at times intense peri-
ods of strife and division over the use and implications of certain phrases.3
Eusebius of Caesarea claimed that he was one of the central figures behind
the creed itself. In a letter addressed to the congregations over which he had
episcopal authority, Eusebius explained how the Nicene Creed came about, so
as to prevent the spread of false reports and misleading gossip. He claims that
he presented a creed that he had drafted at one session of the council and that
it was readily accepted by the emperor, who promptly instructed others to sign
it once the word for “same substance” (Grk. époovoiog; sometimes rendered
“consubstantial”’) had been added.+ Though the creed Eusebius presented to
the council differs from the official version of the Nicene Creed by more than
just one word, it seems reasonable that his creed may have served as some kind
of general model for the Nicene Creed.

After the creed was finished, all bishops were asked to subscribe to it by sign-
ing a document that attested to its orthodoxy. Initially five bishops refused to sign,
but after being threatened by the emperor, three changed their minds. The two
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who refused to affirm the creed were exiled. Arius was also condemned, excom-
municated, and exiled; it was further decreed that all of his writings should be
consigned to flames.#

An LDS Reading of the Nicene Creed

The most well-known and enduring symbol of Nicaea is the creed issued by the
council, which, on the one hand, was constructed to set forth a concise state-
ment of belief about the Father and the Son that could be subscribed to by a
broad range of Christians yet, at the same time, could effectively and decisively
refute Arius’s theology. Since the creed represents the single most important
theological accomplishment of the council, it has often been the focus of LDS
(and non-LDS) scholarship. However, there are a few significant misconcep-
tions about the Nicene Creed that are often perpetuated in LDS scholarship that
require clarification and correction. The first misconception has to do with the
overt antipathy typically directed toward the creed in select LDS treatments.
Undoubtedly such hostility can be traced to Joseph Smith’s account of his
First Vision, in which God told him that “all their creeds were an abomination”
(JS-History 1:19). It is a common LDS assumption that this statement refers to
the creedal statements of ancient Christianity, particularly the Nicene Creed;
however, it seems more likely that it refers instead to the professions of belief of
Joseph Smith’s contemporaries.+

Second, due in part to the general LDS antipathy toward this creed, some are
quite uniformed about the tenets that the Nicene Creed professes. At least at a
popular level, some Latter-day Saints expect that the Nicene Creed asserts that
God is “invisible, without body, parts, or passions,” but this oft-quoted line actu-
ally comes from the Westminster Confession of Faith drafted more than thirteen
hundred years later (a.p. 1647).4 This misconception has no doubt been fostered
by certain LDS works that have discussed the concept of an immaterial God,
using the very language contained in the Westminster Confession, while referring to
the Nicene Creed.#+ Similarly, some Latter-day Saints occasionally confuse select
phrases from the Athanasian Creed, a confession of faith that likely dates no ear-
lier than the middle of the fifth century and was never ratified by an ecumenical
council, with the Nicene Creed. This confusion results perhaps because authori-
tative LDS publications have used ambiguous language to describe the Nicene
Creed: “The creed of Nicea, the ‘incomprehensible mystery,” of which its origina-
tors seemed so proud, precisely because it could not be understood, substituted
for the personal God of love and for the Jesus of the New Testament an immaterial
abstraction.”# Finally, certain LDS treatments of the “Nicene Creed” do not actu-
ally treat this creed but, instead, treat the later “Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed,”
the definition of faith reportedly composed at the Council of Constantinople
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some fifty-six years later in Ap. 381 and recited in the liturgy of many Christian
denominations. The Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed alters, omits, and expands
certain aspects of the Nicene Creed; an important addition is the section on the
nature of the Holy Spirit.#® The confusion likely arose from the fact that the
Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed is still used authoritatively by a number of
Christian communities with the title “Nicene Creed.”

Nicene Creed, English

Nicene Creed, Greek

We believe in one God, Father
almighty, maker of all things
visible and invisible;

And [we believe] in one Lord Jesus
Christ, the Son of God, begotten
from the Father, only-begotten,
that is, from the substance of

the Father, God from God, Light
from Light, true God from true
God, begotten, not made, of one
substance with the Father, through
whom all things came into being,
things in heaven and things on
earth, who for us humans and

for our salvation came down and
became incarnate, becoming
human, suffered and rose again
on the third day, and ascended into
the heavens, is coming to judge the
living and the dead;

And [we believe] in the Holy Spirit.

