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Editor’s Foreword

‘Creed’ is derived from Latin credo “I believe”. It has both an
intellectual and a personal sense. The Creeds are in three parts
corresponding to the Three Persons of the Trinity; everyone is
and always has been baptised into the Triune Name (cf. the
Lord’s instructions in Mt. 28). Creeds, as a defiant statement
of faith, often in the face of other heathen beliefs, are as old as
the Bible. There are quite a few in the New Testament, and
they seem to be connected both with what was preached and
with what new Christians were expected to stand up and say
before baptism and admission to the Eucharist. The people
were probably dunked three times, once after each Part.

The Apostles’ Creed is the oldest Creed of any length that we
have. It cannot be traced to any real Apostle, but was consid-
ered to be a fair representation of Apostolic doctrine. Like the
list of New Testament books which satisfied the same crit-
erion, it ‘gelled’ early in the Second Century. It formed the
backbone of the great Creed of 325/451 A.D., when the Church
had a big fight on its hands about the nature of Christ, and
hammered out an official ‘We’ statement. Apart from the
Athanasian Creed, these two are the only ones which date
from the undivided early Church.

The age of the Creeds is very important. Guided by the Holy
Spirit, the Church studied Scripture intensively and gave all
Christians a sheet-anchor for ourselves in a disordered world.
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We are linked by the Creeds to all our fellow-believers back
through the centuries. Creeds are not the whole of our faith,
but the essence of it; they are objectively true even when we
don’t believe a word of them. They are bigger than us. We
grow into them: it has never been assumed that we must
understand them completely in depth in order, say, to get con-
firmed. Alister McGrath writes “It may take you some time to
fathom the depths of your faith™. I should rather say “all the
rest of your life in this world and the next”.

These sermons were all delivered in Holy Trinity Anglican
Church, Vancouver, BC, Canada during 2016 and 2017. I am
grateful to have been asked to collate them. A minimal con-
sistency of presentation has been imposed, while preserving
each preacher's colloquialisms and other personal touches.
Any other inconsistencies and errors are my own.

P.D.M.T.

Vancouver, Advent 2017.
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I: THE CREEDS - WHY “WE BELIEVE” (Karl Przywala)

During Advent, we are having a series of four sermons looking
at the Nicene Creed, which we recite at Holy Communion
services. I think it’s good for us to have an opportunity to con-
sider what the words we say actually mean. The series has
been aired twice before — in 2011 and in the 1990s. But, in
BBC-speak, don’t think of this as a repeat, but ‘another chance
to hear’!

The Nicene Creed, being of great antiquity, was originally
written in Greek, the language of the New Testament. In spite
of this, our English word creed is derived from the opening
word of the Latin version — credo. Credo means I believe, and
that is how the Book of Common Prayer’s versions of the
Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds are phrased — I Believe. The 1985
Book of Alternative Services retained this for the Apostles’
Creed, but switched to We believe for the Nicene Creed.

At this point, I think of a parishioner in one of my former par-
ishes, who told me he was reluctant to say we rather than I
because, “I know what I believe, but I can’t speak for the man
standing next to me.” I have some sympathy for this point of
view, along with the perception that switching from I to we
dilutes the emphasis on personal ownership of belief. Ultim-
ately, we will each stand alone before Jesus as our judge, and
he’s interested in what’s in our heart alone at that moment.
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On the other hand however, there’s the concept that by saying
the Creed, we are ‘buying into’ something the Church as a
whole owns and promulgates. I am most aware of this when I
say the third, and least often used, of our creeds — that of Saint
Athanasius. The Prayer Book heads it with the Latin words
QUICUMQUE VULT, from the opening two words, “Whoso-
ever would”.

Somehow, that phrase, Quicumque vult, instils in me a vision
of what’s to come. And all the more so, when we read on:
“Whosoever would be saved needeth before all things to hold
fast the Catholic Faith. Which Faith except a man keep whole
and undefiled, without doubt he will perish eternally.” Just to
ram it home, after 39 verses of pretty dense theology, the
Creed ends with, “This is the Catholic Faith, which except a
man do faithfully and steadfastly believe, he cannot be saved.”
To which I find myself echoing the disciples’ words in
Matthew 19:25: “When the disciples heard this, they were
greatly astonished and asked, ‘Who then can be saved?’”

Our last Lenten Study used Diarmaid MacCulloch’s video
series A History of the Christian Church, and last Thursday
morning’s study group looked at the first episode again — the
one in which Professor MacCulloch considers the creeds. |
think this is an excellent series, and I believe that those who
have seen it at Holy Trinity have found it helpful. I commend
it to you; you can get the DVDs from the Vancouver Public
Library, and don’t let the negative review someone has posted
put you off.
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During her first three centuries, the church was faced with
tackling a significant question: who exactly was Jesus and
what was his relationship to God? MacCulloch puts it thus: “If
Jesus Christ is not fully God, then is his death on the cross
enough to save you from your sins and get you to heaven? If
you care about the afterlife, and they did, that’s the biggest
question you could ask.”

