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Athanasius’ Initial Defense
of the Term ÑOmooÊsiow:
Rereading the De Decretis1

LEWIS AYRES

Athanasius begins to defend Nicaea’s ımooÊsiow in the De decretis of ca. 353,
pursuing two basic strategies. First, the term is defended as a necessary
corollary of Nicaea’s controversial phrase §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw, a phrase
which appears to be more fundamental to Athanasius. Second, however, he
defends both ımooÊsiow and §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw as necessary in order to
preserve the sense of important scriptural terminologies that he takes to
emphasize the Son’s status as the Father’s Wisdom and Word. ÑOmooÊsiow thus
functions as a cipher for phrases that are what Richard Vaggione has termed
“basic dogmatic statements.” In his account of Nicaea Athanasius also appears
to draw on Eusebius of Caesarea’s argument in his Epistula ad Caesarienses of
326. The skill with which he adopts and adapts Eusebius’ arguments further
demonstrates the subtlety with which doctrinal ciphers could be explored and
deployed.

I. INTRODUCTION

Although it is now commonplace to note that Athanasius does not offer
any extended reflection on the term ımooÊsiow until the early 350s, the
character of his initial extended defense of the term during that decade
has received little scholarly consideration.2 The status accorded Athanasius

1. An earlier version of this paper was read at the 2002 annual meeting of the
North American Patristics Society. I am extremely grateful for comments on the paper
by Khaled Anatolios, Michel Barnes, Andrew Radde-Gallwitz, Richard Vaggione, and
the two anonymous readers for JECS.

2. For recent treatments of ımooÊsiow see G. Christopher Stead, “Homoousios
(ımooÊsiow),” RAC 16 (1992): 364–433. Stead provides an excellent bibliography at
430–33. Accordingly, I note here only three pieces that have been of particular
significance in preparing this study: G. Christopher Stead, “Homoousios dans la
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as defender of orthodoxy has tended to make scholars assume that the
presence in his corpus of terms that became markers of that orthodoxy,
perhaps especially ımooÊsiow, must mean that they are central to his
thought and that they possessed for him a detailed technical significance.
The large-scale reassessment of the fourth-century trinitarian controver-
sies over the past few decades has made many scholars wary of such
assumptions, but much work remains to be done.

My focus here is on Athanasius’ earliest extensive defense of ımooÊsiow,
that found in the De decretis, written I will assume ca. 353.3 I will argue
that Athanasius’ fundamental strategy is to defend ımooÊsiow as an ac-
ceptable corollary of Nicaea’s other controversial use of oÈsia terminol-
ogy, the phrase §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw.4 For Athanasius, this phrase, in
turn, stands in the creed only to prevent misunderstanding of scripture’s
insistence that the Son is the “true” Son and Word of the Father, truly
“proper to” and “from God”—phrases that were fundamental to Atha-
nasius’ theology from his earliest writing. ÑOmooÊsiow in itself for Athana-
sius indicates some sort of equal ontological status and sharing of nature;

pensée de Saint Athanase,” in Politique et théologie chez Athanase d’Alexandrie, ed.
Charles Kannengiesser (Paris: Beauchesne, 1974), 231–53; idem, Divine Substance
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977); and F. Dinsen, Homoousios: Die Geschichte des
Begriffs bis zum Konzil von Konstantinopel (diss., Kiel, 1976).

3. The traditional date of 350/1, as found in E. Schwartz, Zur Geschichte des
Athanasius, Gesammelte Schriften (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1959), 3:85, and H.-G. Opitz,
et al., eds., Athanasius Werke (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1939–), 2.1.2, has been rightly
rejected as founded on insufficient evidence. Hans Christoph Brennecke, Hilarius von
Poitiers und die Bischofsopposition gegen Konstantius II: Untersuchungen zur dritten
Phase des arianischen Streites (337–361) (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1984); and Uta Heil,
Athanasius von Alexandrien De sententia Dionysii (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1999), 22–35,
argue for a date of 357. T. D. Barnes, Athanasius and Constantius (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1993), 198–99, argues for 353 based on (a) an argument
that the addressee of Decr. is Julius of Rome, (b) a critique of the idea that the work
shows knowledge of the emergence of Heterousian theology, and (c) a view of the
early 350s that sees Constantius and his advisors actively pushing an anti-Nicene
agenda. Barnes seems correct in arguing for the absence of knowledge of Heterousian
theology in Decr., thus showing that the arguments of Brennecke and Heil have little
force. In any case, it is important to realize that Athanasius and his correspondent
could easily have interpreted the events of the early 350s as anti-Nicene in intent, just
as Athanasius reads the events of 325–339 as doctrinally motivated in C. Ar. 1.
Indeed, it seems likely that the agenda of the councils supported by Constantius in the
early 350s can fairly be described as “anti-Nicene,” when we realize that an attack on
oÈs¤a terminology (as in the anathemas from the Sirmium Council of 351) was an
attack not only on Photinus and Marcellus but also on a theological trajectory already
associated with Nicaea. Thus 353 seems the most plausible date currently on offer.

4. On this phrase see Stead, Divine Substance, 224–33.
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but he spends virtually no time exploring the term’s meaning in nontheo-
logical contexts and seems intentionally to insist that ımooÊsiow itself has
a broad semantic range. Within this range Athanasius wishes the term to
be governed by its theological context. ÑOmooÊsiow can thus hardly be
described as fundamental to Athanasius’ theology; we can only under-
stand its role against the background of a set of other terms, images, and
phrases taken by Athanasius himself to be at the heart of Christian belief.

This investigation raises a number of theoretical questions about how
we understand the emergence of creedal markers of Christian identity in
the fourth century. Some years ago Richard Vaggione commented on the
importance of understanding that in the fourth century, controversies
over many famous creedal or quasi-creedal formulae—˜moioÊsiow or ̃ moiow
katå pãnta, for example—are clearly distinct from controversy over what
he terms the “more basic dogmatic statements” that those other formulae
are intended to protect. These latter formulae include such terms as
ég°nnhtow, taken by some to be either scriptural or directly implied by
scripture. Theologians may be flexible about the first set of terms, but
inflexible about the second; as long as the first can be understood as
adequately or usefully representing the second they are acceptable.5 This
distinction allows a theologian room to mediate between personal or
local allegiance and the search for identity-marking terms that may bring
together or identify a range of theological traditions.

Understanding this distinction is also important when studying the
development of dogmatic formulae and other verbal talismans during the
fourth century. One of the harder processes to trace is that by which a
term moves from being acceptable because it adequately represents one or
other “basic dogmatic formula” to being understood as a basic formula
in itself. The development of ımooÊsiow is probably the most significant
example of these processes. A term originally chosen for polemical pur-
poses and without any dense, well-established theological meaning was
gradually identified as a key marker of pro-Nicene orthodoxy.6 This
process of discovery did not, however, simply involve selecting this term

5. Richard Vaggione, “OÈk …w ©n t«n gennhmãtvn: Some Aspects of Dogmatic
Formulae in the Arian Controversy,” SP 17 (1982): 181–87.

6. By “pro-Nicene” I designate those theologies that were able to subscribe to
Nicaea’s creed (and a statement concerning the Spirit’s equal participation in the
Godhead) in the context of an admission of the irreducibility of Father, Son, and Spirit
within one divine nature, power, and activity. For a further discussion of this
terminology see my Nicaea and Its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-Century
Theology (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004), ch. 9.
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from among a range of candidates. As has become clear over the past few
decades, the emergence of ımooÊsiow was interwoven with the emergence
of the very idea that particular terms used in creedal contexts might
function as universal markers of Christian orthodoxy. Studying Athanasius’
own first discussion of the term in the De decretis is both of significance in
itself and will serve to indicate a number of wider questions important for
the ongoing reconsideration of fourth-century theological terminology.

II. DE DECRETIS 19–20

Athanasius’ use of the term ımooÊsiow before the 350s is easily summa-
rized: the term is used once, at Contra Arianos I.9. This reference even by
itself indicates that Athanasius intends some sort of reference to Nicaea,
but the extent to which he sees its particular formulae as normative is not
at all clear. 7 We shall return to the language of the Contra Arianos and to
this question later; for the moment we can note that extensive use and
direct defense of the term ımooÊsiow begins only with the text considered
here: the De decretis. My argument will focus on the culmination of the
De decretis, Athanasius’ account of proceedings at Nicaea, and it may be
helpful to locate that section of Athanasius’ argument in the context of
the text as a whole. We can sketch the structure of the text as follows (the
sections with which I am concerned are highlighted):

1. § 1–5: “Arians” continue to ignore the clear judgment of the church;
they constantly frame evasions of the clear sense of the
gospel. This process may be seen in Eusebius of Caesarea;
while he wrote explaining Nicaea to be the faith of the
apostles, before and after writing the letter he contradicted
himself.

