Problems of Consensus in Christology: The Function of Councils*





	A Christian, placing himself within the Church and taking his stand as a believer, feels it to be his duty to profess the right faith and to act on that faith guided by his conscience, which in turn is guided by the Church and is prompted by the Holy Spirit. The function of a council is to point the way to the truth of the Kingdom by speaking to the Church of the elements of the faith in the form of verbal propositions, when the question is doctrinal or dogmatic. Such propositions are necessarily dated inasmuch as they are couched in the language of a given point in time. A council speaks to the believers in order to corroborate their faith, relating its teaching to the tradition of the Church.


	A Christian's loyalty is not to a council as such, but to the Church as a whole, which itself is the highest council, and which is the keeper of the deposit of the Faith. A council is judged by the faith of the tradition and not vice versa. That is why some councils have been rejected by the Church in the course of time long or short, although they were convened and had done their work in proper form. Others have been accepted universally or partially and their pronouncements have been held as being orthodox. Consequently, there is a hierarchy of councils, both with respect to the importance ascribed to them and with respect to the extension of their reception. It is a historical fact that councils have often been accepted after their statements have been the subject of further dialogue within the Church.


	The highest point in this hierarchy is the Council of Nicaea. This is so not because of the formal canonicity of this Council, but because of the paramount importance attached to it by the Church on account of the work it achieved, and because of the truly universal acceptance that it commanded in all places and in all subsequent centuries. Not only does it stand at the pinnacle of the hierarchy of councils, but also its definitions have been generally held to be normative for all subsequent councils.


	The criteria by which councils have been judged generally acceptable have not been constant or uniform. When should a general council be called? Who should call it? How repre�sentative should it be? What subjects should it deal with? How free should it be from external pressures? How far and how long should its decisions be considered binding? These ques�tions have been usually answered post factum and often for�tuitously in the course of the vicissitudes of history. Often the fortune of a council has been dependent on the power of its sponsors. Nevertheless, councils are expected to give expres�sion to the mind of the Church, whenever this is called for. They are expected to be the guardian and the manifestation of the unity of the Church. They are expected to be moved by the Holy Spirit (Acts 15:28). Because of the vital necessity of these functions, conciliarity is of the essence of the structure of the Church on all levels. As yet because of our human infirmities it is not always possible to determine with reasonable certainty the claim of an individual council to authenticity. Therefore we should not be tempted to think that councils are some kind of supernatural intrusions into the life of the Church, having an authority over and above their normal historical role within the context of the events surrounding them.


	Divergence of opinions within a council has often mirrored disagreements on matters of doctrinal interpretation within the Church as a whole. But whereas the resolution of differ�ences of views within a council can be brought about expedi�tiously by counting votes, or sometimes by other means, the same cannot be said about resolving differences in the Church scattered throughout the world. Consequently, impatient majorities have often resorted to the easy way of branding the minority as heretics, claiming and reserving the Holy Spirit to themselves and consigning the minority to the Devil by the logician's rule of the excluded middle. And then they have called upon the secular authorities to exorcize the Devil by other methods of persuasion. These methods, which can hardly be squared with the belief in the operation of the Holy Spirit in the Church, have mostly been counterproductive. Writes Nerses IV, the Armenian Catholicos in the latter part of the twelfth century, addressing himself to the Emperor of Constantinople:





The cause of our running away from you is that you have been pulling down our churches, destroying our altars, smashing the signs of Christ, harassing our clergy, spread�ing slanders in a way even the enemies of Christ would not do, even though we live close to them. Such behaviour will not only fail to unify the divided, but it will divide those who are united. For human nature loves contrariness. And men are drawn to the execution of commands not so much By violence as by humility and love. (1)