The way MacCulloch phrases this, “If you care about the
afterlife”, then emphasising that this was something those
early Christians did care about, suggests that others, perhaps
of our time, are not so concerned about this. Why might that
be? I place part of the blame with something we’re all im-
mensely grateful for, modern medicine, which has the effect
of anaesthetising us, sometimes literally, from the reality of
pain and death — things that those early Christians would have
been much more aware of.

Why is it that in Vancouver, a proper Christian funeral service
has been supplanted by something called a celebration of life?
Is it because people would rather not face the reality of death,
trying to pretend that the person hasn’t really died? Someone
told me that she thinks of her relatives as not actually having
died, just ‘being away on holiday.’ Is it because people have
given up on the idea of an afterlife, as being just so much ‘pie
in the sky’? Or have people bought into the idea that every-
one’s going to go to heaven anyway, so what’s all the fuss
about?
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The disciples had asked the question “Who then can be
saved?”, as someone faced with the Athanasian Creed might
do — it seems to set the bar so high, what’s the chance of actu-
ally crossing it? The Philippian gaoler of Acts 16 is more pos-
itive when he asks Paul and Silas, “Sirs, what must I do to
be saved?” [Acts 16:30]. That said, he had been about to com-
mit suicide, thinking that Paul and Silas had escaped. Paul and
Silas’s answer to the gaoler’s question was straightforward:
“Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved” [v. 31].
And that is the case. That is how anyone inherits eternal life —
by accepting Jesus as one’s personal Lord and Saviour.

But that still leaves us with the question, who is Jesus? To
answer this, the early Church looked at the Bible. They looked
at what Jesus said about Himself and what He did. From this
they were able to assemble a picture of who Jesus is. This is
who Jesus must be, in order to say these things about Himself,
and be able to do these things.

Also, who Jesus wasn’t — for, as you might imagine, there
were plenty of spurious answers floating around, particularly
before matters had been properly considered, and the creeds
agreed upon and written down. Let’s face it, Jesus is unique
in His claim to be both God and man, so much so that He had
been put to death by those who didn’t think it was possible.

And some in the early church also thought that way, coming
up with what we now refer to as the heresies of Docetism —
Jesus was God, but only appeared to be a man; and Arianism
— Jesus was a very good man, but He wasn’t actually God. The
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Nicene Creed settled matters, by affirming that Jesus is indeed
both God and man.

Docetism’s denial of Jesus’ humanity is addressed when we
assert: “For us and for our salvation He came down from
heaven, was incarnate from the Holy Spirit and the Virgin
Mary, and was made man. For our sake He was crucified
under Pontius Pilate; He suffered death and was buried.”
Crucially, Jesus suffered, something only a man could do.

Arianism’s denial of Jesus’ divinity is addressed when we as-
sert: “We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of
God, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light
from Light true God from true God, begotten, not made.”

But reading through the Creed this far still leaves a question
hanging for an enquiring mind: sow is it possible for Jesus to
be both God and man, both human and divine?

The answer lies in the phrase that comes next: “of one Being
with the Father.” The Greek word behind “of one Being” is
homoousios (6poovc10c), which literally means ‘of the same
substance’; for this reason, I think that the Prayer Book’s
translation “of one substance with the Father” is to be pre-
ferred.

The adoption of homoousios made a significant contribution
in helping our understanding of who Jesus is — both God and
man — and how that can be. But needless to say, there were
still quibbles that needed to be sorted out.
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Some, led by Nestorius, Archbishop of Constantinople, held
that Jesus’ two natures were held much as oil and water would
be in a glass — in other words, separately. Others, led by Cyril,
Patriarch of Alexandria, held that the analogy is more akin to
water and wine mixing.

The answer? A sort of both/and, neither/or compromise be-
tween oil and water versus water and wine! The Chalcedonian
Definition of 451, also sometimes referred to as a creed, states:
while here on earth, Christ, the divine and human being, was
recognised in two natures, without confusion, without change,
but also without division, without separation. And this defin-
ition fed into the creation of our old friend, the Athanasian
Creed.

The infinite monkey theorem states that a monkey hitting keys
at random on a typewriter keyboard for an infinite amount of
time will almost surely type a given text, such as the complete
works of William Shakespeare, or indeed the Athanasian
Creed. I think this theorem is bunkum!

I’d like to think that if you sat Karl down with a typewriter, or
indeed paper and pen, there’d be some chance that, given
enough time, a lot of time, I might come up with something
akin to the Apostles’ Creed. Perhaps there’s a chance that |
might come up with something nearing the Nicene Creed, al-
though here you’d be stretching your Rector’s grasp of theo-
logy. But the Athanasian Creed? No way, Jose!

And yet, ’'m happy to recite the Athanasian Creed, and when
I say I believe it, I mean what I say. In fact, when I say it, it
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even makes me feel quite clever: gosh, do I really believe all
that!

What’s going on there? It’s here that I fall back upon the con-
cept that in the creeds, we are ‘buying into’ something the
Church as a whole owns and promulgates. [ accept that greater
minds than mine have collectively considered these matters,
even with the particular inspiration of the Holy Spirit to help
them do so. And I’'m willing to accept the collective wisdom
that God has handed down to us through His Church.

