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observation was correct. Pope Shenouda explained with a big smile,
in front of the two thousand Copts assembled in the cathedral, that
I was wrong in claiming that Athanasius had not played a decisive
role at the imperial council of 325. With an even bigger smile I
dared to answer that we were both right: Pope Shenouda on the
level of the devotional tradition inside the Coptic Church which em-
phasizes uncritically Athanasius’ role at Nicaea, and me from the
point of view of modern scholarship.

Such is the battle stillv to be fought on in Athanasian studies.
Should we turn into anti-Athanasian critics because we have lost the
hagiographical simplicity of past centuries? Or is there a way to
combine contemporary scholarship with a strong sense for the spiri-
tual values which made of Athanasius a great saint? If a zealous de-
votion inspired sincere theologians of the late fourth and early fifth
century to fabricate apocryphal Athanasiana, why should not a more
honest devotion guide us through our deconstructive approach and
with our critical requests of today, until we feel ready to appropriate
in our own understanding of Christian faith the spiritual journey of
Saint Athanasius of Alexandria? This would be the title of my next
and final book on this man: “Athanasius of Alexandria. The Spiritual
and Intellectual Journey”. I thank you for giving me your support in
view of that adventure.

() ARIZ1995%10H 8 HIiTbN I BTAEBRBIRRC BT 5
BENEROHERTS %,
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blasphemy. Cyril of Alexandria, who was a great admirer of
Athanasius and his most famous successor at the turn to the fifth
century, would not have reacted differently. He was thrilled so much
by what he read in pseudo-athanasian writings, that he imposed one
of their phrases as dogmatic truth at the ecumenical council of
Ephesus in 431. In particular, the third Orations aganist the Arians
was quoted again in a solemn session of the next ecumenical council,
in 451, at Chalcedon. From there on, if one goes through the follow-
ing centuries along the official channels which quoted the authority
of Athanasius down to the time of the Reformation, a thousand
years later, apocryphal Athanasiana outnumber by far the bishop's
authentic writings in all major traditions.

Therefore it is not surprising if we still have to complete the
“clean-up” of Athanasius’ literary legacy, In the end it is only at the
price of such a patient clarification that we become able to discover
Athanasius himself. This is crucial for me. Paradoxically too many
prejudices against Athanasius rest paradoxically on the uncritical
textual basis provided by ancient collections of writings devotedly
enlarged in favor of him. The devotion toward the saint who contin-
ued to live like a giant of Nicene orthodoxy in the memory of the
Churches allowed many abusive “improvements” added to his written
work. If we try today to eliminate such pious fakes from the authen-
tic Athanasiana, it may well be equally an act of devotion, but with
more critical awareness.

Let me place here a personal memory. On December 20, 1989, I
was giving a lecture on Athanasius in the Coptic cathedral of Cairo.
Pope Shenouda, the Orthodox Coptic Patriarch, who with good rea-
sons considers himself as the true successor of Athanasius, had de-
cided to serve as my interpreter from English into Arabic. When I
came to mention the improvised trip of young Athanasius with his
bishop to Nicaea in 325, I could not help noticing that the comment
of His Holiness was much longer than my own statement. In the
question and answer period which followed I wondered if my
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authors among his most active supporters, eager to present their
own theological ideas as consonant with the‘ inherited teaching of
Athanasius. In a similar way today, we commonly admit the distinc-
tion between authentic letters of the apostle Paul and deutero-
pauline letters, added to the former ones inside the communities
created by Paul in order to update and accomodate the teaching of
the apostle in the fast changing trends of their church-life.

Many questions remain unsolved about the origin and very na-
ture of the pseudo-athanasian writings comprised in collections of
Athanasiana from the first day when such collections existed. I am
not trying here to answer those questions, but I would explain very
briefly why they are becoming for me a crucial challenge.