	Pegging down orthodoxy to the authority of councils and to the fixity of theological propositions issued by them, and judging orthodoxy or otherwise of a section of the Church on the basis of its acceptance or rejection, as the case may be, has failed to produce unity in the Church, and most probably will continue to do so. This is because the fixity of the stance of a council in history, and its image formed in the context of events surrounding it, make agreement on its evaluation extremely difficult. On the other hand, when we take a council dealing with doctrinal matters as a teaching organ rather than a legislative organ of the Church, and focus our attention on the insights contained in its expositions, then the desired consensus will be possible to produce inasmuch as the teaching of the council will be amenable to new understandings and interpretations. In other words, when we seek broad agree�ments on the affirmations of our faith and consider the councils as corroborative authorities rather than originative and determinative, then our goal of unity will be better served. For example, our Church is in broad agreement with the decisions of the Second Council of Nicaea of 787 against Iconoclasts, in spite of the fact that Iconoclasts have been strong in Armenia. Yet the Council itself has not been for�mally accepted as such. The same could be said of the Second Council of Constantinople in 553. The Vatican has shown to the world in our time that the effective way is to approach the problems in tolerance, understanding, humility and prayerful reflection with a view to healing the wounds of division in God's good time, full of confidence in the power of the Holy Spirit.


	The consideration of the nature and the status of general councils is important, because the end purpose of our dis�cussion of the Christological problem could hardly be served unless our attitudes with regard to the councils are clarified and understood.





Locus of Unity - Liturgy and Sacraments


The bond 'which knits the whole body of Christ, with all its joints and ligaments and thus makes it grow according to God's design (Col. 2: 19) is the Christian life centred and manifested in the holy Eucharist. The function or role of ecumenical and other councils is to safeguard this unity when it is seen to be in danger. And the unity of the faith is only part of the larger unity of the life, in the sense in which Christ used the word when He said, 'I am the way, the truth, and the life.' Heresies are repudiated and condemned because they threaten to break up the bond between the body and the head, Christ, and among the members of the body. Now, when we examine the sacraments of our Churches and specially Eucharist, there we find no cause or occasion for division. Our Christology professed directly and indirectly in our liturgical and generally sacramental life has not given rise to any controversy of sig�nificance. In fact it is used as it has always been by the Uniate Catholics who are in the Roman jurisdiction. Minor problems have cropped up now and then, but now such things are not even matters of discussion any more.


	Grigor IV, the Armenian Catholicos, wrote in 1179, when negotiating for intercommunion with the Greeks: 'When two people walk along the same road, is it possible that one should be astray and the other aright? Of course not. It is proper that we should be considered fellow travellers on the road of the Scriptures and having the Holy Fathers as our leaders. (2)


	The liturgical and sacramental life of a Church is the authentic expression of the faith, or the mind and of the spiritual experience of her clergy and people. On the other hand the liturgy stamps its imprint on the consciousness of the worshipping community, as a channel of grace. All dogmas are ultimately tested in the life of the Church against the basic tradition on the one hand, and against the experience of the age on the other.


The question then arises: if problems of Monophysitism or Dyophysitism do not arise in our sacramental and liturgical practice, why should certain propositions framed by a council or councils be allowed to disturb the real, existential unity of the Church in the most vital area of its life? Our faith in Christ and in His Gospel, our loyalty to the basic tradition of the Church, our common liturgy and sacraments, have their own inherent power and grace supplied by the Holy Spirit which will lead us to unity if we do not block the road by seeking conformity in things that are not of the essence of the faith. As truth will lead us to freedom, so also freedom in the Holy Spirit will lead us to unity in the truth of Christ. When we recite the Nicene Creed in our worship we thereby implicitly pay homage to the Fathers who framed it by coming together in a council. When we see our churches adorned with sacred icons and a multitude of other things which in the words of one of our liturgical prayers 'hold God up for us' (theodochos) for our spiritual edification, we implicitly approve of the action of those who defended their usage. When we sing the praises of the Mother of God the Theotokos and seek her intercession, we thereby agree with those who upheld the unity of the person of the God-man who was born of the Virgin. When we place equal emphasis in our liturgical prayers and sacraments on the divinity and the humanity of Christ without confusion or division and see in Him a man like us save for sin and at the same time the second person of the Holy Trinity, we thereby express our assent to the teachings of those who repudiated the errors of Nestorianism and Eutychianism alike. Confession in this way is more real than subscription to certain formal propositions. Iconography, Christian art, liturgical practice, hymnology-all these and similar flower�ings of grace in the Church are expressions of the faith. And it is amazing that through the infinite variety of forms and styles through the centuries the original deposit of the faith, the fundamental tradition, has remained practically unimpaired in its unity.