But what about those anathemas with which the Athanasian
Creed begins and finishes — aren’t they a bit harsh? Here’s
how I get around that one. We know from Paul and Silas’s
answer to the gaoler’s question, that if we “Believe in the
Lord Jesus ... you will be saved.” That’s all that’s required
for salvation — accepting Jesus as one’s personal Lord and
Saviour. But we also know that accepting the lordship of
Christ is a lifelong commitment. Who Jesus is is part of that.

As I’ve admitted, coming up with the Athanasian Creed is
frankly beyond me, but that doesn’t make Jesus any less my
Lord and Saviour, nor does it make my salvation any less se-
cure. I just accept that all three creeds, the Apostles’ Creed,
Nicene Creed and Athanasian Creed, are distillations of what
the Bible tells us Jesus said about Himself, and what He did;
and who He needs to be in order to secure my salvation, being
both God and man. The crucial point is, I don’t say that, hav-
ing understood what a creed is saying, I then choose actively
to disbelieve it.
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The more you understand the creeds, the richer your life in
Christ will be, because you’ll understand more about who
Jesus is and what He has done. And I hope that this sermon
series will help with that. But the bottom line is, have you ac-
cepted Jesus as your Lord and Saviour by simply saying “Yes
Lord, I believe”? If you have, then you are His and He is
yours, and I look forward to seeing you on the other side.

Amen.



Il: FATHER AND CREATOR (Priscilla Turner)
Texts: Gen. 1:1, 27, 31; Rom. 8:18-22; Lk. 15:11-31.

[Tiotevopey gig éva Oeov [Matépa mavtokpdropa, TomTnV
ovpavod Kol Y, OPUTAOV TE TAVIMOV Kol AopaT®V.

“We believe in one God the Father, Ruler of all, Maker of
heaven and earth and of all things visible and invisible;”

The shortest sermon I ever heard came from my firstborn,
aged a bit over three-and-a-half. We were looking out of the
window at the end of a long S. Ontario winter, seeing the trees
beginning to bud and bloom. Slipping her soft little hand into
mine, she said, “Mummy, God is kind and clever”. I was very
depressed at the time, having endured a personal tragedy, and
I lived on that sermon for many months. I can’t be as brief
today: not only did I make you listen to quite a hunk of
Scripture, some of whose deep things I want to remind you of,
but my assignment is a few words of the Creed which en-
capsulate a huge area of our faith. I have written that the
Creeds are based on intensive study of the Scripture. What we
don’t really know, apart from the enormous expansion of the
Apostles’ Creed which took place on the subject of Jesus the
eternal Son of the Father, is exactly which texts the writers had
in mind. Those that I shall cite represent some of my best
guesses. You may wish to note down some of my references
for yourself. First, then, the familiar story in Lk. 15, which you
may want to open now. This is Our Lord’s longest parable
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about God as Father, and it is complete with a picture of the
two main ways of going wrong in relation to Him.

The younger son is the practical atheist. He believes in God
the Grandfather. To grab the loot before the old man is out of
the way, and put distance between the two of them, is to take
all creation for his own but treat God Himself as dead. This
boy loves things and uses people for them. He is determined
to live in God’s world as though God Himself did not exist.
He leaves to live it up and find himself; instead he gets lost
and ends up as good as dead. Though he prepares a fine
speech, his sense of sin is not more than knowing that, starving
with the pigs (no place for a nice Jewish boy!), he’s miserable.
Then there’s his brother. He’s the RELIGIOUS type of sinner.
He’s never left home, but has he ever lived there? He doesn’t
know his father at all, or begin to understand why he still loves
his younger brother, insists on loving people and using things
for them. He sees his father as a slave-driver, ungenerous,
legalistic and impossible to please. This man has kept all the
rules, if you forget little things like love for God and neigh-
bour. He’s no better at relationships than his erring brother,
with whom — “that son of yours” — he acknowledges no relat-
ionship at all. He takes a keen interest, though, in moral com-
parisons, in other people’s sins, even to inventing what he
can’t know, lurid activities on which the money got spent. And
he prefers to stay outside the big party rather than get mixed
up with father or brother. Don’t you think that the Lord means
us churchy people to read him as spiritually much more cal-
loused than his wild young brother? Last of all, there’s a father
who gives everything, including unqualified freedom to mess
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it up and reject him. For his younger son he will pine and wait
for ever. He persists in treating them both as his children no
matter how they treat him. When the runaway does wake up
and decide to come home, he does not reproach him, but meets
him more than halfway. As a middle-aged, Middle Eastern
man, he does an extraordinary thing; he actually runs, for
which he must hitch up his robes and make himself ridiculous.
With the older one he pleads, coming out of the house himself
to do it. For those hung up on God’s sex, incidentally, clearly
He is both father and mother; as we shall see, the composite
includes someone else too.

“We believe”: there are at least three ways of believing:

Firstly, there is intellectual conviction of the revealed truths of
the Christian faith. I am sure that every one of us has to go
through a mental housecleaning; this applies especially to
those reared in non-Christian systems. The Faith is a coherent
system which must be learned as a ‘given’, something ob-
jectively true. I say this partly because modern West-coasters
are often fatally subjectivist, and we bring that baggage with
us into the new life. We say that we can’t believe something
when we haven’t experienced it, whereas there are countless
wonders which we will never experience until we believe
them. Many of us have come to know God in a decisive
personal way; but we still need to read the Bible daily for our-
selves, to submit our minds to the Word of God, learn the
house-rules now that we are in God’s household, and not ex-
pect some poor mortal to tell us all we need to know in 20-30
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minutes once a week. This is how we become more and more
at home and at rest in our believing.