But those who say “there was when
he was not,” and “before he was
born he was not,” and that “he was
made of things that were not,” or
assert that the Son of God is of

a different essence or substance
[from the Father] or that he is a
creature, or subject to change or
alteration—these the Catholic and
Apostolic Church anathematizes.
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Though a few different forms of the actual Nicene Creed exist, since it is pre-
served by various Church Fathers of the fourth and fifth centuries, on the whole
the differences are fairly minor, so the original Nicene Creed can be reconstructed
in its entirety with a high degree of confidence.#” For convenience the creed may
be divided into four parts, with the first three sections relating to the Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit, respectively, and the final section serving as an anathema against
the teachings of Arius:#®

Though the creed is much maligned in LDS scholarship, some Latter-day
Saints may perhaps be surprised upon reading the actual creed to find that in vari-
ous places it is seemingly more innocuous than they may initially have expected.
Latter-day Saints would likely take no issue with the relatively straightforward con-
fession about God the Father from the first section or the simple assertion about
the Holy Spirit in the third section. Similarly, in section 2 where confession is
made about the Son there are a number of elements that Latter-day Saints would
not contest. To illustrate this point, we can compare the first three sections of
the Nicene Creed with doctrinal statements about the Father, the Son, and the
Holy Spirit found in the nonbiblical LDS scriptural canon (i.e., Book of Mormon,
Doctrine and Covenants, and Pearl of Great Price). It becomes apparent looking at
table 8.1 that the Nicene Creed contains elements that parallel doctrines taught in
LDS scripture.

In spite of similarities, certain elements in the Nicene Creed disagree with
LDS doctrine. The sections with the greatest dissonance with LDS doctrine come
from section 2, which relates to the Son, and section 4, which contains the anath-
ema against Arius’s teaching.

Though there is certainly much in the second section that parallels LDS tenets,
there is a subsection that is potentially very problematic as it could been seen
to obfuscate, even eradicate, the distinctiveness of the Father and the Son. After
the initial confession of Jesus in section 2 there is a brief excursus wherein the
nature and very being of Jesus are described. This section, which reads “from
the substance of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true
God, begotten, not made, of one substance with the Father,” was added not merely
in an attempt to clarify the relationship of Jesus and the Father; it was specifi-
cally fashioned, much like the anathema in section 4, to directly refute certain of
Arius’s ideas about Jesus. To reiterate, Arius had argued not only that Jesus was a
distinct being from God but that his very nature, or essence, was also fundamen-
tally different. Whereas God was ingenerate and eternal, Arius argued, Jesus was
a creature who had a beginning at some point and was thus made of a different
essence or substance than the Father. For Arius’s opponents this conclusion posed
problems because it made Jesus less than God and threatened his divinity; in fact,
many questioned whether Jesus could really be considered divine if he were truly
a creature. To guard Jesus’s divinity it was determined at the council that the creed



Table 8.1 A Comparison of the Nicene Creed with LDS Scripture

Nicene Creed

LDS Scriptures (Except the Bible)

We believe in one God, Father
almighty, maker of all things visible
and invisible;

And [we believe] in one Lord Jesus
Christ, the Son of God,

begotten from the Father,
only-begotten,

that is, from the substance of
the Father, God from God, Light
from Light, true God from true
God, begotten, not made, of one

substance with the Father,
through whom all things came into

being, things in heaven and things
on earth,

who for us humans and for our
salvation came down and became
incarnate, becoming human,
suffered

and rose again on the third day, and
ascended into the heavens,

is coming to judge the living and the
dead;

And [we believe] in the Holy Spirit.

1 Nephi 13:41; Alma 11:26-29, 11:35,
14:5; Article of Faith 1

Mosiah 4:2-3; Alma 3:28, 37:33, 38:8,
46:39; Helaman 5:9, 13:63; Nephi
20:31; Mormon 5:14; Article of Faith 1
2 Nephi 25:12; Jacob 4:5, 4:11; Alma
5:48, 9:206, 12:33-34, 135, 13:9; D&C
20:21, 29:42, 29:406, 49:5, 76:13,
76:23, 76:25, 76:35, 76:57, 93:11,
124123, 138:14, 138:57; Moses 1:6, 1:13,
1:16-17, 1119, 1:21, 1:32-33, 211, 2:26-27,
318, 411, 413, 4:28, 517, 5:57, 6:52,
6:57, 6:59, 6:62, 7:50, 7:59, 7:62

2 Nephi 2:14; Mosiah 3:8, 4:2, 5:15;
Alma 18:28-29, 22:10-11; Helaman
14:12; 3 Nephi 9:15; Mormon 9:11;
D&C 38:3, 45:1; Moses 1:30-33, 2:1

1 Nephi 11:16, 11:26-31; Mosiah 3:5-6,
3:9-12, 7:27; Alma 4:14, 6:8, 7:8,
9:28, 11:40, 36:17, 37:9; Helaman 5:9,
13:6; Ether 3:9; D&C 93:3—4