	The point is that if we have no cause for division in our eucharistic and sacramental life, and if we are really in com�munion with the saints who have gone to their reward, then we should look for the causes of our divisions, or rather our social estrangement, elsewhere and not in the formal acceptance or rejection of the Council of Chalcedon or any other subsequent council.


	In considering the teaching function of the Church in the present age, we find that the fundamental problem is still Christology. That is always the central concern. Faith in Christ is the axis of the Christian teaching. And the New Testament is the original foundation of that teaching. Christ is the revelation of truth made to the Church and through the Church to mankind. That revelation is God's love responding to the perpetual cry of SOS by mankind. That cry receives its answer in Christ who is the Saviour. No worldly miracles or scientific ingenuity will ever be able to silence that cry of the human soul for salvation. The appeal of Christ, in one form or another, in the Church or out of the Church, among the young as well as the mature, is always strong. The only miracle by which man will be saved from being thrown onto the junk heap of universal decay and perdition is the miracle of Jonah, the miracle of change from old Adam and death to Christ the new Adam and life, the miracle of the rise of man from the temporal to the eternal. The function of the Church is, therefore, to be an instrument of this change, this metanoia, by preaching Christ the Son of God, through the power of the Holy Spirit.


	If so, then Christology is prior to theology so far as Chris�tians are concerned. We begin by being Christologians, and our theology flows from our Christology. God is the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ and not the God of natural theology. There is no God but in and through Christ. 'I am the door,' said Christ. He is the door to salvation and to eternal life, wherein man will be woven into the divine scheme, into the mystery of the ultimate order of things, and will be united with God. Christ is the only proof of the existence of God, of the God beyond God, in the words of Paul Tillich, and there can be no other proof. For without Him we could not know the Father. 'Without me you can do nothing,' He said. And if we can do nothing, then we can know nothing. He also said: 'No one comes unto the Father but by me.' Thus, we should not be surprised that when the Christ of the kerygma of the Church, the risen Christ, the Son of God, and Himself God, the Christ of the Christologians of the fourth and fifth centuries, when this Christ is made to be no more than a prophet like others in all ages and places, where He is made to be no more than a normal man of His time in history, then men lose their way to God, they lose the way to Christ. And as a result God is proclaimed, quite understandably, as being dead, as indeed He would be if men think of Him independently of Christ.


	Christ said: 'I and the Father are one.' Christians have to take this statement quite seriously, as did the Church through the centuries, because the Father is not conceivable without the Logos incarnate. It is inconceivable in the sense that it will remain an unspecified, vague affirmation without real sub�stance. Historically the trinitarian doctrine of God is the outcome of the Christological teaching of the Church. Only sound Christology can surmount the pitfall of subject-object relationship between God and man, and ultimately the pitfall of atheism. (3) For in the oneness of Christ are found both God and man. That is why the Church believes that He is con�substantial with the Father and consubstantial with men. For if Christ is not man like other men in every way except sin, then again the Gospel will not be credible, its historical setting will not be real, salvation history will be a fiction, and once more God will be dead so far as man is concerned. In Christ, the external and the temporal blend (synkrasis), in Him truth becomes existential and concrete, and not a pattern of objec�tive relationships merely perceived by a subject. Christ bridges the gap between what man is and what he ought to be. He binds finitude and infinity together, the beginning and the end. In Him one is present in the other. In Christ, Creator and creature coincide ontologically. Without belief in Christ, there is no reason for belief in God (John 17:21).