Secondly, there is a personal relationship of trust, love and
obedience, which is sometimes missed by those of us who
have always lived, philosophically speaking, within the
Christian system [cf. Jb. 42:5-6, where Job says that before
this his knowledge of God had been hearsay, “but now mine
eye seeth thee.”]. I never myself doubted any clause of the
Creed until I was twenty. I was sure that Jesus rose from the
dead, but not that He was alive. Holy things can look very
simple when all you do is handle the outsides of them year
after year, as the elder brother did. Do not go to your grave in
that state.

Lastly, there is walking in the dark and living with mystery, a
mystery which grows as we grow. My personal conversion
was when I gave as much of myself as I knew to as much of
God as I knew. 59 years later I am amazed to realize how
shallow my knowledge was both ways. I brought a shopping-
list to God. Having filled it, He proceeded to see to it that
everything else promptly started to go wrong. It was then that
I found myself, for the first time in my life, sitting right outside
my faith staring at it, and saying that it was too tall a tale. |
have an analytical mind, I loathe unclarity, and walking by
faith is quite unnatural to me. [ am also a planner who likes to
be in control. But God did not and does not explain more than
one step at a time, let alone consult me. I went forward only
because I couldn’t go back, couldn’t imagine existing without
Him. No, the Christian faith is not a watertight explanation of
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all that happens in the world or to us personally. Faith is not
knowledge, or what Scripture calls “sight”. I am thinking of
the whole of Job (the man never does get an explanation), I
Cor. 13:8-13, Heb. 11. We are not offered that in this life. I will
not pretend that I don’t consider our faith easily the best ex-
planation of why, both in the sense of “How come” and of
“What for”; but we never learn more than hints about the
origin of evil in the universe, technically known as the
“mystery of iniquity”, or have a complete answer as to how
God can be perfectly loving and perfectly in control. We have
to walk in the dark and live with mystery as one aspect of be-
ing creatures not the Creator. If we could get our minds around
it all we should be God. To be a Christian involves trust that
we have been granted sufficient understanding to go on from
where we and the world are, and getting on with the job of
obedience with the power He gives us.

13

.. in ... God”: we start from the premiss that God exists;
however common practical atheism may be, cf. Ps. 73:11
[“‘Hogwash,’ they say ‘How is God going to see it? Does
the Most High know anything?’”’], Rom. 1-3, the theoretical
variety is as minor a theme in Scripture [“The fool says in his
heart, ‘There is no God.’” Ps. 14:1, 53:1] as it is infrequent in
human experience at all times and places. Much more
significant are questions, since we will all worship something,
about what kind of God exists.

“...one God”: He is not an idol made by man from some com-
ponent of creation (Read the brilliant polemic against idolatry
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in Is. 44:9-20). He does not need us. Nor is He part of a pan-
theon, along with the Sun, the Moon, Luck, Fate, Eros,
Bacchus and so on [Ps. 82:1 etc. etc.]. He is not a dualism ‘be-
yond good and evil’ [“God is light, and in Him there is no
darkness at all” I Jn. 1:5]. There is only one of Him and only
He is to be worshipped [Ex. 20:3, Dt. 5:7].

“ ... the Father”: He is a person, not a thing to be used by us,
manipulable by sympathetic magic. He will not jump through
hoops for us. He has a particular character, and this is not a
construct based on even the best of human parents. You and I
may have had good parents, bad parents, or no parents at all;
none of us had perfect parents, and neither did they; but He is
the source of all that was good in them. He is relational:
though the Fatherhood of God may not be twisted to mean that
all of us are automatically His children, or live like it [Lk.
6:36], He is impartially good to us [Mt. 5:45]. He is full of
good will, and loves His whole creation [Ps. 145:8-9] and man-
kind in particular [Lk. 11:11-13, 12:4-7]. If it is right to fear Him,
it is definitely not because He is malignant (though Job did
call Him a sadist when in his misery he touched bottom), or
arbitrary. We know where we are with Him, in the sense that
He means well by us and is implacably opposed to evil. The
bottommost reality in the universe is personal, relational, lov-
ing and good. It follows that our individual personhood is
guaranteed, even the slaves, the women and the children.
There are no unimportant people. It follows, too, that our
moral sense corresponds to reality. When we hate our own sin-
fulness, cruelty and injustice, we can be sure that our God
hates them with us, just infinitely more. In this faith we can
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find energy and a dynamic for change. When we fight evil,
God is with us. Why, to take the example closest to home, am
I a person, for whose education her earthly father impover-
ished himself? Why was I not sold in a cage in the market-
place by my “best before” date? Let those silly women who
indict the Bible, the Fathers and the Christian faith in general
for women’s alleged oppression try opening their little mouths
on that or any subject in any society where the Gospel has
never taken firm root, and see what happens.