1 Nephi 1:32-33, 19:10; 2 Nephi 9:21;
Mosiah 3:7; Alma 7:1-13; D&C 18:1,
1918, 45:4

2 Nephi 25:13, 26:1; Mosiah 3:10,
18:12; Alma 33:22, 40:20; Helaman
14:20; 3 Nephi 1018, 1:12; D&C
20:23-24

Alma 11:44, 33:22, 44:23; Moroni
10:34; D&C 49:7, 76:68, 77:12;
Moses 6:57

3 Nephi 28:11; D&C 130:22; Article
of Faith 1




Rereading the Council of Nicaea and Its Creed 205

must emphasize Jesus’s complete unity with the Father, not only in will but also in
very substance, with terminology that left little room for speculation and could not
be easily subverted by Arius and his followers. To stress the ontological uniformity
of Jesus and the Father the term homoousios (Grk. époodeiog; Lat. consubstantialis),
commonly translated as “same substance” or “consubstantial,” was incorporated
into the creed. The term was invoked, so the sources say, to safeguard the divinity
of Jesus by pointing out that by nature Jesus shared the same divine substance as
the Father, a substance that differed from that of creatures; as such, Jesus’s divinity
could not be compromised.

The term homoousios has been a source of controversy for theologians since
it was added to the Nicene Creed, and it likewise raises questions for Latter-day
Saints. First, it was pointed out by both its detractors and its proponents that the
term homoousios is not scriptural; nowhere in the scriptures is Jesus ever described
as “homoousios to the Father” (6poovotov 1@ matpi). For a creed that attempted to
articulate the relationship of the Father and the Son relying solely on scriptural
precedent, this word represented a significant exception.#® Second, the term
proved problematic because there was no unanimous agreement on what it actu-
ally implied, and so it was imbued with different meanings by different inter-
preters; consequently the Nicene Creed could mean somewhat different things to
different people.5®

In particular, the confusion that surrounded this term at the council had to
do with whether or not it meant specific or generic sameness of the substance of
the Father and the Son.s' If the term implied specific sameness and was under-
stood in a strictly materialistic sense, then it implied that Jesus and the Father
were literally of the very same substance, so that they effectively shared the same
being. The creed could therefore be seen as a genuine return to Sabellianism or
Modalistic Monarchianism, where one God appears in different manifestations
(Father and Son). Though later commentators of Nicaea tried to distance the term
from this connotation, since it smacked of Sabellianism, which had been roundly
condemned by various third-century Christians, there can be no doubt that certain
framers of the creed such as Alexander of Alexandria, Eustathius of Antioch, and
Marcellus of Ancrya, intended this meaning.s* Therefore, if homoousios is under-
stood in a specific materialistic sense, then Latter-day Saints must reject the term,
since it distorts and obscures the distinct relationship of the Father and the Son by
essentially collapsing their essences into one undifferentiated being.5

On the other hand, if homoousios is taken generically, to imply that the Father
and Son shared by nature the same essence, without necessarily implying that
they were of the very same substance, then the distinct beings of the Father
and Son could be maintained without differentiating their ontological status.
Latter-day Saints could be more sympathetic to this interpretation since there is
also no inherent problem posed to LDS theology in believing that by nature the
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Father and Son are ontologically the same. Rather, the issue at stake has to do with
the explicit nature of the unity of the Father and the Son and whether homoousios
can properly circumscribe and nuance all the facets of their unity and at the same
time properly differentiate them as two divine personages.s+

Another problem with this term has to do with its prehistory before Nicaea.
In AD. 358 a group of “Semi-Arian” bishops led by George of Laodicea convened
a small council in Ancrya to advocate a mediating position between the Arian
(and later Anomoean) position, which advocated that Jesus was unlike the
Father, and the Nicene position, which advocated that Jesus was homoousios
with the Father. These bishops argued instead that Jesus was of “like substance”
to the Father and preferred instead to express the relationship by reference to the
term homoiousios (Grk. spotodotog).5s In their attack on homoousios they had done
some homework and pointed out that the conciliar proceedings of the Council
of Antioch in A.p. 268 revealed that this very word had been condemned by that
council when it excommunicated Paul of Samosata because it obfuscated the
differentiation of the Father and the Son. Therefore, this group of Semi-Arians
cited ecclesiastical precedent for their outright rejection of homoousios.’® When it
became more widely known that homoousios had indeed been condemned at an
earlier church council, not a few persons were genuinely perplexed that it could
have been used in the Nicene Creed; nevertheless, advocates of the term such
as Athanasius and later Hilary would contend that when it was condemned at
Antioch it contained a different nuance that was not being implied at Nicaea.s”
While there may be something to this argument, given the ambiguity associated
with the term at Nicaea and the fact that some framers of Nicaea interpreted it in
the very way that the Council of Antioch seemingly condemned, its appropriate-
ness in the Nicene Creed may be questioned. Additionally, this episode brings
into sharper relief the fact that Nicaea was genuinely setting a new course for
Christian theology in a way that represented a departure in certain respects from
earlier centuries.