	Christology seen in this light will welcome biblical criticism, exegesis in any form or method. Any kind of historical enquiry into the time and life of Jesus will be enlightening because such enquiry will deepen and widen the description of the manhood of Christ, and the credal affirmation that the Logos became man will be laid on a stronger basis inasmuch as the concrete historical setting of the life of Christ will be predicated to His manhood.


	With the thought of these things, the work of the great Christologians of the fourth and fifth centuries comes alive. Their fierce struggles, their doubts and uncertainties, their insights and their affirmations take a new meaning. The pre�sent is seen in the womb of the past. The deification of human nature in Christ acquires a new significance.


	Yet when we recall the tools and the methods which were employed in those early centuries we see the inadequacy of the results of their work for our time. But now it is necessary to make a distinction between the tools and the work. In and after the fourth century the Church became the state Church. Matters of faith and religious discipline became the concern of the state. Church leaders became statesmen. Church councils became state organs and their dogmatic formulations acquired the force of legal enactments. Disagreement with these for�mulations became equivalent to insubordination against the authority of the state and consequently a punishable offence. When Nestorius insisted that Christotokos was a better term than Theotokos to be applied to the Holy Virgin, he was exiled to the Egyptian desert where he died of ill treatment. In this kind of environment, theological discussion and doctrinal development took turns which could not be said always to have been due to the working of the spirit of truth and free�dom, and which were sometimes tragic for the Church. And the consequences of those events are still with us. It is of course an entirely idle speculation to seek answers to the questions: What would have happened if the emperors had not manipulated the general Church councils? What if the theo�logians had been allowed to work in a free and unfettered atmosphere? Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind the way in which the dogmatic determinations of the councils were brought about, and compliance with those determinations was sought and obtained.





Old Terms in Christology


We accept the fact that the results of the Christological con�troversies of the fifth and subsequent centuries have been woven into the tradition of the Church and the Churches. But that tradition has to be constantly re-evaluated and newly understood in terms of the language with which our age is familiar and within the universe of discourse in which we have our movement. Consequently, the Churches will have to recognize that there are certain elements in their dogmatic heritage which need reconsideration for the purpose of reor�dering their priorities, so to speak. One of these elements is the group of words over which the conflicts arose and continued without end. After reading Professor Grillmeier's masterful and highly erudite book Christ in Christian Tradition, I feel that I have neither the competence, nor the need, nor indeed the desire, to discuss them. Yet I would like to be allowed to make a few remarks on the circumstances of their use as they appear to me from where I stand.


	These words -ousia, hypostasis, physis, and prosopon- have behind them a field of philosophical, anthropological, and psychological speculation which at present has only a histor�ical interest for us. They have almost become philosophical fossils and they should be taken as such. Even some of the bishops of the classical era of Christian dogmatics were not entirely unjustified in being wary of the injection of somewhat unclear philosophical terms into the statements of Christian beliefs, which had already taken a fairly stable form up to and during the fourth century in the kerygma of the Church and in the popular mind. Three persons and one Godhead, one person of one or two natures in Christ, God and man at the same time are paradoxical expressions of what is given in the Gospel. While man's mind cannot and must not be prevented from analysing and rationalizing his beliefs, as all teachers and preachers do, and while the attempt to define the terms used in credal statements is sometimes helpful and always creditable, yet it is at least unnecessary and often inadvisable to make subscription to those attempted rationalizations the test of the salvation or the damnation of the believer. Because it is one thing to say 'this I believe' or 'the Church believes', it is another to say 'this is what is meant by what the Church believes' .