“ ... Almighty/Ruler of all”: “almighty” is not a very fortunate
translation, because it sounds too abstract. It suggests among
other things that He will suddenly come to from snoozing in
the passenger seat, seize the wheel from us, and relieve us of
the liberty He has given together with all its consequences.
The Fathers meant by the word ITavtokpdrtwp “all-sovereign,
the governor of all”. This is not a statement about our theoret-
ical free will or determinism; it means that God is God, so that
creatures/events are under His control [Ps. 104:24-30, Acts
2:23, Rom. 8:28, I Cor. 10:13]. Perhaps the most striking of
those texts is Peter’s statement in the Acts passage that the
death of Christ was at one and the same time the responsibility
of wicked men and the plan of God. We are supposed to learn
to trust, not in a theory about predestination (double or other-
wise), but that He INTENDED you and me, from our unique
genetic makeup, through all that we would do and experience,
to the moment and manner of our death. There is a point to it
all, even when we can’t see it. You were planned, you are in
His hands, He knows what He is doing with you. There are no
insignificant events. God’s ‘providence’ is both complete, so
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that we can’t fall through the safety-net of His guidance for us
[Eph. 2:10] in spite of all our sins and blindness (and, I might
add, the amount of worrying that some of us do about getting
guidance) and also wholly loving in spite of appearances [Jn.
14:5-14]. Hang onto this faith, and you will not mess with the
occult. “The hidden things belong to the Lord our God.” A
magnificent tapestry is being woven out of all that is. I don’t
want to be bland about this: that the personal tragedy which I
thought irreparable in this world came straight in my life a
quarter of a century later does not mean that everything will,
in mine or yours, and it’s infinitely easier to see God’s hand
in things that go right, or come straight after much patient
waiting, than in the many hard and bitter unresolved
experiences which come to us all. But what will you? Try to
cut your losses and leave the Lord behind? Only the eyes of
faith will see pruning [Jn. 15:2] and discipline [Heb. 12:3-13]
as signs of love. The fact is that the cross, resurrection and
character of Jesus are easily our main grounds for believing in
God as a loving and generous Father [II Cor. 5:18 ft., I Jn. 4:7-
12 etc.]. Jesus is pivotal: the doctrine we are considering today
would never have carried conviction on the basis of a few
Hebrew texts alone. Some of us have found that Jesus is never
closer than when we are really going through it, and that He
who asked “Why?” gives us rare glimpses of the right side of
the tapestry, where the point of all the knots and crossed
threads is clear.

“ ... maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and
invisible”: the ramifications of this doctrine are enormous. For
a start, there’s no Mrs. God who has to be impregnated. Just



-17 -

as our God is not a fertility deity demanding to be worshipped
by such foul practices as human sacrifice and ritual prostit-
ution, He does not mate with, or share His throne with, fertility
goddesses or gods. Earth, Gaia, is our mother only in a meta-
phorical sense, nor is the metaphor biblical. We are saved from
the worship of something that as a deity has always proved
cruel and bloody. This formulation, * ... all things visible and
invisible”, is elastic beyond any imaginings of the authors: it
can stretch to particle physics, to the theorem which the great
mathematician will say he has “discovered”, not invented, to
a universe so vast and old that I can’t take it in, the miles of
DNA in my body, time itself, that mysterious medium in
which we live, even to other universes yet more complex. In
this faith God is the origin of all that exists; therefore we can
rely on the essential goodness of creation, including our phys-
icality, sexuality efc. [Gen. 1]. Of course they are marred by
sin, but they are not shattered by it. The material creation is
like a superb Ming vase: it has a visible crack in it from top to
bottom, but it remains glorious and God keeps it from falling
apart. It is not entirely inaccurate to say that the Biblical
picture of the world is of a beautiful harmony in creation, in
which only the mind of man is corrupt [¢f. Gen. 3]. I remember
seeing a part of the brilliant Da Vinci’s notebooks, with de-
tailed drawings for a submarine. He wrote that he would never
publish his design, because “the evil heart of man would lead
him to use it in warfare”. We are talking of a God out of Whose
mind all matter came, and Who, perhaps not coincidentally,
was incarnate as a craftsman, creating beautiful and useful
things. This rules out a very old and still popular explanation
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of what is wrong with us, namely that we are a pure spirit im-
prisoned in an evil body like gas in a dirty bottle. c®dpa ofjua,
said Plato, “our corpus is our casket”: the Christian view is
clean contrary. We must not fear our bodies, or the sexedness
apart from which we never know another adult person: a man
must accept the rightness of his having and using superior size
and strength to protect and provide, the beautiful young girl
must not starve herself; terrified to bud and bloom, but “suffer
herself to be desired/And not blush so to be admired”. It is
belief in a falsehood, ironically when marriage has never been
more equal, childbirth safer or contraception more reliable,
that spawns these perverted fears. In this faith we get our-
selves into proportion: we are very small in the hands of a
great God, Who made things older and bigger than ourselves
[Jb. 38:4-20] as well as spiritual beings stronger than we [Heb.

1.