Another issue with the term homoousios that Latter-day Saints would have a
difficulty with is the way this term made its way into the creed. Eusebius reported
that it was Constantine himself who initially proposed the term after Eusebius had
read out a potential creed of his own.’® According to Eusebius, Constantine liked
his proposal but felt that in order to succinctly and definitively express the rela-
tionship of the Father and Son and ward off Arianism the term homoousios needed
to be added. It is ironic that the single most controversial and unscriptural word in
the entire creed was not included at the suggestion of an ecclesiastical leader, such
as a bishop or patriarch trained in the scriptures and informed in matters of tech-
nical theology, but, rather, was included because an unbaptized emperor insisted
on its use.’ As is clear from Eusebius’s report he was less than enthusiastic about
the inclusion of the term, but since it was demanded by Constantine, who alone
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wielded authority over the entire empire, who brought an end to persecution, and
who generously and sumptuously hosted the council, neither Eusebius nor any-
one else felt inclined to challenge him on this point.®® Though Latter-day Saint
treatments tend to go too far in their censure of Constantine’s involvement at the
council, decrying “caesaropapism,” and miss many of the complexities of this and
other episodes, at a certain level their blunt disapproval has some merit. In a mat-
ter of such theological importance Latter-day Saints are right to be wary about the
deference given to a non-Christian emperor who had no real authority to speak
on matters of theology and whose chief concerns were to quell the divisive discus-
sions that had plagued the council and to promote ecclesiastical unity above all
else.®

The other section of the creed that poses problems from an LDS perspective
is the fourth section, which contains the anathema against Arius. In fact, certain
parts of this section are potentially far more troublesome for Latter-day Saints
than the use of homoousios earlier in the creed because they are at odds with cer-
tain LDS doctrines concerning the nature of the Son.®> However, because LDS
treatments of the creed have generally lacked a proper contextual understanding,
they have missed the Christological problems posed by the final section of the
creed. Among other things the anathema asserts that Jesus was not subject to
“change or alteration” (tpertov i} dMowwtdv).® To fully comprehend the implications
of this laconic phrase one needs to understand its larger context. One of Arius’s
key points of contention was that because Jesus was a creature, he was genuinely
susceptible to change and mutability. Arius took Luke 2:52 literally: “And Jesus
increased in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and man.” Using this
text, Arius argued not only that Jesus was susceptible to change but that he was
also subject to “progress” (Grk. mpoxonn).® Arius also believed that as a mutable
being Jesus was truly susceptible to temptation and sin. Though Arius was quick
to point out that Jesus never succumbed to temptation and sin and that Jesus had
lived a perfect life, he argued that Jesus resisted of his own volition and that he
could have actually sinned, had he so chosen, and thus nullify his atoning sacri-
fice. This was a radically different Christology from that of his opponents—the
version subsequently espoused in the Nicene Creed—which argued that because
Jesus was ontologically the same as the Father, he must therefore be coeternal
and by implication unchanging and immutable by nature. Applying this logic to
Jesus’s mortal ministry implied that Jesus was therefore completely immune to
temptation and sin because by his very nature or essence he was totally incapable
of any change.®® The problem with this position from an LDS perspective is that
if one continues with this line of reasoning, one would be forced to concede that
Jesus was never truly tempted during his mortal ministry, as genuine tempta-
tion necessarily presupposes the real possibility of change. Thus, according to
this view the temptations of Jesus could not be considered anything more than
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illusions. Therefore, from an LDS perspective the Nicene Creed raises theological
problems about Jesus’s human experience.