2. § 6–15: True sense of “Word” and “Son” against standard “Arian”
arguments.

3. § 16–18: Summary of same themes.

4. § 19–20: The reasons for Nicaea’s use of §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw§k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw§k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw§k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw§k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw
and ımooÊsiow.ımooÊsiow.ımooÊsiow.ımooÊsiow.ımooÊsiow.

5. § 21–24: Further explanation of the same points, following same order
of treatment.

7. C. Ar. 1.9 (Metzler/Savvidis, Werke, 1.2:117): . . . oÎte po¤hma, éllÉ ‡dion t∞w toË
PatrÚw oÈs¤aw g°nnhma. DiÚ YeÒw §stin élhyinÚw, élhyinoË PatrÚw ımooÊsiow Ípãrxvn.
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6. § 25–27: Authorities in support of Nicaea: Theognostus, the two
Dionysii, Origen.

7. § 28–32: The error of elevating the term égenÆtow.

(The remaining sections contain the dossier of texts attached by Athanasius,
beginning with Eusebius of Caesarea’s Epistula ad Caesarienses.)

I will be concerned, then, with two stages in Athanasius’ argument.
First, sections 19–20 offer an account of proceedings at Nicaea in order
to show the function and the necessity of the creed’s use of §k t∞w oÈs¤aw
toË patrÒw and ımooÊsiow. It is important to note at the outset that
Athanasius considers these two in this order, both following the order of
their appearance in the creed’s text and assuming that ımooÊsiow rein-
forces what he takes to be the consequences of describing the Son as §k
t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw.8 Second, sections 21–24 then offer a further ex-
tended interpretation of these pieces of technical terminology designed to
counter some persistent objections. In what follows I will follow these
two stages in the argument closely, sections 19–20 in this part of the
paper, sections 21–24 in the next.

In Athanasius’ initial account of debate at Nicaea the argument re-
volved around an attempt to find terms that would secure an appropriate
view of what it means for the Son to come from God. At De decretis 19
Athanasius tells us that the bishops began by wishing to hold to the
“acknowledged words of the scriptures” (tåw d¢ t«n graf«n ımologoum°naw
fvnåw) that the Son is “from God,” is “Word,” and is “Wisdom.”9

Because Eusebius and his supporters understood “from God” as also
descriptive (in some sense) of part of the created order, the creed’s framers
introduced §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw to indicate the unique sense in which
“from God” was here being used.10 Used as a formula we will find

8. It is clear that Athanasius sees ımooÊsiow as reinforcing §k t∞w oÈs¤aw from his
description of the deliberations at Decr. 20, text quoted below (n. 26).

9. Decr. 19 (Opitz, Werke, 2.1:15–16): T∞w sunÒdou boulom°nhw tåw m¢n t«n
ÉAreian«n t∞w ésebe¤aw l°jeiw énele›n, tåwÇ d¢ t«n graf«n ımologoum°naw fvnåw
grãcai, ˜ti te uflÒw §stin oÈk §w oÈk ˆntvn, éllÉ §k toË yeoË, ka‹ lÒgow §st‹ ka‹ sof¤a,
éllÉ oÈ kt¤sma oÈd¢ po¤hma, ‡dion d¢ §k toË patrÚw g°nnhma, ofl per‹ EÈs°bion ÍpÚ t∞w
poluxron¤ou kakodoj¤aw •aut«n •lkÒmenoi §boÊlonto tÚ §k toË yeoË koinÚn e‰nai prÚw
≤mçw ka‹ tÚn toË yeoË lÒgon mhd°n te §n toÊtƒ diaf°rei@ ≤m«n aÈtÚn diå tÚ gegrãfyai:
eÂw yeÚw §w o tå pãnta. . . . My translations of Athanasius are adapted from those in
NPNF, second series, vol. 4.

10. Decr. 19 (Opitz, Werke, 2.1:16): éllÉ ofl pat°rew yevrÆsantew §ke¤nvn tØn
panourg¤an ka‹ tØn t∞w ésebe¤aw kakotexn¤an ±nagkãsyhsan loipÚn leukÒteron
efipe›n tÚ §k toË yeoË ka‹ grãcai É§k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË yeoË e‰nai tÚn uflonÉ Íp¢r toË mØ tÚ
§k toË yeoË koinÚn ka‹ ‡son toË te ufloË ka‹ t«n genht«n nom¤zesyai. . . .



342 JOURNAL OF EARLY CHRISTIAN STUDIES

repeated elsewhere, the phrase should be taken to indicate both that only
the Word is truly from the Father and that the Word is distinct from all
created things.11 Whatever the veracity of this report of Nicaea, Athanasius’
rhetorical strategy is clear: those who dispute the phrase “from the es-
sence” are actually disputing what he presents as the “obvious” sense of
the scriptural terms Wisdom, Word, and Son.12

At this point it is important for us to pause for a moment to consider
Athanasius’ arguments here in the context of his development prior to the
350s. Doing so will make clearer both the complexity of allegiance to
Nicaea in the period from 325–350 and Athanasius’ developing under-
standing of the significance of Nicaea’s oÈs¤a terminology. While discus-
sion of ımooÊsiow is absent from his earlier work, it is noticeable that §k
t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw and phrases that allude to this formula make a
number of appearances in the first two of the Orationes contra Arianos
(the phrase is noticeably absent from the third Oratio).13 In these passages
§k t∞w oÈs¤aw is almost always associated with the statement that the Son
is ‡diow to the Father: the Son is either “proper” to the Father’s substance
or from the Father’s “own proper” substance. The language of the Son or
Word being ‡diow to the Father is an important theme in Athanasius’
account of God (although this statement requires the nuances explored in
the following paragraphs). As Andrew Louth indicates, ‡diow is frequently
used with the contrasting term ¶jvyen, designating what is “outside”
God.14 The link Athanasius sees between ‡diow and references to the Son
being from the Father’s oÈs¤a is particularly clear at C. Ar. 1.15 where
¶jvyen is itself contrasted with §k t∞w oÈs¤aw: ka‹ toË UfloË, Pat°ra ‡dion

11. Decr. 19 (Opitz, Werke, 2.1:16): diå toËto går ka¤ ≤ èg¤a sËnodow leukÒteron
e‡rhken §k t∞w oÈs¤aw aÈtÚn e‰nai toË patrÒw, ·na ka‹ êllow parå tØn t«n genht«n
fÊsin ı lÒgow e‰nai pisteuyª mÒnow Ãn élhy«w §k toË yeoË, ka‹ mhk°ti prÒfasiw prÚw
épãthn Ípole¤phtai to›w éseboËsi.

12. Note that again in the last sentence of section 19 (quoted in the previous note)
this phrase prevents the prÒfasiw, the “pretense” of those who subscribe to the
fundamental biblical terms but understand those terms in a manner very different
from Athanasius.

13. C. Ar. 1.15, 16, 36; 2.2, 32, 34, 41, 51, 57, 70. The nearest thing to an allusion
in C. Ar. 3 is at 3.3 (Metzler/Savvidis, Werke 1.2:309): §peidØ sÊmpan tÚ e‰nai toË
U‹oË, toËto t∞w toË PatrÚw oÈs¤aw ‡diÒn §stin. . . . Here of course we need not
necessarily see an allusion, but even in this very different construction the linkage of
PatrÚw and oÈs¤aw reflects – as I am arguing – a certain engagement with Nicaea, and
can plausibly be seen as an allusion to the phrase §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw.

14. Andrew Louth, “The Use of the Term ‡diow in Alexandrian Theology from
Alexander to Cyril,” SP 19 (1989): 198–202. Louth begins by noting Alexander’s
citation of Rom 8.32: it is puzzling that Athanasius never quotes this text in support
of his own use of the terminology, the verse appearing only at vit. Ant. 14.
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e‰nai tÚn YeÒn: d∞lon, ˜ti oÈk ¶jvyen, éllÉ §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw §sti
tÚ metexÒmenon.15

Exploring a little further the links between Athanasius’ use of ‡diow and
oÈs¤a language will provide an important window onto Athanasius’ de-
veloping commitment to Nicaea. We can proceed by noting two stages in
Athanasius’ use of ‡diow language prior to the 350s. First, in his earliest
works ‡diow is not a particularly prominent term for describing the rela-
tionship between Father and Son. In the Contra Gentes Athanasius never
directly speaks of God’s oÈs¤a and only twice speaks of the Son as ‡diow to
the Father.16 Athanasius uses a variety of terminologies to emphasize the
Son or Word’s status as “belonging” to the Father, most prominent being
the basic description of the Word as the LÒgow toË PatrÒw.17 Contra
Gentes 46 is a particularly important example of his early theological
style and indicates a fundamental line of argument that he will follow in
the decades to come. In this section of the text Athanasius emphasises the
closeness of Word to Father by stringing together a variety of intensifying
adjectives indicating that the LÒgow is the Father’s own and is in himself
the attributes scripture accords him.18

In the De incarnatione Athanasius only twice describes the Son as being
‡diow to the Father.19 In the latter half of the text, however, Athanasius
deploys ‡diow language much more frequently to describe various quali-
ties and activities as “proper” to human nature and thus possessed by the
Incarnate Word: the term emphasizes that such qualities are intrinsic to
and the natural possession of human nature.20 Thus while, in the first

15. Metzler/Savvidis, Werke 2.1:125. Cf. C. Ar. 2.2 (Metzler/Savvidis, Werke,
2.1:179): TÚ m¢n går UflÚw ‡dion ka‹ élhy«w §k t∞w makar¤aw §ke¤nhw ka‹
ée‹ oÎshw oÈs¤aw §st¤: tå d¢ §k boulÆsevw aÈt∞w ¶jvyen sunistãmena g¤netai, ka‹
dhmiourge›tai diå toË fid¤ou ka‹ §w aÈt∞w gennÆmatow.