“God is kind and clever”. Do you believe that for yourself?
Will you, if you never have, come home to your Father now?
Maybe you don’t remember leaving; but I promise you that
you will recognise Him, and to know Him will be like coming
home for good. You will never be at rest anywhere else. I can’t
tell you what it will mean: maybe indescribable joy, maybe
unspeakable suffering. Certainly you will live more intensely.
Only you can choose this; you must see where you have gone
wrong, yourself decide to join the party. In Jesus, God sheds
His dignity. He weeps and waits, runs towards you, begs you
to come in. Rom. 8:18 ff. seems to be saying that the whole
sorrowing creation is waiting for you and me to do just that. I
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cannot prove to you that death and decay, microbes and para-
sites, drought, earthquake and volcano, disappointment and
tragedy, appalling neglect and deliberate atrocity are not the
real face of God. I do know that I see another face when I look
at Jesus Christ. In this faith I hope to die.

It was on a Friday morning that they took me from the cell,
And I saw they had a carpenter to crucify as well.

You can blame it onto Pilate, you can blame it on the Jews,
You can blame it on the Devil, but it’s God I accuse.

“It’s God they ought to crucify, instead of you and me”,
I said to the carpenter a-hanging on the tree.

“You can blame it onto Adam, you can blame it onto Eve,
You can blame it on the apple, but that I can’t believe.

It was God that made the Devil, and the woman, and the man,
And there wouldn’t be an apple if it wasn’t in the plan.”

“It’s God they ought to crucify, instead of you and me”,
I said to the carpenter a-hanging on the tree.

“Now Barabbas was a killer, and they let Barabbas go,
But you are being crucified for nothing here below;
And God is up in Heaven, but He doesn’t do a thing,
With a million angels watching, and they never move a wing.”

“It’s God they ought to crucify, instead of you and me”,
I said to the carpenter a-hanging on the tree.

“To hell with Jehovah,” to the carpenter I said.
“I wish that a carpenter had made the world instead.
Goodbye and good luck to you: our ways they will divide.
Remember me in Heaven, the man you hung beside.”
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“It’s God they ought to crucify, instead of you and me”,
I said to the carpenter a-hanging on the tree.

(Friday Morning, Songs of Faith and Doubt by Sidney Carter
1915-2004)
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lll: JESUS: SON OF GOD (Christopher Turner)
Texts: Prov. 8:1, 22-31; Col. 1:15-20; Jn. 9:1-41.

Kai gic &va Koprov Tncodv Xpiotdv, Tov Yiov tod Ogod 1oV
povoyeviy, Tov €k tod Ilatpoc yevymBévta mpd naviwv Tdv
aldvev, OGS Kk EMTOG, AoV AANOvOV £k BgoD aANOvoD,
yevvn0évta, o momOévta, Opoovsiov ¢ IMotpi- 1 o Td
névta &y£EVeTo.

“and in one Lord Jesus Christ the only-begotten Son of
God begotten by the Father before all worlds, God from
God, Light from Light, real God from real God, begotten
not made, having the identical nature as the Father;
through Him (the Son) all things were made.”

Col. 1:15 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn
over all creation. '° For by him all things were created: things
in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones
or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by
him and for him. 7 He is before all things, and in him all things
hold together. '® And He is the head of the body, the church;
He is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so
that in everything He might have the supremacy. ' For God
was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, 2°
through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things

and

on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his
blood, shed on the cross.
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Today we are looking at the first few lines of the second para-
graph of what we call the Nicene Creed:

If we compare this with the Apostles’ Creed, the first thing
that strikes us is that nearly all of it is new. So I shall be trying
first to explain why this chunk has been added; secondly
where it has come from; and thirdly what has it got to do with
us today?

The opening words are the only words that are there also in
the Apostles’ Creed: “We believe in one Lord Jesus Christ”.
And, in a sense, they are the most important words here. Not
only do they establish who we are talking about, they also get
us right down to the bedrock of what we believe about Him.
We are talking about a man called Jesus: for his disciples and
the earliest Christians this was the carpenter from Nazareth,
this was the man with whom they had walked and talked for a
couple of years, the man whose teaching they had heard,
whose life — and death — they had observed, whose body they
had handled — he was a concrete, earthy individual. Yet one
whom they had recognised as the Christ, as God’s anointed
one, the promised Messiah. Moreover, him — and him alone —
they had learned to call Lord in the full sense of the term. To
call Jesus “Lord” was either arrant blasphemy or the simple
truth. Throughout the Old Testament “Lord” is the title of God
alone; throughout the Old Testament He declares that “I am
the Lord your God ... You shall have no other gods but
me”. Then along comes a carpenter and says things like:
“Anyone who loves his father or mother more than me is
not worthy of me; anyone who loves his son or daughter
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more than me is not worthy of me”. Do you love your par-
ents, or your children? Do you love them more than you love
the carpenter from Nazareth? Who is this Jesus who thinks
that he can make demands like that? In the Gospels we find
him called by Thomas “My Lord and my God”; and in the
first Christian sermon recorded in the book of Acts Peter con-
cludes that “God has made this Jesus ... both Lord and
Christ”. This identification of the man Jesus with the one
Lord God was a shocking blasphemy for any self-respecting
Jew, yet many accepted it as the simple truth. It was a blas-
phemy for which Jesus Himself and many others, beginning
with Stephen, were executed. We too stand by it when we say
this Creed, and for us too to declare that “Jesus is Lord” is
potentially a scaffold.