In contrast, Latter-day Saints turn to passages in the Book of Mormon and the
Doctrine and Covenants that speak about Jesus’s ministry in ways that describe how
he possessed free will and by implication moral mutability so that he could be
genuinely tested and tried during his ministry. Thus Latter-day Saints believe that
Jesus had a truly human experience. For example, D&C 20:22 states that Jesus
“suffered temptations but gave no heed unto them.” In the Book of Mormon, the
prophet Abinadi describes how Jesus “suffereth temptation” but “yieldeth not to
the temptation” during his mortal ministry (Mosiah 15:5). Central to LDS theology
on this point is the belief that Jesus, like all mortals, was endowed with free agency
and was necessarily susceptible to mutability; therefore, his mortal example was
all the more meaningful and a central facet of his redeeming mission.” Additional
passages in the Book of Mormon support this belief; both King Benjamin (Mosiah
3:7) and the prophet Alma (Alma 7:10-13) preached that Christ was truly and genu-
inely tempted so that he could really understand what it was like to be human,
could serve as an exemplar, and thus “could know according to the flesh how to
succor his people according to their infirmities” (Alma 7:12).°% On the other hand,
it could be argued from an LDS perspective that the Jesus of the Nicene Creed
cannot succor his people, for he cannot genuinely know what temptation is if he
is incapable of being tempted. In other words, if Jesus is immune to temptation
and sin by his very nature and not by choice or moral agency, how genuine was
his mortal experience?

It is notable that fourth-century theologians, including some of the framers of
the Nicene canons, worried about the same problems that Mormons might pose
to the Nicene formulations. In the decades following Nicaea, the problem that
the final section of the creed posed to Christ’'s humanity did not go unnoticed as
debate began about how to define and circumscribe Christ's human and divine
natures. Some theologians, such as Athanasius, recognized that the Nicene Creed
challenged Christ’'s humanity but, for the most part, offered no alternate solu-
tion.® Some pro-Nicene advocates even went so far as to delete passages from
the scriptures that seemingly contradicted Nicene theology regarding Christ’s
humanity; Epiphanius of Salamis disapprovingly records how certain “orthodox”
Christians (i.e., pro-Nicene Christians) omitted Luke 22:43—44, Christ’s suffering
in Gethsemane, from select copies of the scriptures because the passage could
no longer be understood.” At the Council of Constantinople in a.p. 381, when the
Nicene Creed was effectively revised and became the Niceno-Constantinopolitan
Creed, the final section containing the anathema against Arius was dropped.
Nevertheless, lingering questions regarding Jesus’s humanity persisted and served
in part as a catalyst for another ecumenical council, the Council of Chalcedon in
A.D. 451, where significant attention was devoted to this matter.”



Rereading the Council of Nicaea and Its Creed 209

Conclusion

In this brief chapter my purpose was to analyze the Council of Nicaea with greater
detail, clarity, precision, and objectivity than it has previously received in LDS
scholarship by engaging with primary sources and acknowledging recent schol-
arship. Far more could be said about this important church council, which truly
represents a defining moment in the history of ancient Christianity and the LDS
understanding of the Great Apostasy. Exploring the theological and social con-
texts of the Nicene Council and Creed both challenges and confirms certain LDS
assumptions about them and should open possibilities of dialogue, respectful dis-
agreement, and the realization of mutual concerns with those who view Nicaea in
a different light.
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[Arians] whether the Word of God could be changed, as the devil has been
and they feared not to say, ‘Yes, he could; for being begotten, he is susceptible
of change.” We then, with the bishops of Egypt and Libya, being assembled
together to the number of nearly a hundred, have anathematized Arius for
his shameless avowal of these heresies, together with all such as have counte-
nanced them” (in Socrates, Ecclesiastical History, 1.6).

Hansen, Search for the Christian Doctrine of God, 60—98; Rowan Williams,
Arius: Heresy and Tradition, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 2—25.
Eusebius, Life of Constantine, in Uber das Leben des Kaisers Konstantins, ed.
F. Winkelmann, GCS Eusebius Werke 1.1 (Berlin, Akademie Verlag, 1975; rev,,
1991), 2.69.

It is likely that when Ossius met with Alexander and Arius and delivered the
letter from Constantine he probably convened some kind of small council
in Alexandria to effect some kind of reconciliation. See Ayres, Nicaea and Its
Legacy, 18.

Today Nicaea is known by the modern name of Iznik, located in northwest
Turkey on the eastern side of Lake Iznik.

Constantine, Epistle to Alexander and Arius, in Opitz, ed., Athanasius Werke,
3.1.36—41 (no. 18). For an English translation, see J. Stevenson, ed., A New
Eusebius: Documents Illustrating the History of the Churchto ap 337 (London: SPCK,
1987), 33437, no. 288.