	The one is the constant, while the other is the variable. The fact that the variables are in flux, in keeping with social, cul�tural and scientific evolution, must not be considered as endangering what is constant. However difficult, we have to accept the principle that while signs change the signified remain. By way of accommodation we may have to consider a hierarchy of signs. A sign may be the signified with respect to the sign on a lower level, and conversely a thing signified may be the sign of something signified on a higher level. This may appear to be like the emanationism of Gnostics and Neopla�tonists. Yet while emanationism may not be true or orthodox ontologically, it is nevertheless useful as a way of discerning the boundary between what is given in the Gospel of Christ and the original kerygma of the Church on the one hand, and what may be the subject matter on the other. So we can per�haps say the lowest level of the signified and the highest level of the signs coincide in the Gospels and in what is generally agreed to be the deposit of the faith. These we hold fast, and for the rest we leave the mind of the Christian free with a freedom that may be guided but not imposed upon. And the fact that the truths of the faith can be stated by a variety of ways is an indication of its durability. Vatican II has put the matter quite admirably: 'The deposit of the faith or revealed truths is one thing, the manner in which they are formulated without violence to their meaning and significance is another.’ (4) These are words of consequence for our times. The purpose of formulating the elements of the deposit of the faith in seemingly rational propositions is to keep the believers in the way of Christ together in one body. Yet if these variable propositions are made de fide, so to speak, then the enterprise will be counterproductive and will defeat its purpose inasmuch as one variable will be picked up against another, and there will be dissension among Christians of the same period of time, or generation gaps between Christians of sequent periods of time.





Christological Minimalism


When you have said, One Lord Christ, true and perfect God and true and perfect man, Logos incarnate, you have described the Jesus of the Gospels and the Christ of the faith. The notion of the integration of the two is embedded in the phrase itself, even though it is fatally paradoxical, as the Apostle says, '... to Jews a stumbling block, to gentiles foolishness.'


	The theologoumena concerning the person of Christ, which was the subject debated by the Christologians of the fifth century, trying a kind of 'reconciliation of science and religion' in their time, could hardly be said to have contributed to the strengthening of the faith. Yet the whole world was practically divided into opposing camps, even though 'the difference between their positions could be recognized only with diffi�culty and not at all accurately. Formula was put against for�mula and these were judged by the opposing side in the light of its own presuppositions.' (5) And if this was true for the situation before Chalcedon, it was certainly true also after Chalcedon.


	In an Armenian Collection of Citations, St Ephraim is quoted as saying:





You have heard the truth revealed, do not slide into the secrets. Take refuge in silence O thou weak one, and glorify the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Let us not get too close, for then we shall go too far; and let us not go too far, for then we shall be lost. It is a vast ocean, if you go out investigating, the overflow of the waves will engulf you; one wave can take you and dash you against the rock. It is sufficient for you, weak as you are, to gain thy soul within the ship. (6)





	Many theologians agree that in Chalcedon the bishops set out to settle a problem and they failed. This was because the terminological instruments by which the attempt at a solution was made, even prior to the Council, were inadequate, indeed perhaps sometimes useless. They tried to seek ontic unity in Christ, in order to save the doctrine of salvation. Apparently their philosophical tools were not equal to the task. And if the doctrine of salvation has stood firm all along, the credit does not go to the Council but to the deposit of the faith embedded in the kerygma of the Church from the beginning. Nor were the ecclesiastical structure, the political machinery of the Empire, and the definition of authority in the Church con�ducive to consensus on the issues raised during the con-troversy. It does not seem to have occurred to people in authority at the time that the Holy Spirit would make good use of the freedom of the believer's mind and soul, enlightened by the message of the Gospel and the kerygma of the Church, to build up the unity of the Body of Christ during His pleasure. After all, the Church had survived the first three centuries in one piece, generally speaking. Now that secular potentates are not imposing their unity on the Church, the Holy Spirit is still working for the unity of the Church, not the less for the fact that some of the established institutional structures are showing cracks.


	St Gregory of Nazianzus was not entirely wrong when he wrote, somewhat facetiously, that he never saw any Church council come to any good end, nor turn out to be a solution of evils. 'On the contrary,' he wrote, 'it usually increases them. You always find there the love of contention and the love of power, which beggars description.' (7)


	Similarly, Hilary of Poitiers, who made an important con�tribution to the development of Christology in the West, (8) wrote:





Believers have always found their satisfaction in that divine utterance, which our ears have heard recited from the Gospel at the moment when that power, which is its attestation, was bestowed upon us: 'Go now and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost, teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I command to you; and lo, I am with you always even unto the end of the world.' What element in the mystery of man's salvation is not included in those words? What is forgotten, what left in darkness? All is full as from the divine fullness, perfect as from the divine perfection. . .