16. C. gen. 2, 40.
17. C. gen. 27, 40, 42, 44, 47.
18. C. gen. 46 (ed. and trans. Robert W. Thomson, Athanasius: Contra Gentes and

De Incarnatione [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971], 130): ka‹ diÉ aÈtoË d¢ ka‹ efiw
aÈtÚn tå pãnta gegon°nai ofl flero‹ toÊtou didãskousi mayhta¤, ka‹ ˜ti égayÚn §j
égayoË g°nnhma ka‹ élhyinÚw UflÚw Ípãrxvn, dÊnam¤w §sti toË PatrÚw ka‹ sof¤a ka‹
LÒgow, oÈ katå metoxØn taËta  n, oÈd¢ ¶jvyen §pigenom°nvn toÊtvn aÈt“ katå toÁw
aÈtoË met°xontaw ka‹ sofizom°nouw diÉ aÈtoË, ka‹ dunatoÁw ka‹ logikoÁw §n aÈt“
ginom°nouw, éllÉ aÈtosof¤a, aÈtolÒgow, aÈtodÊnamiw fid¤a toË PatrÒw §stin, aÈtof«w,
aÈtoalÆyeia, aÈtodikaiosÊnh, aÈtoaretÆ, ka‹ mØn ka‹ xaraktØr ka‹ épaÊgasma ka‹
efik≈n. ka‹ sunelÒnti frãsai, karpÚw pant°leiow toË PatrÚw Ípãrxei, ka‹ mÒnow §st‹n
UflÒw, efik∆n éparallaktow toË PatrÒw. Thomson’s notes on p. 130 offer some
indication of the range of possible sources for Athanasius’ terminology in this
important passage.

19. De incar. 3, 32.
20. De incar. 21, 22, 32.
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stage of his use of ‡diow, Athanasius does not use the term prominently in
discussing the relationship of Father and Son, he already recognizes in a
christological context its usefulness for indicating that something is in-
trinsic to a person or a nature. It is also important to note that, at this first
stage, oÈs¤a terminology does not play any role in his account of the
Son’s closeness to the Father.

We see the second stage in his use of ‡diow and oÈs¤a language in the
first two Orationes contra Arianos.21 Here Athanasius’ concern is to
emphasize the intrinsic place of the Word in and with the Father, the
status of the Word as intrinsic to the Father’s perfection. We see, on the
one hand, increased use of ‡diow language. On the other hand, we also see
a turn to oÈs¤a language. Athanasius uses oÈs¤a language and especially
the phrase §k t∞w oÈs¤aw to intensify and focus our attention on precisely
the same themes he also highlights through increased deployment of ‡diow
language. It seems at least likely that his increased use of ‡diow language is
the result of his having realized its usefulness for indicating the intrinsic
status of something to another reality in the latter stages of the De
incarnatione. The process of intensification he follows mirrors that found
in Contra Gentes 46, but he now makes prominent use of oÈs¤a and ‡diow
terminology towards this goal.

The interwoven use of ‡diow and oÈs¤a language also helps us to outline
what Nicaea meant for him at this point in his career. While it is common-
place to note that his one use of ımooÊsiow in the first oration indicates
some sort of commitment to Nicaea, it is extremely difficult to define this
commitment further on the basis of this one citation. It is, for instance,
clear enough that at this stage Athanasius is still willing to deploy a
variety of ̃ moiow language to describe the Son’s relationship to the Father22

and that he does not appeal to Nicaea’s terminology as an agreed and
universal marker of orthodoxy—even as he strongly endorses the council’s
condemnation of Arius.23 None of this should surprise us; there was as yet
no context within which creedal terminology might serve such a func-
tion.24 Nevertheless, in the Orationes Athanasius has decided to argue
that there is an intrinsic link between the Son’s status as the Father’s

21. See the texts cited in n. 13 above.
22. C. Ar. 1.20, 40; 3.11, 26.
23. For instance, in C. Ar. Athanasius never openly acknowledges that ımooÊsiow

or §k t∞w oÈs¤aw are Nicaea’s phrases and he never appeals directly to Nicaea as a
warrant for their use.

24. There is still much to be learned from the first chapter of H. J. Sieben’s Die
Konzilsidee der Alten Kirche (Paderborn: Schöningh, 1979). For my own account of
the “original” theology of Nicaea, see my Nicaea and Its Legacy, ch. 4.
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“own” and his being from the Father’s oÈs¤a: the Son is ‡diow to the
Father’s oÈs¤a. At the same time Athanasius demonstrates considerable
interest in the phrase §k t∞w oÈs¤aw. Taken together, these new patterns of
language use do indicate a commitment to Nicaea and an active engage-
ment with what he takes to have been its theological intent. In particular,
Athanasius takes Nicaea’s theology to be embodied in the phrase §k t∞w
oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw and in the possibility of using oÈs¤a terminology to
reinforce the Son’s unique status as “proper” to the Father.

We can now return to the De decretis. Although we have so far only
discussed Athanasius’ account of Nicaea’s choosing §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË
patrÒw, we can already see a development from the Orationes contra
Arianos: Athanasius now defends the precise wording of Nicaea’s oÈs¤a
terminology in relation to more traditional and scriptural terminology.
We must, however, be cautious how we interpret the gradual change in
the importance of creedal terminology that we are witnessing here. Promi-
nent ecclesiastical figures must have felt the tension over creedal wording
that had grown during the 340s, following the fiasco of the Serdican
council in 343 and the failed embassy that brought west the Macrostich
in 345. This tension will have grown further following the appearance of
what could easily be taken as actively anti-Nicene formulations conse-
quent upon the declarations of Sirmium 351.25 The faithfulness to Nicaea’s
judgments, if not to its terminology, apparent in (at least) some western
bishops and in Athanasius’ works from the 340s had always been suspect
to some for its seeming materialism and modalism; now that suspicion
had taken the form of creedal attacks on its language.

In this context a clearer defense of Nicaea’s terminology was necessary.
Defending the terminology itself, however, as necessary for securing the
sense of traditional patterns of exegesis plays a key role in promoting the
idea that that terminology may have universal significance beyond its
original purpose of opposing Arius; Nicaea’s terminology gradually comes
to be equated with Nicaea’s judgments. It is important to note that this
process has only begun here and continues for many decades. Similarly,
we need also to beware of thinking that the De decretis shows that this
terminology has now become a fundamental point of departure for
Athanasius’ theology; the “basic dogmatic statements” of his faith are
still those that we find in the Orationes contra Arianos. It is fair to say,
however, that gradually Athanasius comes to use Nicaea’s terminology

25. The relevant anathemas of Sirmium 351 (nos. 6, 7, 25, 26) can be found at
Athanasius, Synod. 27.
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itself more prominently; as we see at the end of the 350s in his letters to
Serapion for instance.

At De decretis 20 Athanasius turns to the council’s decision to include
ımooÊsiow in the creed. He tells us that a number of phrases were pro-
posed to characterize the Son’s status as the one generated from God.
“True power,” “image,” “unvaryingly alike in all things,” the phrases
which seemed to come with traditional or scriptural warrant, all could be
understood by Eusebians as predicating in a high degree things of the Son
also true of us.26 Thus, in order to secure a true presentation of what it
means for the Son to be truly from God, and gathering together or
summing up the sense of the scriptures (sunagage›n §k t«n graf«n tØn
diãnoian), the bishops declared the Son to be ımooÊsiow with the Father.27

At this stage it is not clear how Athanasius understands the word in itself
outside this theological context; it is only clear what function it serves for
those bishops wanting to use it against the Eusebians. Summing up what
we have seen so far, we can say that both of Nicaea’s controversial
technical terminologies are described here as securing an appropriate
understanding of “from God” and that Athanasius so far describes
ımooÊsiow only as the necessary supplement to §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw.
In both cases Athanasius has avoided reflecting directly on the significance
or dangers of oÈs¤a terminology, preferring to argue that Nicaea’s con-
troversial terminology stands as a cipher for and protection of the “scrip-
tural” sense of “from God.”