The principal patristic sources include Eusebius, Life of Constantine, 3.4—21;
Athanasius, Letter to the Bishops of Africa, in Opitz, ed., Athanasius Werke, 1.1.1-64;
Athanasius, Defense of the Nicene Definition, 19—20; Rufinus, Ecclesiastical
History, in Eusebius Werke. Die Kirchengeschichte, ed. F. Winkelmann, GCS, 2.2
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(Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1999), 10.2—-6; Socrates, Ecclesiastical History, 1.5—9;
Sozomen, Ecclesiastical History, 1.17—25; Theodoret, Ecclesiastical History, 1.6—-12.
Socrates, Ecclesiastical History, 1.9; cf. Theodoret, Ecclesiastical History, 1.9;
Gelasius, Ecclesiastical History, in Anonyme Kirchengeschichte (Gelasius
Cyzicenus, CPG 6034), ed. G. Hansen (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2002), 2.33.
Eusebius, Life of Constantine, 3.17—20; cf. Socrates, Ecclesiastical History, 1.9.
Rufinus, Ecclesiastical History, 1.6; cf. Gelasius, Ecclesiastical History, 2.32.1-22.
For example, J. F. McConkie has a penchant for repeatedly quoting Edward
Gibbon (1737-94) and Johann Lorenz von Mosheim (1693-1755) in Sons and
Daughters of God, even though these sources are long outdated and overtly
tendentious.

Different numbers were given by varying ancient authorities: Eusebius,
Ecclesiastical History, 3.8, mentions more than 250; Eustathius of Antioch,
in Theodoret, Ecclesiastical History, 1.7, mentions more than 270; Socrates,
Ecclesiastical History, 1.8, notes more than three hundred; Sozomen, Ecclesiastical
History, 1.17, gives the number 320. The number that eventually won widespread
acceptance was 318 (Athanasius, Letter to the Bishops of Africa, 2; Theodoret,
Ecclesiastical History, 1.6) since it seemed to resonate with Genesis 14:14, where
Abraham took 318 servants and rescued the kidnapped Lot. This number was
therefore used as a rhetorical strategy by later proponents of Nicaea to invoke
divine authority for the council and emphasize a consensus by participating
bishops.

Socrates, Ecclesiastical History, 1.13. Some argue instead for a date of May 19; see
J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, 3rd ed. (London: Longman, 1982), 211.
Eusebius, Life of Constantine, 3.12.2-5.

Ibid., 3.13.1-2.

Rufinus, Ecclesiastical History, 10.5.

Eustathius, in Theodoret, Ecclesiastical History, 1.8.1—5.

Ibid., 1.8.

Athanasius, Defense of the Nicene Definition, 19—20.

Eusebius, in Socrates, Ecclesiastical History, 1.8.

Ibid., 1.9.

Roger R. Keller, “Christianity,” in Spencer J. Palmer, Roger R. Keller, Dong Sull
Choi, and James A. Toronto, Religions of the World: A Latter-day Saint View, rev.
ed. (Provo: BYU, 1997), 199—200.

See Philip Schaft, The Creeds of Christendom, vol. 3: The Evangelical Protestant
Creeds (1931; repr., Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1983), 600.

McConkie, Sons and Daughters of God, 129.

Thomas S. Monson, “The Search for Jesus,” Ensign, December 1990, 4.

For a comparison of the Nicene and Niceno-Constantinopolitan creeds, see
Hanson, Search for the Christian Doctrine of God, 815—20.
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See G. L. Dossetti, Il simbolo di Nicea e di Constantinopli (Rome: Herder, 1967),
29-167, which gives a comprehensive analysis of the various early witnesses of
the Nicene Creed proper.

The Greek text of the Nicene Creed is taken from Norman J. Tanner, ed., Decrees
of the Ecumenical Councils, vol. 1: Nicaea I to Lateran V (London: Sheed and
Ward; and Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 1990), 5. The
English translation is my own.

Athanasius, Defense of the Nicene Definition, 19—20, asserts that when the creed
was starting to come together the supporters of Arius kept twisting the mean-
ing of certain phrases so that the framers of the creed had to resort to using
nonscriptural language to precisely express the relationship of Jesus and God.

In hindsight, given the debates that raged over homoousios for the next forty or
fifty years after Nicaea, it initially raised many more problems than it solved.
Looking back at the protracted infighting that went on over the use of the term
homoousios after the council, the perceptive ecclesiastical historian Socrates
remarked with some regret how the term had had a polarizing effect because
of the very confusion it incited. See Socrates, Ecclesiastical History, 1.23.

Henry Chadwick, The Church in Ancient Society: From Galilee to Gregory the
Great (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 198.

Similarly, it is evident that persons such as Eusebius of Nicomedia and Arius
implicitly had this meaning in mind when they heard of the term.