But the errors of heretics and blasphemers force us to deal with unlawful matters, to scale perilous heights, to speak unutterable words, to trespass on forbidden ground. Faith ought in silence to fulfil the commandments, worshipping the Father, reverencing with Him the Son, abounding to express thoughts too great for words. The error of others compels us to err in daring to embody in human terms truths which ought to be hidden in the silent veneration of the heart. (9)





The Concern Behind the Dispute


The reasons for which the conflict over Christology was carried on endlessly and often violently from the fifth century down to modern times is well known. Monophysites were afraid that the doctrine of salvation and thereby the divine purpose of the Incarnation would be vitiated and jeopardized by the 'two natures' formula if this was raised to credal status. It would impair the reality and the authenticity of the oneness of the personality of the Lord Christ. Dyophysites on the other hand were afraid that the 'one nature' formula would endanger the reality of the manhood of Christ, his true and complete manhood, and consequently the reality of the Incarnation itself. Both fears bespeak of the anxiety of the protagonists to remain faithful to the core of the message of Gospel and to the Christ of the faith. There is no doubt that it was necessary to lay equal emphasis both on the divinity and the humanity of Christ. This is necessary also today.


	It has been the task of the Church, and still is after so many centuries of debate and strife, to describe, as rationally and as clearly as possible, the relationship of divinity and humanity in the unity of the person of Christ. The Fathers of the fifth and later centuries undertook this task by calling to their aid, quite legitimately, the philosophy and science of their own age and using the intellectual instruments available to them, however inadequate. By employing these instruments they tried to explain and to rationalize the unity of God and man in Christ. For it goes without saying that the message of the Gospel, the kerygma of the Christian community, has to be scrutinized, elucidated and harmonized as far as possible with the thought patterns of a given age and its intellectual environment. Otherwise, preaching would be impossible or it would fly wide of its mark. Theology will always need the services of its handmaiden, philosophy. Her services have been indis�pensable in the past, they are indispensable now, and they will always be so. But this does not mean that it was legitimate for theologians and churchmen to fight over the handmaiden herself, using violent means against their rivals, through the coercive power of secular authorities, as was done here and there from the time of Constantine down to the end of the period of the Inquisition. Nor does it mean that the Church or Churches should use their canonical punitive powers to impose uniformity in theology, as distinct from what can be designated as the constant of the deposit of the faith.


	History has shown that while the debates over Christology have been instructive, they have not produced the consensus which was their purpose. Yet the fears of either side have been proven to be without foundation. For the Christ worshipped in Monophysite churches is not different from the Christ worshipped in Dyophysite churches. For both sides Christ has been the same, the one Son of God, Lord and Saviour, God and man, perfect in both respects. This shows that in reality the opponents themselves were not as far apart in their Christology as it appeared on the surface. They struggled with terms which were ambiguous. Even the battle cry of Mono�physites may be explained in a manner different from the one in which it is usually understood. It may be taken to mean, for example, 'One nature of the Word of God, which nature became incarnate,' the implication being that while the Logos had His own nature by being incarnate the one Logos became the Christ in two natures. (10)


	Simply stated, Monophysites were against the concept of Christ operating, as it were, under dual control, His divinity and His humanity acting separately or in turn. This would endanger the doctrine of salvation. All they tried to do was to avoid this danger. Yet it was recognized on all sides that Christ left a double-sided impression on His contemporaries and on the reader of the Gospels. He was contemplated in two natures. But in order to contemplate (theorein) Him in two, He had to be one in the underlying reality of His person, His hypostasis. Gregory of Nyssa said: 'The contemplation (theoria) of the respective properties of the flesh and of the Godhead remains without confusion so long as each of these is contemplated by itself (ep' eauton). (l1)