III. DE DECRETIS 21–24

When Athanasius has finished with his narration of events at Nicaea he
focuses the next section of his text (21–24) on the ways in which these

26. Decr. 20 (Opitz, Werke, 2.1:16): T«n d¢ §piskÒpvn pãlin legÒntvn de›n
graf∞nai dÊnamin élhyinØn ka‹ efikÒna toË patrÚw tÚn lÒgon ˜moiÒn te ka‹
éparãllakton aÈtÚn katå pãnta t“ patr‹ ka‹ êtrepton ka‹ ée‹ ka‹ §n aÈt“ e‰nai
édiair°tvw . . . ofl per‹ EÈs°bion ±ne¤xonto m¢n mØ tolm«ntew éntil°gein diå tØn
afisxÊnhn, ∂n e‰xon §fÉ oÂw ±l°gxyhsan, katelÆfyhsan d¢ pãlin prÚw •autoÁw
tonyorÊzontew ka‹ dianeÊontew to›w Ùfyalmo›w, ˜ti ka‹ tÚ ˜moion ka‹ tÚ ée‹ ka‹ tÚ t∞w
dunãmevw ˆnoma ka‹ tÚ §n aÈt“ koinå pãlin §st‹ prÚw ≤mçwÉ ka‹ tÚn uflÒn, ka‹ oÈd¢n
lupe› toÊtoiw ≤mçw suny°syai.

27. Decr. 20 (Opitz, Werke, 2.1:17): éllÉ ofl §p¤skopoi ka‹ §n toÊtƒ yevrÆsantew
tØn ÍpÒkrisin §ke¤nvn ka‹ ˜ti katå tÚ gegramm°non §n kard¤aiw t«n éseb«n dÒlow §st‹
tektainom°nvn kakã, ±nagkãsyhsan ka‹ aÈto‹ aÔyiw sunagage›n §k t«n graf«n tØn
diãnoian ka¤, ëper prÒteron ¶legon, taËta pãlin leukÒteron efipe›n ka‹ grãcai,
ımooÊsion e‰nai t“ patr‹ tÚn uflÒn, ·na mØ mÒnon ˜moion tÚn uflÒn, éllå taÈtÚn tª
ımoivsei §k toË patrÚw e‰nai shma¤nvsi. . . . proslambãnomen.
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two phrases contain the sense or true meaning (diãnoia) of the scriptures.
Once again he deals with the two phrases in the same order. Athanasius
begins by offering a catena of scriptural texts to indicate that the Word is
truly from the Father and that Father and Son are consequently one.28 His
next step, at the beginning of section 22, is to indicate that because God is
simple and incomposite, terms such as “God” and “Father” necessarily
name God’s essence as opposed to accidental qualities (because there can
be none). Therefore when we say that the Son is “from God” we necessar-
ily imply that the Son is “from the essence of God.”29

The argument is prima facie a dangerous one and might seem to imply
that anything scripture describes as being “from God” must have the
same status as the Son. Athanasius’ answer is that only the Son is truly
from God, while the created order is imperfectly so; Father and Son
language serves to emphasize the uniqueness of this relationship. The Son
is a “genuine” Son “by nature” from the Father (uflÚw fÊsei gnÆsiow §k
patrÒw) and hence from his Father’s essence. This appeal to what
Athanasius takes to be the obvious implications of the New Testament’s
Father and Son language is mirrored in the following section, De decretis
23. Here Athanasius turns to the relationship between light and its radi-
ance. Athanasius argues that the “saints” consciously deployed this anal-
ogy instead of light and the sun because in the latter case light stands as a
subordinate product. By the use of the term “radiance” Athanasius argues
that previous writers intended to indicate that the Son was a “proper”
and “indivisible” offspring from the Father’s essence.30

28. Decr. 21. Here we find (in order) Ps 45.1 & 3; John 8.42; John 6.46, John
10.30; John 14.10; and John 1.18.

29. Decr. 22 (Opitz, Werke, 2.1:18): efi d¢ èploËn t¤ §stin ı yeÒw, Àsper oÔn ka‹
¶sti, dhlonÒti l°gontew tÚn yeÚn ka‹ Ùnomãzontew tÚn pat°ra oÈd°n ti …w per‹ aÈtÚn
Ùnomãzomen, éllÉ aÈtØn tØn oÈs¤an. aÈtoË shma¤nomen. kín går katalabe›n ˜, t¤ pot°
§stin ≤ toË yeoË oÈs¤a, mØ ¬ dunatÒn, éllå mÒnon nooËntew e‰nai tÚn yeÚn ka‹ t∞w
graf∞w §n toÊtoiw aÈtÚn shmainoÊshw oÈk êllon tinå ka‹ ≤me›w µ aÈtÚn shmçnai
y°lontew l°gomen yeÚn ka‹ pat°ra ka‹ kÊrion. ˜tan goËn l°g˙: §g≈ efimi ı  n, ka‹ tÚ §g≈
efimi kÊriow ı yeÒw, ka‹ ˜pou pot¢ l°gei ≤ grafØ Éı yeÒwÉ, ≤me›w énagin≈skontew oÈd¢n
ßteron µ aÈtØn tØn ékatãlhpton aÈto@ oÈs¤an shmainom°nhn nooËmen ka‹ ˜ti ¶stin
˜nper l°gousin. oÈkoËn mØ jeniz°syv tiw ékoÊvn §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË yeoË e‰nai tÚn uflÚn
toË yeoË, éllå ka‹ mçllon épodex°syv toÁw pat°raw diakayãrantaw tÚn noËn ka‹
leukÒteron ka‹ …w §k parallÆlou tÚ §k toË yeoË grãcantaw tÚ §k t∞w oÈs¤aw. taÈtÚn
går ≤gÆsanto tÚ l°gein §k toË yeoË ka‹tÚ l°gein §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË yeoË e‰nai tÚn lÒgon,
§pe‹ ka‹ tÚ yeÒw, kayå proe›pon, oÈd¢n ßteron µ tØn oÈs¤an aÈtoË toË ˆntow shma¤nei.

30. Decr. 23 (Opitz, Werke, 2.1:19): éllå épaÊgasma aÈtÚn eÈhggel¤santo
pãntew, ·na tÙ §k t∞w oÈs¤aw ‡dion ka‹ édia¤reton ka‹ tØn prÚw tÚn pat°ra •nÒthta
dhl≈svsi. ka‹ går oÏtv ka‹ tÚ êtrepton ka‹ énallo¤vton aÈtÚn élhy«w e‰nai
svyÆsetai: p«w går ín êllvw e‡h toioËtow, efi mØ t∞w toË patrÚw oÈs¤aw ‡diÒn §sti
g°nnhma; énãgkh går kai §n toÊtƒ tØn tautÒthta prÚw tÚn •autoË pat°ra s≈zein.
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Halfway through section 23 Athanasius turns directly to ımooÊsiow.
Two arguments follow that present the term as securing necessary conse-
quences of §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw. First, Athanasius argues that the
term must be admitted if we are not to run the risk of failing to preserve
the divine truth and eternity. If we said that the Son was truly from the
essence and is indivisibly in that essence, then the Son’s generation cannot
have involved any combination in God of foreign elements with the
divine nature; the adjective ımooÊsiow secures this point. Second, in a
dense (and not particularly clear) argument Athanasius argues that
ımooÊsiow prevents us from thinking that the Son only represents the
divine essence and is thus other than God in some respects. This cannot
be so, largely because of consequences that would follow and work
against the “obvious” intent of some scriptural terminology. In such a
situation the Son would no longer be ‡diow to the Father, just as brass and
gold may look alike but are distinct “in nature and power” (t∞ fÊsei k&‹
t∞ dunãmei). Similarly, the pigeon cannot be born from the dove despite
outward appearance; and, by this analogy, if the Son is not ımooÊsiow, he
must be one of the creatures. Athanasius brings his argument to a close, in
section 24, by reminding us that no corporeal sense should be given to
this terminology. Just as we know that the terms Offspring and Son are
not to be understood materially, so too §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw and
ımooÊsiow are not to be understood by reference to notions of material
division in the Godhead. When properly understood they secure what
Athanasius takes to be at the heart of Christian belief: the Son’s “true”
and “proper” sonship.31

Having followed this argument in some detail, we can make the follow-
ing observations about the place of ımooÊsiow. It is very clear that
Athanasius is most concerned to defend Nicaea’s terms as securing a
particular notion of what it means for the Son to be truly a Son. Athanasius
attempts to move his opponents away from considering the appropriate-
ness of the Nicene terms in themselves and toward his favorite texts
concerning the relationship between Father and Son. Athanasius presents