Here it is worth adding that the accompanying phrase “from the substance
of the Father” (i t#jg odoiag tod matpég), which appears in this subsection just
before homoousios and was dropped from the later Niceno-Constantinopolitan
Creed, was eventually rejected because it was seen to lend weight to this
materialistic interpretation that failed to adequately differentiate the per-
sonages of the Father and the Son. Hubertus R. Drobner, The Fathers of
the Church: A Comprehensive Introduction, trans. Siegfried S. Schatzmann
(Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 2008), 243, notes, concerning the use of
ovoio in the Nicene Creed proper, that it “hid a potential Sabellian interpreta-
tion of the symbolum [i.e., Nicene Creed], that is, an inadequate differentiation
of the divine ‘persons.””

Given all the baggage that went along with this term, one almost needs a sepa-
rate creed to first define what homoousios meant since it was used very differ-
ently by various framers of the Nicene Creed. Though LDS criticisms of the
Nicene Creed often charge that it blurs the boundaries between Father and
Son, in a few places in LDS scripture the complete oneness of the Father and
Son is expressed in unequivocal terms that could similarly blur boundaries: 2
Nephi 31:21; Mosiah 15:1-5; 3 Nephi 1:14, 11:21, 11:36; Mormon 7:7; cf. D&C 20:28,
93:24.

The difference between homoiousios (like substance) and homoousios (same
substance) falls on one letter, iota. Despite the well-known saying, “I don’t care
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one iota,” in the mid—fourth century much hung on this one letter. The synodal
letter for the Council of Ancrya, including the anathemas, may be found in
Epiphanius, Refutation of All Heresies, in Epiphanius (Ancoratus und Panarion),
ed. K. Holl (Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs, 1915-33), 73.2.1-11.11.

In the final anathema (no. 18) attached at the end of their synodal letter
(Epiphanius, Refutation of All Heresies, 73.11.10) they explicitly condemn any-
one who confesses that Jesus is homoousios with the Father. Hilary, On the
Councils, in S. Hilarii Pictaviensis Opera, ed. A. Feder (Vienna: F. Tempsky,
19106), 81: “The second reason that you added was that our fathers, when Paul
of Samosata was pronounced a heretic, also rejected to the word homoousios,
on the ground that by attributing this title to God he had taught that He was
single and undifferentiated, and at once Father and Son.” Athanasius, On the
Councils of Ariminum and Seleucia, 43: “But since, as they allege (for I have not
the Epistle in question), the Bishops who condemned the Samosatene have
said in writing that the Son is not homoousios with the Father, and so it comes to
pass that they, for caution and honor towards those who have so said, thus feel
about that expression, it will be to the purpose cautiously to argue with them
this point also.”

Hilary, On the Councils, 81; Athanasius, On the Councils of Ariminum and
Seleucia, 43-46, which gives a somewhat extended defense of the term homo-
ousios and tries to show how it was understood differently at Antioch than at
Nicaea.

Socrates, Ecclesiastical History, 1.8, gives the following explanation of the
term: “Our most pious emperor himself was the first to admit that they were
perfectly correct, and that he himself had entertained the sentiments contained
in them; exhorting all present to give them their assent, and subscribe to these
very articles, thus agreeing in a unanimous profession of them, with the inser-
tion, however, of that single word ‘homoousios’ (consubstantial), an expression
which the emperor himself explained, as not indicating corporeal affections
or properties; and consequently that the Son did not subsist from the Father
either by division or abscission: for said he, a nature which is immaterial and
incorporeal cannot possibly be subject to any corporeal affection; hence our
conception of such things can only be in divine and mysterious terms. Such
was the philosophical view of the subject taken by our most wise and pious
sovereign; and the bishops on account of the word homoousios, drew up this
formula of faith.”

Constantine was not baptized until he was on his deathbed in the spring of 337,
and he was baptized by none other than Eusebius of Nicomedia, who, it may be
noted, had initially refused to sign the creed and was later exiled by Constantine
following the Council of Nicaea. While Eusebius of Caesarea reports that it was
Constantine who insisted on the use of the term, some have speculated that
perhaps someone such as Ossius of Cordoba may have nudged the emperor in
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this direction. See Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, 251—52. Taking a similar line in
The Church in Ancient Society, 198, Henry Chadwick suggests that Constantine
may have been influenced by some anti-Arian bishop(s) since Arius had spe-
cifically mocked this term in his Thalia and in a letter to Alexander where
he alleged that it smacked of Manichaeism (Athanasius, Orations against the
Arians, 1.9).