	It is readily seen, however, that the notion of split person�ality was entertained by nobody, not even by Nestorians. As to Pope Leo's teaching, if it is taken simply as an unsophisticated effort to demonstrate or uphold that Christ was both God, true and perfect, and man, true and perfect, then there would not be much difficulty in agreeing with him, as did the eastern bishops in Chalcedon. In fact, there are instances where Monophysite writers use similar language, taking a middle road, so to speak. For example, Catholicos Nerses IV, whom I have already mentioned, and who always was on good terms with the Syrians theologically speaking, and who was a Monophysite, writes:





Sometimes as God He performs the acts that are proper to God and sometimes as man the acts that are proper to man. And we believe that it is the same as to the energy, where the divine and human are in unity. (12)  ...Not one dead and one living, according to those who divide, but that the one and the same person (personality) and the one Christ suffered and died in the mortal body, that was from us, and was alive and immortal and life-giving in His Godhead, that was from the Father. (13)





	It appears, therefore, that Monophysites and Dyophysites alike skirted each other's central position on which they could not disagree and carried on their fight in the periphery. In other words, while both agreed on the substance of the teaching of the Church, on the kerygmatic data, yet they violently disagreed on the way in which that teaching could be rationalized through philosophical propositions. What Vati�can II states in this respect is noteworthy. It speaks of the legitimacy of the variety and differences in theological expressions of doctrine, of different methods and approaches in the investigations of revealed truth, and in understanding and proclaiming divine things; it acknowledges the com�plementariness of various theological formulations. (14) This is not different from what the Armenian Catholicos Nerses IV had said in the seventies of the twelfth century.


	No one with a historical perspective could underrate or underestimate the vital importance of the problem with which the Church and her leaders grappled for more than two hundred years from the Council of Nicaea to the Fifth Council of 553. At stake was the doctrine of the divinity and humanity of Christ, and consequently the doctrine of Christian salva�tion, the very core of the deposit of the faith. But the tragedy was that the weapons chosen and the methods used were not compatible with the ends that were sought. Words and phrases were endlessly tortured by innumerable writers and debaters, great and small, and more often than not they were used as shibboleths to ferret out adversaries and strike them down.


	If the violent controversies over the nature problem had not been tied up with serious social and political conflicts, if the problem had been left to ride and take its course, if emperors and secular potentates had not made the faith a matter of legislation, the disputes would have exhausted their momen�tum with the passing of the protagonists from the scene and they would have been settled in time, as was the case with a multitude of other speculative excursions into the philoso�phical implications of Christian beliefs.





Dialogue in New Language


The intellectual frame of reference of our age has undergone a radical change. We cannot but make the effort to understand and to communicate the original kerygma of the Church read in the Gospel with reference to our own patterns of thought. On the other hand we have to take as our point of departure the fundamental dogmatic propositions that underpin the deposit of the faith. It is of course not easy to draw a boundary line between dogma and theologoumena. Yet such a boundary can always tentatively be drawn, as I have already remarked, even though it will have to be a shifting one from age to age, and even from place to place. It is the work of the Holy Spirit to show us where we should draw the line.


	Because of the established notion that belief could and should be a matter for legislation by established authorities, formal propositions declaring credal statements acquired undue importance during the Byzantine period and even later, beginning with the Council of Nicaea. Overlooked was the fact that propositions that are fashioned as vessels for the truths of the faith are not equal to the function assigned to them. They are only compromises between the Holy Spirit and the spirit of this world (1 Cor. 2:1-5, 12) or the elements of this world (Col. 2:20). Truth is never imprisoned in static verbal forms. Furthermore, propositions are liable to abuse, because people are tempted to use them as ideological tools. The original significance of a credal proposition is subject to change with the change of patterns of thought and speech. 'They shall wax old as doth a garment. .. and they shall be changed' (Heb. 1:12), so they will have to be constantly renewed. The Church should welcome this renewal, because Christ and the Holy Spirit are alive and are with the Church always. Formulations of beliefs constitute in reality responses to the world in an ongoing debate. The 'spirit of truth' lives in the whole Church, which sometimes cannot be telescoped into bishops or coun�cils. This is not an advocacy of relativism of Protestant lib�eralism; we assume and take for granted the fundamental agreement between the Churches to which we belong. So long as our ecclesiology is firm and sound it will be a strong bul�wark, and the recognition of the limitation of the formulation of Christian truths will not jeopardize the mission of the Church.