31. Decr. 24 (Opitz, Werke, 2.1:19–20): ÉEj˙rÆsyv d¢ pãlin §n toÊtoiw pçw
logismÚw svmatikÒw, fantas¤an te pãshw afisyÆsevw Íperbãntew kayarò tª noÆsei ka‹
mÒnƒ t“ n“ no«men ufloË prÚw pat°ra tÚ gnÆsion ka‹ lÒgou tØn prÚw tÚn yeÚn fidiÒthta
ka‹ tØn éparãllakton ımoiÒthta toË épaugãsmatow prÚw tÚ f«w. …w går tÚ g°nnhma
ka‹ tÚ uflÚw oÈk ényr≈pinon, éllÉ …w ye“ pr°pon §st¤n, e‡rhta¤ te ka‹ ¶sti, tÚn aÈtÚn
trÒpon tØn l°jin toË ımoous¤ou ékoÊontew mØ efiw tåw ényrvp¤naw afisyÆseiw p¤ptontew
merismoÁw ka‹ diair°seiw t∞w yeÒthtow logiz≈meya: éllÉ …w §p‹ ésvmãtvn dianooÊmenoi
tØn •nÒthta t∞w fÊsevw ka‹ tØn tautÒthta toË fvtÚw mØ diair«men. toËto går ‡dion
ufloË prÚw pat°ra ka‹ toËto de¤knusi tÚn yeÚn élhy«w ˆnta pat°ra toË lÒgou.
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ımooÊsiow as only a necessary consequence of §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw,
and thus as introducing nothing that should not be obvious to one who
understands that phrase correctly; ımooÊsiow is only necessary to secure
that which should be obvious to one who understands key scriptural
terms in the light of scripture’s diãnoia. But, as I remarked at the begin-
ning of this paragraph, it is a very “particular notion” of the Son’s son-
ship that Athanasius wishes to promote. Thus we see him appealing to
ımooÊsiow as upholding what it means for the Son to be “from God” and,
at the same time, offering his own theological understanding as the most
appropriate context for that latter phrase.

It is also clear that Athanasius does not see ımooÊsiow as offering in
itself the basis for a particular picture of the relationship between the
divine “persons.” While we can identify the basic sense in which Athanasius
understands the term ımooÊsiow in itself, it is clear that he has both little
interest in defining the term precisely and every interest in ensuring that
any sense we might attribute to the term is understood to be governed by
a very specific theological context. Thus he gives no hint, for example,
that there is any contemporary debate about whether the term can appro-
priately be applied to both material and immaterial realities, nor does he
work by dividing up different commonly accepted uses of the term and
then insisting on the theological application of only one.32 From the two
texts in which he offers any comment on the term’s intrinsic sense
Athanasius most basically understands ımooÊsiow as implying that two
realities share a common nature or are members of a common species.33

Only a few years later, at De synodis 53, Athanasius is indeed concerned
to argue that the term can be used of genetic relationships—such as that
between fathers and sons—but this argument does not so much attempt
to give the term further precision as to show that the term should be
understood extremely loosely so that it may be applicable to the relation-
ship between Father and Son.

32. The former debate seems to be revealed at Socrates Hist. eccl. 3.18. An
example of the latter is Apollinarius’ isolation of a “genetic” sense in his reply to Basil
of Caesarea: see Basil, ep. 362 (thus we should be wary of simply attributing this
“genetic” sense to Athanasius).

33. Serap. 2.3 (PG 26:612): äVn §smen ˜moioi, ka‹ tØn tautÒthta ¶xomen toÊtvn, ka‹
ımoousio¤ §smen: ênyrvpoi goËn ˜moioi ka‹ tautÒthta ¶xontew, ımooÊsio¤ §smen
éllÆlvn. TÚ aÈtÚ går pçsi, tÚ ynhtÚn, tÚ fyartÚn, tÚ treptÚn, tÚ §k mØ ˆntvn. Synod.
53 (Opitz, Werke, 2.7:276): o‡date går ka‹ Íme›w ka‹ oÈdÉ ên tiw émfibãlloi ˜ti tÚ
˜moion oÈk §p‹ t«n oÈsi«n, éllÉ §p‹ sxhmãtvn ka‹ poiotÆtvn l°getai ˜moion: §p‹ går
t«n oÈsi«n oÈx ımoiÒthw, éllå tautÒthw ín lexye¤h. ênyrvpow goËn ényr≈pƒ ˜moiow
l°getai oÈ katå tØn oÈs¤an, éllå katå tÚ sx∞ma ka‹ tÚn xarakt∞ra: tª går oÈs¤&
ımofue›w efisi. ka‹ pãlin ênyrvpow kun‹ oÈk énÒmoiow l°getai, éllÉ •terofuÆw: oÈkoËn
tÚ m¢n ımofu¢w ka‹ ımooÊsion, tÚ d¢ •terofu¢w ka‹ •terooÊsion.
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Athanasius’ strategy is to assert that ımooÊsiow has a broad sense in
nontheological contexts, against those whose attacks depend on a nar-
rowing of that sense, and then to argue that any meaning we attribute to
the term when used of the relationship between Father and Son must be
governed by a range of theological assumptions and considerations. Those
who are concerned about the implications of the term can then be pre-
sented both as overly narrowing the sense of the term and as missing the
theological context within which the term functions. Thus, we must be
careful when we find ourselves trying to summarize what Athanasius
“means” by ımooÊsiow; we should follow a standard post-Wittgensteinian
move and speak of how Athanasius uses the term within the context of a
set of established theological themes and terminologies that are far more
basic to his thought.34

IV. ATHANASIUS AND EUSEBIUS

Athanasius’ attempt to defend Nicaea’s controversial terminology raises
for us many important questions about how markers of “orthodoxy”
begin (and continue to function) as ciphers for themes more fundamental
in a given theologian. The full complexity of these questions will only be
seen when we consider the possible sources for Athanasius’ account. I
suggest that we possess only one text prior to Athanasius’ De decretis in
which a similar defense of Nicaea’s terminology is made and that it is
likely that Athanasius’ arguments draw directly on the arguments of that
text.35 Eusebius of Caesarea’s Epistula ad Caesarienses is directly dis-
cussed in the De decretis, and Athanasius appended the letter in its
entirety as the first item in the dossier that accompanied the text.36

Athanasius’ claim that the “Arian madmen” cannot complain at his
arguments because similar arguments were deployed by Eusebius at Nicaea

34. Thus I mostly agree with Stead, “‘Homoousios’ dans la pensée de saint
Athanase,” 231–53, that Athanasius’ use of ımooÊsiow is intended to indicate “the full
unbroken continuity of being” between Father and Son (following Archibald
Robertson’s phrasing). I also agree that this is a far better description than rather
vague talk of “numerical identity of substance.” I do, however, want to argue that we
miss the complexity and peculiarity of Athanasius’ account if we take it that he
presents the term in itself as “meaning” this: rather he uses the term as a cipher for
this idea, taken to be embodied in other terminologies and scriptural texts.

35. Cf. Richard Vaggione, Eunomius of Cyzicus and the Nicene Revolution
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000), 58 n. 145. Vaggione notes the parallel and claims
both as following an “official” interpretation of the creed dating from Nicaea itself
and promulgated by Constantine. I discuss this possibility below.

36. Decr. 3; the letter is appended at Decr. 33.
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has usually seemed only a clever rhetorical ploy belying fundamental
differences that mark their accounts. I suggest there is actually more to be
said.

Eusebius’ defense of Nicaea’s terminology in his letter can be summa-
rized in four points. First, when Eusebius comes to give an account of §k
t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw, after he has recited the creed of Nicaea, he argues
that the phrase means nothing other than “from God” without being a
“part” of God.37 Second, when he comes to discuss ımooÊsiow directly,
Eusebius assumes that the term serves to qualify the Son’s status given
that he has been generated from God. It is, third, on this basis that he
makes the statement, already attributed earlier to Constantine himself,
that the term should not be taken to imply that the Son’s generation
involved any materialistic division of the divine existence nor any change
in God.38 Fourth and finally, Eusebius argues that the term is acceptable
because, on the one hand, it implies that the Son has no likeness to the
originated creatures—only to the Father—and, on the other hand, be-
cause it demonstrates that the Son is from the Father not from any other
substance.39

In what ways is this defense parallel to or distinct from that offered by

37. Eusebius, ep. Caes. 9–10 (Urkunde 22, Opitz, Werke, 3.2:45): Ka‹ dØ taÊthw
t∞w graf∞w ÍpÉ aÈt«n Ípagoreuye¤shw, ˜pvw e‡rhtai aÈto›w tÚ §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÚw
ka‹ tÚ t“ patr‹ ımooÊsion, oÈk énej°taston aÈto›w katelimpãnomen. . . . ka‹ dØ tÚ §k
t∞w oÈs¤aw …mologe›to prÚw aÈt«n dhlvtikÚn e‰nai toË §k m¢n toË patrÚw e‰nai, oÈ mØn
…w m°row Ípãrxein toË patrÒw. taÊt˙ d¢ ka‹ ≤m›n §dÒkei kal«w ¶xein sugkatat¤yesyai
tª diano¤& t∞w eÈseboËw didaskal¤aw ÍpagoreuoÊshw §k toË patrÚw e‰nai tÚn uflÒn, oÈ
mØn m°row aÈtoË t∞w oÈs¤aw tugxãnein.