Why, then, do we need all this extra stuff about “the only-be-
gotten Son, begotten from the Father before all ages, God from
God, light from light, true God from true God, begotten not
made, of the same being as the Father, through whom all
things were made”? The immediate reason for this addition to
the Creed is a negative one — to deny heretical theories; the
wider reason is a positive one — because this is the kind of
Christ to whom the Scriptures bear witness. Formally, only
one of these phrases was a negative one: Jesus was “not made”
in the way that you and I are: we are contingent creatures and,
as we get on in life, our aches and pains, our loss of hearing,
sight and mobility, let us know all the more certainly just how
subject we are to the created order. But in fact all of this
section of the Creed was put there as a kind of negative — to
say “no” to the heresy that makes too little of Jesus, a false
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teaching that was going to recur later and is actually quite
familiar to us today. Nowadays we often hear that Jesus was a
good man, a great teacher, maybe even a prophet, but not in-
trinsically different from you and me, not what one might call
God. Not long ago I read in the 7imes that in Britain there is
(I quote) “pressure on the government to change guidelines on
school assemblies that endow Jesus Christ with ‘a special
status’.” The early heretics were prepared to grant a “special
status” to Jesus Christ, but they still jibbed at making Him out
to be fully divine, or at least divine in the same way as the
Father is divine. Their slogan was “There was a time when he
wasn’t there”, meaning that the Son was secondary to the
Father and so did not share all the qualities of the Father. Some
time later we are told that argument about the nature of Christ
had become so popular and so intense that you couldn’t go for
a haircut without having one theory or another rammed down
your throat. That is not often the topic of conversation when I
go for a haircut nowadays; but I guess that the nature of our
Saviour is rather more important than the question of whether
the HST will be endorsed in BC or who will win the Stanley
Cup. Perhaps it would not be a bad thing if we could get
everyone arguing about the nature of Christ again. The Creed
is concerned to establish the limits of any such dialogue, to
define the minimum of Christian belief and proclamation
about Jesus of Nazareth. It is a valuable part of our equipment
to argue about Jesus Christ and to proclaim His Gospel. I was
impressed a few years ago when our friends who came to this
parish from the diocese of Singapore told us that the home-
groups based on the cathedral there, when they met, always
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said the Lord’s Prayer and recited the Creed together, as if to
establish a basis for their discussions and activities. Certainly
the Anglican Church in Article VIII of its XXXIX Articles
holds all three Creeds as to be “received and believed.” And
the Nicene Creed in particular is said by an expert in the field
to be “the only one for which ecumenicity, or universal ac-
ceptance, can be plausibly claimed.”!

The part of the Creed that we are looking at today is a series
of hammer-blows knocking nails into the theory that “there
was a time when he wasn’t there” and all that it implies. He —
and He alone — is not made but “begotten”: “begotten” is an
inescapable metaphor, one that is frequently used by St. John,
telling us essentially that the relationship between the Son and
the Father is something a lot closer than the relationship be-
tween something made and its maker. He is, moreover, “be-
gotten from the Father”, i.e. He has inherited His genes from
the Father and is very like Him. I would have been tempted to
title this sermon “Like Father, like Son”, but even that would
have been much too weak an expression for what the Nicene
Fathers wanted to say through the word “begotten”. In fact it
seems that the original Nicene Creed added a “that is” clause
at this point of the Creed, explaining that “begotten” means
“from the substance/being of the Father”. So that it would be
a more accurate image, if cruder and not without its defici-
encies, to call Jesus a “chip off the old block™ since a chip is
composed of the same substance, the same chemical elements
in the same proportions, as the block from which it comes.

'J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds p. 296.
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Further, Jesus is begotten from the Father “before all ages”,
i.e., like the Father, He is outside of time — like the Father, He
can claim that “before Abraham was, I am”; so that in the first
chapter of his letter to the Colossians Paul can write simply
that “He is before all things”; and in the 7e Deum we duly
acknowledge Him not just as the Son of the Father but as “the
everlasting Son of the Father”. He is “God from God, light
from light, true God from true God”. All of these are, of
course, divine titles that are being attributed to both the Father
and the Son; and the little word “from” (or of/out of) says
much the same as does the word “begotten”: that the nature of
the Son comes from and is identical with the nature of the
Father. But especially the last title was aimed at the heresy that
would allow Jesus to be called “god” in a subordinate way, as
it were, “god” with a small letter perhaps, but certainly not
“true or real God” in the sense that the Father was God. The
heretics liked to point out that Jesus Himself had prayed in
these words: “Now this is eternal life, that they may know
thee, the only true God” (and I use the singular pronoun “thee”
instead of “you” to emphasize the singularity of the “only true
God”); here “the only true God” has to mean the Father. But
St. John, who records that prayer, also at the end of his first
epistle picks up Jesus’ words and applies them to Jesus Him-
self, writing that “He (Jesus) is the true God and eternal life”.
He is true God from true God.