	The Church and Churches have already long ceased to be obsessed with such philosophical terms as ousia, physis, hypostasis, and prosopon and other similar terms and ideas in her efforts to communicate the truth of Christ to the world. These terms have done their work and have now gone to their rest. They belonged to a world where the flat earth was the centre of the universe, with a fluid dome above it, where everything was composed of earth, fire, water and air, and everything was either in rest or in movement in relation to a stationary world. Soul was a substance that was extracted from the body at the time of death. Ancient Christologians in discussing the person of Christ analysed His personality by reducing it into its component elements and found 'the Logos assuming a reality with no intrinsic [ontic] relation to the person assuming it.’ (15) Against this, Karl Rahner's concept of the Incarnation is highly instructive:





The Incarnation is rightly envisaged only if Christ's humanity is not only, ultimately speaking, a merely extrinsic instrument by which a God who remains invisible makes Himself known, but is rather precisely what God Himself becomes (though remaining God) when He exteriorizes Himself into the dimension of what is other than Himself, of the non-divine. Even if it is obvious that God could create the world without the Incarnation, it is nevertheless com�patible with that statement that the possibility of creation has its ground in the radical possibility of God's self-�exteriorization. In that case, however, the ultimate defini�tion of man is that he is other than Himself; man is the potential brother of Christ (16)





	If Cyril of Alexandria were living today and teaching in some university, he would not have written differently, I believe. Because 'the dead end of the Christological argument is whether matter or created things constitute an eternal absolute, coexistent with God, or whether they are a creation, a doing of God, bringing the world into existence out of Himself and descending, entering and working in the realm of forms.’ (17)


	It must be recognized that the form of the message of the Gospel is determined by its content, which is constant in its appeal and power. Linguistic forms to communicate the content to succeeding generations constitute the point of contact between the faith and the world. Consequently with the changing of the world the point at which the power of the faith touches the world also has to change. 'The message of the Gospel which was given in the past must be made accessible to the various "universes of discourse" in terms of the world image available to their various languages.’ (18) The terms and concepts employed by the ancients to explain and formulate the mystery of the Incarnation had relevance and belonged to the thought patterns of their own times. The zeal shown by them in fighting their battles is understandable, no doubt, and sometimes elicits our admiration. But our ways of thinking are different. The old terms have lost their relevance to our times. We need new ways of understanding the mystery of the Incarnation. In the matter of Christology we have to have a new approach to the problem. We have to abandon the enquiry into the mode of juxtaposition of natures in Christ. Christ is the representation of the invisible God, of the eternal Almighty. He is the man in the first century and in all cen�turies. The core of Christology was stated by Christ Himself: 'I and the Father are one. He who saw me saw the Father.'


	Not that agreeing on new fixed formulations and definitions would solve the problem, but we should agree to come toge�ther for an ongoing dialogue on the basis of theological pluralism, using an expression of Karl Rahner. It is not likely that our dialogue will engender the kind of contention and division which we have inherited from the past. So the exigency of our time appears to be to leave the councils and their definitions where they are, stop making them shibboleths for the determination of the orthodoxy or otherwise of one side or the other, and try to arrive at a new consensus on problems that the world is thrusting at us.





* Wort und Wahrheit, no 1 (December 1972), 70-83; reprinted in Christ in East and West, ed. by Paul R. Fries and Tiran Nersoyan, with introduction by Jeffrey Gros (Mercer University Press, USA, 1987), pp. 49-64.
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