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My friend Carrie had a problem.  She was what some might call “slow”, but a very sincere 

and joyous Christian. She’d been approached by two young Mormon missionaries, not knowing 
what they were about.  She asked a question they couldn’t answer, however. And they suggested that 
she have a meeting with them and their bishop a week later. “It doesn’t seem fair,” she said, “that 
it’s three men and me, a girl.  Could you come along with me?”  And thus I was drafted.  Mormons 
are lay-led, and bishop is a rotating job among elders of the church. But this bishop was particularly 
cocky, a self-styled theologian. I just recognized him as a colleague from Conoco.  I didn’t want to 
start a nasty debate. Smile and note how we believe differently.  The big difference is theological, 
precisely the debate of the mid-4th century.  
             

In 325 AD, the Council at Nicea wrote a creed we recite, that Jesus, the Christ is “being of 
one substance with the Father, by whom all things are made.” In theology this is called homoousios, 
“same substance” in Greek.  But there were other views.  Arius and Aetius believed the Son was 
“caused” by God. However, it is also the essence of God to be “unbegotten” or ingenerate.  
Therefore the Son can’t be the same substance as God the Father.  He is “unlike” (anomoios) the 
Father. The anomoios belief became widespread and about 350 AD Emperor Constantius was 
looking for “unity” for the empire.  Since Christianity was the now-prevalent religion, his stamp of 
approval of this Arian or Eastern view would surely unite everyone, right? 
             

The trouble with this notion was that most of Christendom disagreed.  Athanasius asked 
deep questions.  If the Son is less than God, what then? (John 10:30) If Christ is not the perfect 
image of the Father (Col. 1:17) what does this mean? If He is just “similar” is that good enough? 
Only the assumption of humanity by One Who is Himself fully divine could effect a change in this 
human state, Athanasius said.  By becoming human and living a human life, the divine Word, Who is 
in believers, could change their state. “Christ was made human so that we might be made divine.” If 
Christ is less than God, then salvation becomes impossible. If the Son, who is Savior, can deal with 
our fallen state, then it is vital that He is absolutely equal to God. (God is perfect and He alone can 
forgive sinful imperfection.) Only then can He be honored and answer our prayers. For this, 
Athanasius was put in prison, then banished by the Emperor.   
             

To many moderns the theological debates about Jesus’ essence seem queer and boring—
dividing over an iota, the seculars scoff. What it does show is that East and West were divided by 
more than politics. The mostly homaousios, Latin church did not understand the nuances of Greek 
language in the East.  Through the influence of Ambrose of Milan and his spiritual pupil, Augustine, 
the orthodoxy of Athanasius won. In the East, this “orthodoxy” eventually won as well, and 
Orthodox is proudly borne in their name. 
             

Then came Carrie.  After 45 minutes of listening to the Mormon bishop tell us how superior 
their church was—the people tithe, there are no paid professional clergy, they have more revelations 
than just the Bible, etc.—Carrie, who had said nothing all hour asked another question, “Is Jesus the 
same as God, His Father?” Well, the bishop said, that wasn’t quite what Jesus was.  It’s complicated 
and he started to explain the Mormon view. Carrie shook her head.  “I need to have the Jesus who 
has mercy on me and is God. Because I’ll never make it any other way. Because I’m a messed-up 
person.” There was a pregnant silence at her simple profundity.  Quickly looking for an opportunity 
to leave, I looked at my watch and said that we had to depart.   



            So it is on Easter, that Christians the world over celebrate the impossible, the Resurrection 
of a man, three days dead.  It defies all physical laws.  It calls on a spiritual realm in which the Living 
God gets involved with us so much He transforms our hopelessly messed-up souls.  He saw us 
before we were born in a world destroyed and irreconcilable.  He could only provide grace as 
Himself, the “one substance” Son to die our death.  He saved us with complete mercy such that we 
don’t get what we deserve, giving us eternal grace, exactly what we don’t deserve.  He called us to 
faith, put his Spirit inside us, forms a relationship with us, promises to take us home to Himself in 
eternity, and gives us the mission to tell the messed-up world.  It is this significance that propels 
Christianity in all of history. But frankly, I like the way Carrie put it. 

 