38. Eusebius, ep. Caes. 12–13 (Urkunde 22, Opitz, Werke, 3.2:45): OÏtv d¢ ka‹ tÚ
ımooÊsion e‰nai toË patrÚw tÚn uflÚn §jetazÒmenow ı lÒgow sun¤sthsin, oÈ katå tÚn t«n
svmãtvn trÒpon oÈd¢ to›w ynhto›w z–oiw paraplhs¤vw, oÎte går katå dia¤resin t∞w
oÈs¤aw oÎte katå épotomÆn, éllÉ oÈd¢ katã ti pãyow µ tropØn ≥ allo¤vsin t∞w toË
patrÚw oÈs¤aw te ka‹ dunãmevw. ToÊtvn går pãntvn éllotr¤an e‰nai tØn ég°nhton toË
patrÚw fÊsin. For Eusebius’ account of Constantine’s speech see ep. Caes. 7 (Urkunde
22, Opitz, Werke, 3.2:44): toË ımoous¤ou, ˘ ka‹ aÈtÚw •rmÆneue l°gvn: ˜ti mØ katå
t«n svmãtvn pãyh l°goito ımooÊsiow ı uflÒw, oÎtÉ oÔn katå dia¤resin oÎte katã tina
épotomØn §k toË patrÚw Ípost∞nai: mhd¢ går dÊnasyai tØn êulon ka‹ noerån ka‹
és≈maton fÊsin svmatikÒn ti pãyow Íf¤stasyai, ye¤oiw d¢ ka‹ éporrÆtoiw lÒgoiw
prosÆkein tå toiaËta noe›n. ka‹ ı m¢n sof≈tatow ≤m«n ka‹ eÈseb°statow basileÁw
toiãde §filosÒfei. ofl d¢ profãsei t∞w toË ımoous¤ou prosyÆkhw tÆnde tØn grafØn
pepoiÆkasin:

39. Eusebius, ep. Caes. 13 (Urkunde 22, Opitz, Werke, 3.2:45–46) (this passage
immediately follows the first passage quoted in the previous note): parastatikÚn d¢
e‰nai tÚ ımooÊsion t“ patr‹ toË mhdem¤an §mf°reian prÚw tå genhtå kt¤smata tÚn uflÚn
toË yeoË f°rein, mÒnƒ d¢ t“ patr‹ t“ gegennhkÒti katå pãnta trÒpon éfvmoi«syai ka‹
mØ e‰nai §j •t°raw tinÚw Ípostãse≈w te ka‹ oÈs¤aw, éllÉ §k toË patrÒw.
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Athanasius? The assumption that ımooÊsiow primarily identifies the con-
sequences of the Son’s being generated from the Father’s essence is highly
plausible given the structure of Nicaea’s creed. It is also worth noting that
even if we are suitably skeptical about the details of the council given by
Eusebius and Athanasius, both were present and both assume a course of
debate in which ımooÊsiow is included to qualify §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw.
This particular parallel, then, tells us little. Similarly, both Athanasius and
Eusebius share the emphasis that the term is acceptable because it can be
understood without material qualification. Again, this tells us little except
that both make a qualifying statement essential for any early fourth-
century theologian to find the term acceptable. The fact that Eusebius
presents this important qualification as coming publicly from the mouth
of Constantine at Nicaea may also show that it was part of an “official”
interpretation of how the term should be read. I discuss this possibility
below.

This leaves us with two aspects of Eusebius’ account remaining from
the four I identified. Both Eusebius and Athanasius follow very similar
rhetorical strategies in attempting to argue that the term’s sense is always
governed by a more fundamental understanding of what it means to be
“from God.” Similarly, both authors attribute a dual function to the term:
distinguishing the Son from the creatures and demonstrating that the Son
is from the Father. Eusebius makes this statement directly; Athanasius not
only assumes this principle throughout the De decretis but also states it
directly at Decr. 19 and a few years later in a parallel context at De
synodis 45.40 There is no conclusive case here, but these parallels suggest
the likelihood that Athanasius paid close attention to Eusebius’ letter as
he formulated his own defense of Nicaea’s terms.

Pursuing this question a little further, we should note that when
Athanasius tells us that he appended Eusebius’ letter to demonstrate the
lack of respect shown by Acacius to his own predecessors, he offers little
criticism of the letter itself. 41 He does not, as would easily be possible,

40. For the Decr. 19 text, see n. 11 above. Cf. Synod. 45 (Opitz, Werke, 2.7:271):
toÊtou xãrin ofl §n Nika¤& sunelyÒntew yevrÆsantew tØn panourg¤an t«n oÏtv
fronoÊntvn ka‹ sunagagÒntew §k t«n graf«n tØn diãnoian leukÒteron grãfontew
efirÆkasi tÚ ımooÊsion, ·na ka‹ tÚ gnÆsion élhy«w §k toÊtou gnvsyh toË ufloË ka‹
mhd¢n koinÚn ¶xh prÚw toËton tå genhtã. ≤ går t∞w l°jevw taÊthw ékr¤beia tÆn te
ÍpÒkrisin aÈt«n §ån l°gvsi tÚ §k toË yeoË =htÒn, diel°gxei ka‹ pãsaw aÈt«n tåw
piyanÒthtaw, §n aÂw Ífarpãzousi toÁw ékera¤ouw, §kbãllei. Eusebius’ wording is
quoted in the previous note: there is nothing to suggest direct quotation of Eusebius
on the part of Athanasius in either of his direct statements.

41. Decr. 3.
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portray the letter as a defense intended to deceive or intended to offer an
interpretation of Nicaea’s terms distinct from the intentions of Nicaea’s
framers. Indeed, Athanasius goes so far as to describe Eusebius’ decision
to agree to Nicaea’s terms as tÒ parãdojon, in the light of his earlier and
later rejection of Nicaea.42 Athanasius sees the letter as having a defensive
and apologetic tone and yet still as clearly and openly anti-“Arian” in its
argument.43 Eusebius himself may be a backslider, but the argument of his
letter stands. Thus it seems likely that Athanasius saw no problem in
treating Eusebius’ letter as a resource in shaping his own defense of
Nicaea. We can perhaps even imagine him intentionally intending that
readers of Eusebius’ letter at the end of the text would be struck by its
similarity to Athanasius’ own arguments. In so doing he would both be
attacking the perfidy and backsliding of Acacius and making a subtle
rhetorical play that his own arguments be understood as resting on foun-
dations similar to those found in a figure so central to the “Arians.”

One important possibility remains for discussion here. Richard Vaggione
suggests that both Eusebius and Athanasius actually hold to what may be
counted an “official” sense given to ımooÊsiow:

As explained by the emperor, that sense was that all thoughts of passion,
division, or separation were to be excluded and homoousios was to be used
to express three things and three things only: that the Son is not similar to
any created being; that he is similar to the Father in every particular; and
that he derives his existence, not from any alien substance or essence, but
from the Father alone.44

Vaggione takes as evidence for this statement Eusebius’ account of Con-
stantine’s speech at Ep. Caes. 7, Eusebius’ own account of the mind of the
council at Ep. Caes. 12–13, and Constantine’s comments in his Epistula
ad Nicomediensis of 326. Vaggione’s suggestion is an intriguing one, but
a more minimalist construal of the evidence is, I suggest, more plausible.

42. Decr. 3 (Opitz, Werke, 2.1:3): ka‹ tÒ ge parãdojon, EÈs°biow ı épÚ Kaisare¤aw
t∞w Palaist¤nhw, ka¤toi prÚ miçw érnoÊmenow, ˜mvw Ïsteron Ípogrãcaw §p°steile tª
§kklhs¤& •autoË, l°gvn taÊthn e‰nai t∞w §kklhs¤aw tØn p¤stin ka‹ t«n pat°rvn tØn
parãdosin, pçs¤ te faner«w ¶deijen, ˜ti prÒteron §sfãllonto ka‹ mãthn §filone¤koun
prÚw tØn élÆyeian.