Eusebius’s dislike for this term is readily manifest in the letter he sent to con-
gregations in Palestine following the council (Socrates, Ecclesiastical History,
1.9) where he discussed the term and tried to play down its significance. See W.
H. C. Frend, The Rise of Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), 499.
This is not to imply that Constantine did not care about doctrinal accuracy or
that he had no interest in forging a creed that was doctrinally sound. All the
same, however, his overriding interest was ecclesiastical peace and concord,
and he was willing to ignore important theological details so long as this objec-
tive was met. This is illustrated in his letter to Alexander and Arius at the start
of the controversy when he charges them to be reconciled and where he tells
them that it is OK if they have differences in matters of theology so long as they
stop fighting and agree on certain issues. In fact, he even states that their argu-
ment is about “some insignificant point of dispute” (dmp paraiov Tvdg {rioews
[Eusebius, Life of Constantine, 2.69.1]). Thus he enjoins them to be more like
philosophers who can disagree with each other yet be united in larger matters
(ibid., 2.71.2).

This is not the place to discuss in detail LDS Christology. For those seeking a
more detailed assessment, see Terryl L. Givens, By the Hand of Mormon: The
American Scripture That Launched a New World Religion (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2002), 198—201; and Matthew Bowman, “The Crisis of
Mormon Christology: History, Progress, and Protestantism 1880-1930,” Fides
et Historia 40, no. 2 (2008): 1—206.

Here I disagree with Nasser-Faili, “Early Christian Creeds and LDS Doctrine,”
15, and by extension, Welch, “All Their Creeds Were an Abomination,” 248n14,
which commends Nasser-Faili's treatment of the Nicene Creed, because
Nasser-Faili does not fully grasp the context and implications of what is being
promoted by the creed when he applauds it for asserting the “unchangeable”
nature of Jesus.

On Arius’s views of Jesus’s progression, see Robert Gregg and Dennis Groh,
Early Arianism—A View of Salvation (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1981), 17. See
also D&C 93:11-17, which discusses the “progression” of the mortal Jesus.

This is evident from Alexander’s letters in Socrates, Ecclesiastical History, 1.6,
where he reports that the followers of Arius conceded that Jesus could have
fallen like the devil since he was morally mutable.

Frances M. Young and Andrew Teal, From Nicaea to Chalcedon: A Guide to the
Literature and Its Background, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2010), 45-46,
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notes, “For a Saviour who realistically faced and conquered genuine tempta-
tions to which, being tpentég (changeable), he might have succumbed but over
which he nevertheless triumphed xata xapiv (by grace), has some soteriological
advantages over a divine being who triumphs willy-nilly.”

As a result, there is a prominent exemplarist feature in LDS Christology.

See also D&C 88:6.

For example, Athanasius in a letter written c. 371 to Epictetus, bishop of Corinth,
attempts to reconcile Christ’s consubstantiality with God with his full humanity
but is unable to do so cogently and merely reiterates that Jesus is fully human
without demonstrating how exactly this could be reconciled according to the
Nicene faith (Athanasius, Letter to Epictetus, in G. Ludwig, Athanasii epistula ad
Epictetum (Jena: Pohle, 1911), 3—18. Others detect in Nicene orthodoxy a diminu-
tion of Christ’s mortal ministry, as it is effectively reduced to nothing more
than an appearance of God akin to his appearances in the Old Testament: Basil,
Epistles, 210, 263.5, in Saint Basil: The Letters, ed. and trans. R. J. Deferrari,
4 vols., Loeb Classical Library 190, 215, 243, 270 (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1961-64), 3:194—215, 4:88-101.

Epiphanius, Firmly Anchored One, in Holl, Epiphanius, 31.4—5: This passage
(i-e., Luke 22:43—44) “is found in the unrevised copies of the Gospel of Luke,
and St. Irenaeus, in his work Adversus Haereses, brings it as a testimony to
confute those who say that Christ seemed to be manifest [in the flesh]. But
the Orthodox, being afraid and not understanding the meaning and power
of the passage, have expunged it. Thus, ‘when he was in agony he sweated
and his sweat became as drops of blood, and an angel appeared strengthen-
ing him.”” Cf. Epiphanius, Firmly Anchored One, 37.1-6, and Epiphanius,
Refutation of All Heresies, 49.61.1-3, where he defends and explains the mean-
ing of Luke 22:43-44. See also Oliver Kosters, Die Trinititslehre des Epiphanius
von Salamis. Ein Kommentar zum “Ancoratus” (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck and
Ruprecht, 2003), 202-3n402; Urban Holzmeister, “Spricht Epiphanius
(Ancoratus 31,4) vom Blutschweiff des Herrn oder von seinen Trinen,”
Zeitschrift fiir katholische Theologie 47 (1923): 309-14.

The Council of Chalcedon was convened between October 8 and November
10, 451. Among other things, it was determined at this council that Christ was
a composite being who consisted of two natures (8o gboeig), both human and

divine.
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