Finally we come to the most contentious clause of this Creed:
“of the same being or substance as the Father”. To begin with
it was a contentious clause for two reasons: firstly, it was a
word that was not to be found in Scripture (and incidentally
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we may note how concerned the Church Fathers were that all
Christian dogma should be scriptural); and, secondly, it was a
word that was about as ill-defined and ambiguous as are our
various English versions of it. But what it came to mean was
that the Son shares the same being/ substance/ essence/ nature/
character as the Father, so that, as St. Athanasius said and as
is implied by the Athanasian Creed (that you can find towards
the end of the BCP), “whatever is predicated of the Son is
predicated of the Father”. Whatever you say of the Father, you
can also say of the Son; and right away the Creed gives us an
example of this by declaring Jesus the agent through whom all
things were made, for “by Him (as St. Paul tells the Col-
ossians) all things were created: things in heaven and on earth,
visible and invisible”. There is a tremendous irony in the line
from the song that Priscilla quoted last week; “I wish that a
carpenter had made the world instead;” for what Paul is saying
and the Creed is asserting is precisely that the carpenter on the
cross is the one by whom everything was made.

The Nicene Creed takes seriously Paul’s further assertion that
“God was pleased to have all His fullness dwell in Him”
and also Jesus’ own great claim that “I and the Father are
one”. What we profess when we say this part of the Creed is
that the man Jesus is also the eternal God, as Chas. Wesley
puts it in one of his hymns: “Our God contracted to a span,
Incomprehensibly made man”. So that the love, the mercy, the
grace, the faithfulness, the wisdom that we have learnt with
our minds to attribute to the Father — we actually see in the
Son; and, conversely, what we see in the Son, we recognize to
be the nature of the Father too.
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Well, all this sounds pretty fine and, in fact, quite a magni-
ficent piece of rhetoric; but just because it is so magnificent it
seems to be far removed from us, from our everyday lives and
the world of the internet and social networking. Why should
we be interested in what a group of old fogies (many of them
bishops), what they thought about the relationship between the
Father and the Son outside of time? What does it matter to you
and me today, what does it matter that we should recite this or
any other creed regularly every Sunday? The short answer to
this question is to tell you to come back next week, when we
shall be looking at what happened after the first Christmas
when He who is beyond time entered into our historical time.
But I can, I think, offer one or two longer answers now. There
is, for instance, something odd about Christians who persist in
asking “What’s in it for me?” Asking that sort of question may
be how we first became Christians; but the time comes when
we need to assert the truth simply because it is the truth. In
fact, the time may well come when we need to assert the truth
even to our personal disadvantage and hurt. This doctrine that
the carpenter of Nazareth is of the same being as the one true
God is not something that was thought up by a bunch of old
fogies a long time ago to dazzle us but to leave us essentially
untouched. It is a truth to be maintained because it is based on
the testimony of men like Paul, who was not one to abandon
lightly his ancestral beliefs for a new-fangled Christianity, or
the testimony of the writer to the Hebrews, who calls Jesus
“the exact representation of (God’s) being”. It is based on
the testimony of those who knew Him intimately: John, the
beloved disciple, calls Him “the only-begotten Son who is in
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the bosom of the Father”; Peter calls Him “both Lord and
Christ”, and Thomas, the hard-to-convince, sceptical
Thomas, calls Him “my Lord and my God”.

A second longer answer to these questions of the relevance of
the Creed is that the Apostles testify not only to what He is but
also to what He does. In our original text from Paul’s letter to
the Colossians we read that through this “image of the invis-
ible God, (this) firstborn over all creation ... all things are
reconciled to Himself ... by making peace through His
blood shed on the cross; ... Once you were alienated from
God (Paul continues) ... but now He has reconciled you”.
The apostolic testimony is that through the blood of this same
carpenter from Nazareth God has reconciled all things to Him-
self: He has made peace, He has broken down our alienation
from God, He has reconciled us; He offers us a new quality of
life, a new dimension to life, a new relationship with our
Maker and Lord. What’s more, Jesus does what He does be-
cause He is what He is; hence the vital importance of what He
is. The “blessed assurance” of which the well-known hymn
speaks is based not on a psychological trick, but on the fact
that there can be no fault, no blemish, no deficiency in our
salvation precisely because it is wrought not by some kind of
secondary being but by God Himself. The Creed asserts His
full divinity so that it can also proclaim our full salvation. The
Christian faith, the faith of the Creeds has much more to offer
us than has the internet. “Begotten of the Father before all
ages”, outside of time, He came into our time/our history, He
came into our world, He came for our salvation — and He is
God.
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Perhaps more than anything else in the Creed today’s section
calls us to worship. We can respect and admire a good man, a
great teacher, even a prophet; but we don’t worship them. To-
day’s section spells out the fact that the carpenter from Naz-
areth deserves our worship; because He is so much more than
the carpenter of Nazareth. The distinctive Christian belief is
that He is the Son of God: “Veiled in flesh the Godhead
see/Hail the incarnate Deity.” Paul (in the Colossians passage)
says that He is to have the supremacy/the pre-eminence, and
that all things were created not only 5y Him but also for Him.
We are created for Him: the purpose of the lives that we have
been given is to love Him, to serve Him, above all to worship