43. Decr. 3 (Opitz, Werke, 2.1:3): efi går ka‹ ºsxÊnyh tÒte taÊtaiw ta›w l°jesi
grãcai ka‹ …w ±y°lhsen aÈtÚw épelogÆsato tª §kklhs¤&, éllã ge diå t∞w §pistol∞w tÚ
ımooÊsion ka‹ tÚ §k t∞w oÈs¤aw mØ érnhsãmenow faner«w toËto shmçnai boÊletai. ka‹
p°pony° ti deinÒn: …w går épologoÊmenow kathgÒrhse loipÚn t«n ÉAreian«n, ˜ti
grãcantew ‘oÈk ∑n ı uflÚw pr‹n gennhy∞nai’ oÈk ≥yelon aÈtÚn e‰nai oÈd¢ prÚ t∞w katå
sãrka gennÆsevw. ka‹ toËto o‰de ka‹ ÉAkãkiow, ín mØ ka‹ aÈtÚw fobhye‹w nËn diå tÚn
kairÚn Ípokr¤nhtai ka‹ érnÆshtai tØn élÆyeian.

44. Vaggione, Eunomius, 58.
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In fact Eusebius directly ascribes to Constantine only an emphasis on
understanding ımooÊsiow without reference to material division or the
sorts of change associated with corporeal existence.45 Moreover, when we
look at the letter to the Nicomedians we find Constantine again insisting
on the distinction between corporeal generation and that of the Son from
the Father through the notions that the Son was always in the Father and
that the Son is the will of the Father.46 Beyond this, we find only further
evidence—beyond that offered by Eusebius towards the end of his let-
ter—for Constantine’s own understanding of the Logos, evidence that
does not bear on the three principles Vaggione outlines. Thus, the evi-
dence for these three principles comes entirely from Eusebius’ account of
the council’s decisions. It seems, then, more likely that there was an
“official interpretation” of Nicaea’s terms only in the sense that Constantine
interceded on behalf of those unhappy with ımooÊsiow, insisting on the
importance of understanding the term without material connotation. The
rest he left, and may have wished to leave, vaguely defined. Eusebius thus
offers an extended account of the council’s controversial language in line
with Constantine’s comment, but distinctly his own. It is this account on
which Athanasius then draws twenty-five or thirty years later. Finally, it is
worth noting that Athanasius nowhere speaks of Constantine’s role at
Nicaea and nowhere hints at an “official” imperially sanctioned under-
standing of Nicaea’s term. If there were such, it seems strange that he
would forego the opportunity to point this out to his enemies (and to
Constantius!).

Of course, Athanasius’ adoption of Eusebius’ argument also involves a
major adaptation. Most significantly, while both authors exploit the am-
biguity of the phrase “from God,” and while both argue that this phrase
guards or sums up the fundamental intent of traditionally or scripturally
warranted terms, the two authors assume very different sets of tradition-
ally or scripturally warranted terms as the defining context for the phrase
“from God.” In this way the same phrase deployed within the same
formal structure of argument is used as a cipher for clearly distinct the-
ologies. At the same time, we must be careful about exploring this phe-
nomenon by means of a dualistic terminology that distinguishes too
sharply between the cipher and the theology indicated by the cipher.
ÑOmooÊsiow is able to function as a cipher because we have been led to
understand the term in the context of a series of conditioning arguments
that both remove the force of objections that the term in itself is unaccept-

45. See the second text quoted in n. 30 above.
46. Constantine, ep. Nic. 1–2 (Urkunde 27, Opitz, Werke, 3.2:58).
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able and that enable a hearing of the term as pointing beyond itself to
other terms and arguments. Understanding the way in which ımooÊsiow
functions as cipher will depend on our grasping the structure of the web
of arguments that condition and support its use. Thus while Athanasius
and Eusebius share some arguments, they differ in shaping different webs
of reference for the terms they seek to defend as ciphers.

V. DE SYNODIS 39–45

The arguments I have offered so far affect both how we view Athanasius’
understanding and use of ımooÊsiow itself and Athanasius’ account of the
significance of the term at Nicaea. Investigation of whether Athanasius’
later use of ımooÊsiow—in such texts as the Letters to Serapion—repre-
sents significant development must wait for future consideration. There
is, however, one more text in which Athanasius gives an account of the
emergence of ımooÊsiow at Nicaea, the De synodis of 359–361. This text
is notable because here Athanasius’ account of Nicaea is used not only to
attack his enemies but also in an attempt to seduce into alliance emerging
Homoiousian theologians, including Basil of Ancyra. A brief consider-
ation of his arguments in this text—by and large adaptations and trans-
positions of the arguments found in the De decretis—will help to show
further the subtlety with which Athanasius adapts his account toward
different ends.

In the relevant section of the De synodis Athanasius offers two distinct
discussions of Nicaea’s terminology, the first a polemic against Acacius
and against the Homoian activity at the twin councils of Arimnium and
Seleucia in 359, the second an irenic argument intended to win over Basil
of Ancyra and the emerging Homoiousians. The first discussion need not
detain us long. Because terms such as “Father” and “God” name the
essence of God, the “Arian” phrase “from God” must be logically identical
to saying §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw. Only three quarters of the way through
his examination does Athanasius turn in passing to ımooÊsiow, a phrase
which follows naturally once one confesses the true sonship of the Son,
his status as “proper offspring.”47

47. Synod. 39 (Opitz, Werke, 2.7:265–66): . . . ˜ti diÉ oÈd¢n ßteron mãxontai prÚw
tØn sÊnodon §ke¤nhn tØn megãlhn µ ˜ti tØn éreianØn a·resin kat°krine. diå toËto går
ka‹ tØn toË ımoous¤ou l°jin diabãllousi kak«w aÈto‹ fronoËntew ka‹ per‹ aÈt∞w. efi
går §p¤steuon Ùry«w ka‹ tÚn m¢n pat°ra pat°ra élhy«w …molÒgoun, tÚn d¢ uflÚn
gnÆsion uflÚn ka‹ fÊsei élhyinÚn lÒgon ka‹ sof¤an §p¤steuon e‰nai toË patrÚw tÒ te É§k
toË yeoËÉ l°gein tÚn uflÒn, efi mÆ, Àsper l°getai per‹ t«n ktismãtvn, oÏtvw ¶legon ka‹
per‹ aÈtoË, éllå t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÚw ‡dion aÈtÚn §nÒoun e‰nai g°nnhma …w ¶sti tÚ
épaÊgasma §k toË fvtÒw, oÈk ín ßkastow aÈt«n kathgÒrei t«n pat°rvn.
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In Athanasius’ second argument ımooÊsiow comes more directly to the
fore. Athanasius argues that the Homoiousian position is largely identical
to his own because they accept the phrase §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw.48 We
see the subtlety of Athanasius’ argument when we note that nowhere in
the surviving texts of Basil of Ancyra do we actually find the phrase §k t∞w
oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw. Athanasius seems to interpret Basil’s willingness to
speak of the Son as Wisdom from Wisdom, as essence from essence, and
his use of the imagery of the Son as radiance of the eternal light to mean
that they implicitly supplement the term ˜moioÊsiow with a commitment
to the sense of the phrase “from the Father’s essence.”49 It is on the basis
of this assertion that Athanasius then pursues his attempt to convince
them that the term ımooÊsiow is acceptable.

Athanasius’ argument concerning ımooÊsiow focuses, as before, on the
necessity of removing material connotations. Just as, he argues, we do not
think of the phrase “true offspring” as implying a human, material gen-
eration of the Son, so too we must think of the term ımooÊsiow beyond

48. Synod. 41 (Opitz. Werke, 2.7:266–67): a‹ går ımologoËntew §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË
patrÚw e‰nai ka‹ mØ §j •t°raw Ípostãsevw tÚn uflÚn kt¤sma te mØ e‰nai mhd¢ po¤hma
aÈtÒn, éllå gnÆsion ka‹ fÊsei g°nnhma éid¤vw te aÈtÚn sune›nai t“ patr‹ lÒgon ˆnta
ka‹ sof¤an oÈ makrãn efisin épod°jasyai ka‹ tØn toË ımoous¤ou l°jin. toioËtow d° §sti
Bas¤leiow ı épÚ ÉAgkÊraw grãcaw per‹ p¤stevw. tÚ m¢n går ‘˜moion’ mÒnon l°gein ‘kat’
oÈs¤anÉ oÈ pãntvw shma¤nei ka‹ tÚ É§k t∞w oÈs¤awÉ, §j o mçllon, …w ka‹ aÈto‹
efirÆkasi, shma¤netai tÚ gnÆsion toË ufloË prÚw tÚn pat°ra. ka‹ går ka‹ kass¤terow
˜moiÒw §sti mÒnow t“ ér—gÊrƒ ka‹ lÊkow t“ kun‹ ka‹ xalkÚw xrus¤zvn t“ élhyin“
xrus“, oÎte d¢ kass¤terow §k toË érgÊrou tugxãnei oÎte lÊkow …w uflÚw toË kunÚw ín
nomisye¤h. §peidØ d¢ ka‹ É§k t∞w oÈs¤awÉ ka‹ ÉımoiooÊsionÉ aÈtÚn efirÆkasi, t¤ ßteron
shma¤nousin §k toÊtvn µ tÚ ımooÊsion; ka‹ går Àsper ı l°gvn mÒnon ÉımoiooÊsionÉ oÈ
pãntvw ka‹ tÚ §k t∞w oÈs¤aw gnvr¤zei oÏtvw ı l°gvn ımooÊsion émfot°rvn toË te
ımoioous¤ou ka‹ toË §k t∞w oÈs¤aw shma¤nei tØn diãnoian.

