
 

John 13:31-35,  Easter 5, 2010. May 2, St.  Athanasius, Walter C. Pieper 
 CHRIST IS RISEN; CHRIST IS RISEN INDEED, 

Easter Day, then what?  The disciples had sort of an ambivalent feeling.  The 
question is what do we do now?  Where do we go from here?  Peter said, “I ‘m going 
fishing.”  Thomas said, “Unless I see and feel.” There were many problems for the 
disciples between Easter day and Pentecost. They seemed to be in a daze, confused 
about Jesus, the crucifixion, the resurrection and even about themselves.  Jesus didn’t 
leave concrete directions other than to preach, love and baptize. The question has 
always been how do we as the followers of Christ live the fact of the resurrection.  It 
seems as if the whole church is living in an ambivalent state with its members 
wondering what is this all about and how do I fit in, maybe I don’t?  For the next several 
weeks we are going to look at a number of people, people whom the church, or some 
denominations, has acknowledged as leaders to see how they responded to the words, 
“Christ is Risen.”  These men—they are all men--can be regarded as “fools for Christ” 
because they were regarded as radicals, subversives or just plain crazy. 
 Today we look at the most well known of the three, Athanasius.  His name is 
attached to one of the three great creeds of Christianity.  He, however, was not involved 
in that creed for it was developed several centuries after his death. His influence was 
certainly there, but he was the great mover behind another creed, a more popular creed 
that we use here almost every Sunday, the Nicene Creed.  This creed firmed up the 
teaching of the church, which had been in a chaotic situation during the early days and 
set us on a path of clear thinking about who Jesus was and what his life and death 
means to us.  

 Athanasius was born in a small town in Egypt in 293, and through the strange 
working of the church—the church in every age seems to work in strange ways--he 
became patriarch of Alexandria, one of the most powerful positions in Christianity.  That 
is to say he was the big man in the church not only in Egypt but everywhere. In spite of 
his high position, he certainly was not a popular person.  He had absolutely no people 
skills.  He lived under death threats, was exiled five times, and was threatened in every 
way possible. He saw himself as right, as the voice of orthodoxy--God’s hammer to drive 
out heresy, and he found heresy everywhere.  It is said that he was small enough to be 
called a dwarf, with a hooked nose, small mouth, short reddish beard, a blackish skin, 
small eyes and he walked with a stoop.  Think of it: this is how his friends saw him.  He 
in turn had no time for those who might question his judgment.  He called them dogs, 
lions, chameleons, hydras, eels, cuttlefish, gnats and beetles.  He used other names and 
told stories about them that I dare not speak here; in fact, I wouldn’t even use that 
language in the locker room.  The target of his ecclesial ire was a fellow theologian 
named Arias, who taught that there was time when the Son of God did not exist, but 
came into existence according to the will of God.  The Emperor, Constantine, who was 
new to Christianity, couldn’t understand why Christians couldn’t agree to disagree.  The 
pagans were able to do that.  He asked, why can’t we all get along. He believed that the 
Christians were caught in the cobwebs of contention and couldn’t get out.  He, 
therefore, decided that these conflicts could only be solved by a council.  He called the 
first church council, which met at Nicea, a coastal town south of Istanbul.   1800 bishops 
were invited, and they were allowed to bring with them two assistants and three slaves. 
This council determined a number of things including the time of celebrating Easter, but 
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most importantly it developed the creed which we recite almost every Sunday, the 
Nicene Creed.   

The council was a raucous affair.  One writer said that it was like a battle in the 
dark, and when the accused Arius attempted to defend himself against the charges that 
were brought against him, he sang his position.  The whole affair sounded even wilder 
than what has been happening in our Senate.  However, from this council and especially 
from Athenasius we have the formative of what the Church is all about.  While he is 
highly appreciated as a person, he was not likeable, and he knew it. He was sort of like 
the doctor who has a terrible bedside manner, but we stick with him because we know 
he is our best possible hope of a cure. He once said that he would like to spend his days 
and nights in quiet and have light and cheerfulness instead with people who bring tears 
and gloom.   
 Athenasius would not get high marks in regard to the gospel reading today, for 
here we are instructed by Jesus, “I give you a new commandment, that you love one 
another, just as I have loved you.”   His thinking, however, was that you really can’t 
follow the love teachings of Jesus until you know who he was and what he was about. 
This was for him the basis, and how he is needed today in the church to direct us in the 
way we should go in this troubled age. The question is “How can the church show love 
when it causes so much confusion?”   
 It is a matter of returning to the basics by reviewing again what Christianity is all 
about.  To say the creed is to commit to it.  From there we venture forth into life. It is a 
matter of living the basics of our faith. To the clergy it says: ordination does not put one 
above the law of Christ, which is love, nor above the law of the land.  Nor dare we 
forget those who are guilty of other abuses, such as demanding money from those who 
can’t afford it, and proclaiming a gospel, which is more informed by polls and popularity 
than by Scripture.  With the scandals and cover-ups, it is no wonder that there are so 
many skeptics and denouncers of Christianity.  To all of us who live in this age of church 
fuzziness it says: be challenged to look again to what the faith is all about, at what our 
commitment is all about.  Christianity is a matter of commitment, of living that 
resurrection faith into which we were baptized.  What the church needs now is the voice 
of Athenasius who says: This is what we stand for, this is our faith, this is our creed. 
 One of the most controversial sayings of Athenasius is “God became human so 
that we humans might become gods.”  This is easily misunderstood, but what it seems  
he is saying: rooted in the faith of Jesus Christ who was born of the virgin Mary, who 
ministered by teaching, healing, who died on the cross and was raised to life eternal, we 
are joined to him and live as he instructed.  As Jesus said, “I give you a new 
commandment, that you love one another, just as I have loved you.”   

May the gift of the resurrection, resurrect in us that desire to live as divine, 
following the example of the Christ.  Christ is risen; Christ is risen indeed. 


