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Heresies are like weeds.  They keep coming back.  The thing is, they come back in different guises.  In the fourth 
century Arianism was part of the great debate over the divinity of Christ and therefore the definition of the Holy 
Trinity. 
 

In the course I am teaching at Avila Institute on How St Benedict Changed the World we spent part of Monday night’s 
first session discussing the heresy of Arianism.  The heresy began with the teaching of Arius in the mid third century, 
and spread throughout the Empire. Missionaries from the Eastern part of the empire went North and the Gothic tribes 
were converted to Arianism.  In our discussion of Benedict we pointed out how, when he was a young man studying in 
Rome around the year 500, Italy was ruled by the Gothic king Theodoric the Great who was Arian. 
 

Arianism developed into not just a theological problem, but a major schism.  The Arians had their own churches, their 
own bishops and their own temporal powers, like Theodoric, supporting them.  At the core of Arianism was a denial of 
Nicene Christology.  Put simply, they believed that Jesus was the “Son of God” but he was not the second person of 
the holy and undivided Trinity who took human flesh of his blessed mother.  He was, instead, a created being–a demi 
god and therefore subordinate to God the Father. 
 

St Athanasius who famously battled against Arianism noted that the Arians were subtle theologians.  They used 
ambiguous language and spoke in vague terms.  They were more interested in pastoral care than dogma.  They were 
also, for the most part, the more educated and from the ruling classes.  Arianism was a much more believable form of 
Christianity.  Jesus as a created subordinate to the Father was more palatable intellectually than the full-blooded 
doctrine of the Incarnation which led to the intellectual difficulties of the doctrine of the Trinity. 
 

Today Arianism takes a different form, and comes to us in the guise of humanism.  By ‘humanism’ I mean that belief 
system that takes man as the measure of all things.  This humanism is a conglomeration of different modernistic 
beliefs, but the summary of it all is materialism– that this physical world is all there is, human history is all that matters 
and the advancement of the human race in this physical realm is the only thing fighting for. 
 

Arianism today is an interpretation of Christianity according to this materialistic, humanistic philosophy.  Clearly, 
Jesus Christ as the Divine Son of God and the co-eternal second person of the Holy Trinity doesn’t really fit.  Instead 
Jesus is a good teacher, a wise rabbi, a beautiful example, a martyr for a noble cause.  At most he is a human being 
who is “so fulfilled and self actualized that he has ‘become divine’.”  To put it another way, “Jesus is so complete a 
human being that he reveals to us the divine image in which we were all created–and therefore shows us what God is 
like.”  There is a sense in which this “divinization” happened to Jesus as a result of the graces he received from God, 
the life he led and the sufferings he endured. 
 

This watered down Christianity is our modern form of Arianism.  The cultural context of the heresy and it’s expression 
is different, but the essence of the heresy is the same as it always was: “Jesus Christ is a created being. His ‘divinity’ is 
something that developed or was added to his humanity by God.” 
 

The difference between Arius and the modern heretics is that Arius was actually explicit in his teaching.  The modern 
heretics are not.  They inhabit our seminaries, our monasteries, our rectories and presbyteries.  They are the modernist 
clergy who dominate the mainstream Protestant denominations and who are too many in number within the Catholic 
Church as well.  They are not a separate sect or denomination.  Instead they infest the true church like some hideous 
parasite. 
 

Many of them don’t even know they are heretics.  They have been poorly catechized from the start.  Their beliefs 
about Jesus Christ have remained fuzzy and out of focus.  They hold their beliefs in a sentimental haze in which they 
vaguely feel that what they believe is “Christian” but would not want to pin it down too much.  This is because they 
have been taught that dogma is “divisive”.  They deliberately keep their beliefs vague, and focus on “pastoral 
concerns” in order to avoid the difficult questions.  They have been taught that dogma is part of an earlier age in the 
church and that we have matured and moved on from such nit picky sort of questions.  “God, after all, can’t be put into 
a box. He’s bigger than all that…” 
 

Nevertheless, they feel totally at ease reciting the Nicene Creed every week and celebrating the Nativity of the Son of 
God and the great Paschal Triduum–using all the words of traditional Nicene Christianity, while re-interpreting those 
words in a way that would please Arius.  So when they speak of Jesus Christ the Divine Son of God they really mean 



what I wrote above–“That in some beautiful way he was such a perfect human being that he reveals to us what God is 
like.” 
 

The Virgin Mary then becomes “A good and pure Jewish girl who dealt with her unplanned pregnancy with great 
courage and faith.”  The crucifixion becomes “The tragic death of a young and courageous fighter for peace and 
justice”.  The resurrection means that, “In some mysterious way, by following his teachings, the disciples of Jesus 
continued to believe that he was alive within their hearts and within history.” 
 

Now what really interests me is that these modern-day Arians (and I’m sure the same could be said of the fourth 
century version) are not wicked and filthy sinners.  They’re nice people.  They’re articulate, educated people.  They’re 
well off people.  They’re well connected people.  They’re good, solid respectable “Christian” people.  Heck, even the 
emperors were Arians in their day.  They’re the people on top of the socio-economic pecking order.  Furthermore, their 
Arian version of the faith seems so much more reasonable and sensible and credible than the intellectually scandalous 
orthodoxy of Athanasius, Basil and Gregory and the historic church down through the ages. 
 

I recognize these heretics for what they are: wolves in sheep’s clothing.  They might present as nice, respectable, 
prayerful and sincere Christians.  That’s OK.  But they’re heretics.  They’re liars, and the people who believe their lies 
the most are themselves.  If they have their way, and if their subtle heresies prevail they will destroy the faith. 
 

I want to hold to the historic Nicene faith with Athanasius, Basil and Gregory and with the saints and martyrs down the 
ages.  I don’t mind a bit if the world thinks this faith is “antique” or “quaint” or “unfortunately rigid” or “too 
dogmatic” or “inaccessible to modern Christians”.  The Arians probably made all those same arguments too. 
 

I affirm the Nicene Creed and I don’t mind saying “consubstantial with the Father” and I hold to the clarity and 
simplicity of the words and don’t think they need to be “re-interpreted.” 
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