“The Nicene Creed: Who is This?”

Mark 5:21-43

July 1, 2018

The Rev. Dr. Mark W. Jennings

In the third century AD, one of the great cities of the world was Alexandria in Egypt.  Given its name, I'm sure you can guess that it was founded by Alexander the Great, in the fourth century BC. It quickly became a great center of learning and commerce, eventually becoming the largest city in the known world at the time.  Scholars went there to study at the famous Library of Alexandria.  Historians, mathematicians, artists and others all flocked to Alexandria.  Euclid taught at the university there, Archimedes studied and taught there.  It was the city of Antony and Cleopatra.  It was the site of the lighthouse of Alexandria, one of the seven wonders of the ancient world.  There was a large Jewish population there and one of the early copies of the Hebrew Scriptures was translated into Greek, there in Alexandria.  Given the large Jewish population in that part of Egypt, it may have been the city where a young family fled to when they were in danger of King Herod after their child had been born in Bethlehem.   Whether Jesus had really lived there as a boy or not, it was here that Christians began to flourish.  It flourished there even when it was not legal to be a Christian in the Roman Empire. One of the teachers of this early Christian church was a man named Arius.  And Arius, who had been schooled in Greek thought, began to struggle with the question of who really was this Jesus?  It's the question that dominates the gospel of Mark.  Who is Jesus?  The people in our reading today are amazed at him—what did they think?  Who is this who can heal, who can raise the dead, who can calm storms and feed the multitudes?  Who is this?  Arius still struggled with that questions three hundred years after Jesus.  He believed very strongly in God, the God who created the universe, a god who was perfect, timeless, unchanging.  God couldn't be less than perfect, he couldn't change from his perfection.  How then could this God be born in Bethlehem, grow up, live a human life, and die on a cross.  Clearly, to Arius's mind, he couldn't.  Therefore, there must be a second being, a divine creature, who became incarnate as Jesus of Nazareth in order to save the world.  This divine being is above all the rest of creation, but is a creature, a creation of the high God.  This is what Arius began to teach in Alexandria, and it began to cause some upset in the newly legal church.  There was debate among the scholars gathered there, and there began to be division.  This teaching of Arius was not what the church had historically believed. Was Jesus God, or was he a creation of God?  It was this division that really prompted the emperor Constantine to call together the council of Nicaea in order to debate this issue.  And it was at Nicaea that the teachings of Arius were condemned.  It was done in beautuiful philosophical language that comes down to us today “God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten not made, of one being with the Father.”  That's truly the key phrase in perhaps the whole creed.  Of one being with the father, in Greek “homoousious to patri.”  Arius had taught that Jesus was not one with the Father, but like the Father, adding an iota, a single letter to the phrase, “homoiousious to patri,” of like being with the Father.  Was Jesus truly God or was he just like God?  The creed seemed to settle the issue that the church believed that Jesus was truly God, as mysterious as that sounds.

But is that the real question?  Is that the question that we care about?  Is that the real question to Jairus or to the woman with a flow of blood?  Isn't the real question, can he help me?  Arius saw a God that was separated from his creation, a God that was timeless, perfect, unchanging.  But he also knew that there was this Jesus who touched, who healed, who lived, who died and rose again.  To Arius, they couldn't be the same being, and so he taught that they were different.  To the council gathered at Nicaea, it was important who Jesus was and what his relationship was to the Father, but it was also important that what Jesus did, his healing, his teaching, his caring, his touching, was a reflection of the Father as well.  They must be the same.  To be otherwise would mean that the God who created us doesn't love us enough to touch us.

Touch is an important part of this passage, I hope you noticed.  The woman is healed when she touches Jesus.  Jairus' daughter is raised when Jesus reaches out and takes her hand.  This was not the way it was supposed to be in Jewish society of the day.  The woman is unclean because of her flow of blood.  But when she touches Jesus, he does not rebuke her, he calls her daughter.  Jairus' daughter is also unclean because she has died, and any dead body is unclean to touch.  But Jesus touches her and says, “Little girl, arise.”

Michael Lindvall says, “The pastoral affirmation in this biblical story is that, beyond even physical healing, acceptance, intimacy, and touch can make us whole and give us peace.  We are, in fact, shaped and made human in relationship to other persons. Our relationships—in the church, in friendships, and in marriage—are not just something extra added on to life for distraction and entertainment, as if we would be complete human beings in individual isolation.  Relationship, “touch” if you will, makes us human and whole.  As the contemporary Scottish philosopher John Macmurray once phrased it, “I need 'you' in order to be myself.”

Our question may not be “’who is Jesus?” but rather, can he help me, can he touch my life?  It is when we are touched, by an answered prayer, by the words that come in the dark of the night, by the embrace or encouragement of one of his people, even by the taste of bread on our tongue, all of a sudden we know that we’ve not only been touched by the hand of Christ, but by a caring God who not only created all that is, but who loves us.

The Jesus and the Father whom the creed affirms is the God who touches us.  Maybe Arius didn't get that.
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