49. Epiphanius, Panarion 73.6.7 (GCS 37:276): t«n går étÒpvn §st‹n §k sofoË
yeoË sof¤an Ífistam°nhn ékoÊonta, …w sof«w o‰de t∞w §j •autoË gennhye¤shw sof¤aw
gen°syai patÆr, pãyow §nnoe›n patr‹ §n t“ tØn sof¤an Íf¤stasyai, efi m°lloi §j aÈtoË
katÉ oÈs¤an ımo¤a t“ sof“ ≤ sof¤a Íf¤stasyai. efi går mÆte ı sofÚw yeÚw mey°jei
sof¤aw suny°tvw sofÚw ≤m›n noe›tai, éllÉ ésuny°tvw aÈtÒw §sti sofÒw, oÈs¤a §st¤,
mÆte ≤ sof¤a §st‹n ı uflÒw, §j ∏w noe›tai, éllå ≤ sof¤a oÈs¤a §st‹n épÚ sofoË oÈs¤aw,
˜ §sti sof¤a, oÈs¤a ı uflÚw Ípoståw ımo¤a ¶stai [ka‹] katÉ oÈs¤an toË sofoË patrÒw,
éfÉ oper Íp°sth sof¤a ı uflÒw. Panarion 73.7.6 (GCS 37:277): ka‹ …w ≤ sof¤a toË
sofoË uflÒw, oÈs¤a oÈs¤aw, oÏtvw ≤ efik∆n oÈs¤aw ımo¤a §st¤: Not only does Basil
qualify “essence from essence” with likeness language but he also seems consciously
to avoid §k when he talks of oÈs¤a here. If this is so, we see further the extent to
which Athanasius’ appeal involves an attempt to interpret Basil with a great deal of
charity. Note, however, that Basil, like Athanasius, assumes that oÈs¤a language in
theological contexts can serve as a cipher for indicating the Son’s status apart from
any connotations that might seem to apply when it is used to describe generation in
material contexts.
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material connotations. Our understanding of ımooÊsiow must be gov-
erned by our talk of the Son as radiance from light and life from the
fountain of the Father. As in the De decretis, Athanasius highlights those
accounts of divine immateriality and indivisibility that enable ımooÊsiow
to function as a cipher; but it is noticeable that here he focuses his account
of that for which ımooÊsiow is a cipher on the elements of his theology
most acceptable to the Homoiousians. It is the unique status of the Son as
Son that is his focus; description of the Son being ‡diow to the Father’s
oÈs¤a—language that might, to Homoiousian ears, seem to downplay the
distinction between Father and Son—is interestingly absent. At the end of
his attempt to persuade the Homoiousians Athanasius appends a discus-
sion of possible pre-Nicene uses of ımooÊsiow. As a summary he notes, in
Eusebian fashion, that the fathers of Nicaea made use of ımooÊsiow, “that
both the true genuineness of the Son might be known, and that to things
originate might be ascribed nothing in common with him.”50

Athanasius thus attempts to entice the Homoiousians into alliance by
offering his Eusebian evacuation of ımooÊsiow’s problematic connota-
tions while simultaneously insisting that they already accept the central
thematics for which he takes ımooÊsiow to be a cipher, the Son’s true
sonship. The beauty of the argument lies in the way that Athanasius uses
ımooÊsiow as a cipher for the fundamental themes of his own theology
while, as part of the rhetoric of persuasion, he allows some of those
themes to hide in the background. Athanasius seems consciously to ex-
ploit the complex relationships between the cipher and the web of argu-
ments used to establish its status as cipher and function within his theol-
ogy. No doubt we see here a microcosm of the ways in which the emergence
of shared pro-Nicene terminologies shaped complex negotiations between
different theological traditions gradually moving towards mutual accept-
ance and recognition.51

50. Synod. 45. The text is quoted in n. 47 above.
51. Some provisos are necessary here. First, we should not, of course, assume that

Basil of Ancyra’s theology or that of other Homoiousians led inevitably to their
joining the pro-Nicene camp during the 360s. While some did, many did not. Second,
we are unable to trace with certainty the influence of Athanasius’ arguments. But even
if we assume that they were not directly influential on the Homoiousians, similar
arguments and shifts appear in a variety of contexts and gradually do seem to have
had considerable effect. Third, isolating these theological shifts in presentations of
Nicaea’s terms should not be taken to marginalize the importance of social and
political changes following 360. In particular, the promulgation of the Homoian creed
in the 359–360 series of councils and then the shape of imperial policy through
Julian’s reign had much impact on the gradual realignments of the 360s. For my
account of these changes see Nicaea and Its Legacy, ch. 7.



358 JOURNAL OF EARLY CHRISTIAN STUDIES

VI. CONCLUSION

Christopher Stead has placed much emphasis on the fundamentally con-
servative nature of Athanasius’ account of ımooÊsiow. He points out that
Athanasius uses the term almost exclusively of the relationship of Son to
Father, never of the Trinity in general and never of the Father’s relation-
ship to the Son. My argument here both reinforces Stead’s and pushes it
further. Athanasius’ defense of the term depends on his defense of Nicaea’s
description of the Son as §k t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw, a dependence that
nicely explains Stead’s observations. The conservatism of Athanasius’
defense of ımooÊsiow in the De decretis can be seen in the skill with which
he defends the term by arguing that it stands as a cipher not simply for §k
t∞w oÈs¤aw toË patrÒw but for the “obvious” sense of a variety of his
favorite themes.

I have argued that the most likely source for Athanasius’ defense of
Nicaea’s terms in the De decretis lies in Eusebius’ Epistula ad Caesarienses.
Some compelling circumstantial evidence points toward this conclusion,
even while direct textual parallel is absent. Athanasius seems to copy
Eusebius’ argument that ımooÊsiow is a term intended to secure only the
Son’s being from God and distinct from the creatures. At the same time
Athanasius adapts: in his thought the term stands as a cipher for a very
different set of fundamental themes and concerns. In carrying out this
adaptation Athanasius shows himself also to be developing his own ear-
lier understanding of the ways in which oÈs¤a language as used at Nicaea
may serve to emphasize the Son’s “true” sonship.

Paying such detailed attention to Athanasius’ developing account of
ımooÊsiow provides an important point of departure for considering the
development of one of the key identity markers of late fourth-century
orthodoxy. Athanasius presents us with a perfect example of the process
by which subscription to such identity markers involves a complex nego-
tiation between existing themes (and existing trajectories of development)
in an author or local tradition and markers of identity whose very form is
increasingly seen as fixed and translocal.

If there is one aspect of this process that I have tried to highlight as the
paper progressed, it is the importance of reading such “doctrinal ciphers”
as ımooÊsiow within the context of the network of arguments that make
them what they are. Indeed, we may end by noting directly that these
arguments have been misread if it is assumed that because I present
ımooÊsiow as a cipher I assume the term itself is of no significance in the
debates. In the first place, the negotiations and agreed provisos that
render possible the acceptance of such a cipher themselves focus debate
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on particular themes as essential in speaking of the doctrinal area at issue.
Thus, for example, the three principles that ımooÊsiow is to be understood
(a) as not implying material division within God, (b) as not implying that
there are two ultimate principles, and (c) as primarily pointing to the
Son’s incomprehensible uniqueness gradually emerged as necessary provi-
sos for appropriate use of ımooÊsiow and then became central to pro-
Nicene accounts of the Son’s generation.

In the second place, the “internal” resources of the cipher—the re-
sources of its generally agreed uses, connotations, and semantic field—
may come in and out of play for different purposes. The fact that the term
is allowed to possess a loose intrinsic sense (one whose looseness is in fact
perpetuated as a tactic to demonstrate the failure of all arguments against
its theological usage coming from observation of its “necessary” non-
theological sense) enables it to be drawn on in support for a variety of
theological and philosophical projects at different points in time. It is the
fluidity of the term in the context of a complex web of arguments that
enables it to be used as a marker of common identity between theological
traditions. Its “meaning” is found and negotiated within complex pat-
terns of use. Beyond specific consideration of Athanasius and ımooÊsiow,
our investigation of the evolution and deployment of the key terminolo-
gies of pro-Nicene orthodoxy can better proceed the more we are atten-
tive to such terms in their contexts.52

Lewis Ayres is Assistant Professor of Historical Theology at the
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52. In the interests of length I have avoided discussion of which literary and
cultural theoretical resources might best serve the investigation of the development of
doctrinal “ciphers” during the fourth century. This is a topic I hope to take up at a
future date.