First of all we should remember the popular phrase saying that
one is always betrayed by one’s own friends. If pseudo-athanasiana
started 1o circulate soon after Athanasius’ death in 373 the authors
of such apocryphal writings acted in good conscience. They were
motivated by their admiration for the late leader whom they used to
call their spiritual father. In giving him a voice in the debate of their
own day, even more so in letting him support their own Christology,
which they considered in any case as truly Athanasian, they were
paying a tribute of devotion to their hero as much as exercising
theological shrewdness.

Some of the unauthentic pieces incorporated in the traditional
collections of Athanasian writings were identified a long time ago,
some already in the Patristic period, others during the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, more of them only in our time. For longer
than two decades I have been myself in a state of amazement, since
I started to perceive a problem of that sort in studying the vocabu-
lary and the structure of the third Orations aganist the Arians. For
anyone who knows something about the authority of Athanasius as
the paradigmatic defender of the Nicene Creed, to question the
authenticity of the third Orations aganist the Arians sounds like a
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historian Edward Gibbon to claim, that Athanasius, rather than
Constantine’s three sons, was the most qualified for ruling the em-
pire in his life-time. Even without such emphatic appreciation the es-
.sential fact remains true, namely that Athanasius survived all his
enemies, not in fighting them of his own initiative, but in enduring
them to the end. This brings me to my last remarks.

3. The Bishop as a Saint

Rather than accumulating further information concerning the ca-
reer of Athanasius I would be very pleased now to end this presen-
tation in sharing with you my actual focus in the field of Athanasius
studies.

It was in the early sixties, at the time when [ was preparing the
critical edition of On the Incarnation, that I started to notice what has
become in a more recent past the crucial challenge which I have to
face as an expert on Athanasius, | mean the critical retrieving of
Athanasius’ legacy. The real Athanasius, whom one has a chance to
discover by genuinely approaching him through a careful study of
his writing, is not necessarily the same as the one venerated in the
main Christian traditions of Antiquity, of the Middle-Ages, or of
Modernity.

When analyzing the oldest witnesses of On the Incarnation, in
fact I was dealing with deliberate changes introduced into the text
of that essay in order to accomodate its doctrinal content to a
christological context in which Athanasius’ vocabulary sounded out-
dated by the closing years of the century. Small additions were pro-
vided here and there which somehow updated what Athanasius had
written forty or fifty years earlier. Something much more improtant
of that sort was undertaken shortly after Athanasius’ death: we read
in the earliest editions of Athanasius’ doctrinals writings, distributed
in Alexandria and in places related with Alexandria, some fascinat-
ing essays which were not from Athanasius himself, but of unknown
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capable of rethinking coherently his beliefs, not as a theoretical
thinker only interested in abstract constructs. Thereby I earned in
1970 a second Ph.D in theology at the Catholic University of Paris.
A more prolonged study of the Orations aganist the Arians led to a
third doctorate in 1982, this time the “Doctorat d'Etat” in Classics at
the Sorbonne in Paris, and to several publications, the latest only a
few - months ago, in the Zeitschrift fiir Kirchengeschichte, published in
Tibingen, Germany.

Throughout these years of study I gradually discovered a person
very different from the one accused of being hungry for power, I
found a man who faced adversity with a remarkable endurance.
Athanasius never engaged any fight on his own initiative. Not once
did he provoke, by himsilf and for no reason, other bishops or offi-
cials of the emperor's administration. Accusations and measures
against him took him always by surprise. His five exiles, between
335 and 365, were indeed very bad surprises, and it is the more im-
portant to notice how he reacted in such circumstances. To my as-
tonishment I reached the conclusion that in the Orations aganist the
Arians, despite the title given by tradition to these treatises, polemi-
cal overtones are far from being predominant. I noticed that in the
long Festal Letter of 337 a jubilant young bishop announces to the
Alexandrian church community his imminent return from his first
exile without a single word of complaint or anger against those re-
sponsible for his two year long banishment. From one of Athanasius’
writings to another, I verified a very firm and ever unshaked reitera-
tion of the Nicene Creed, and a categorical fidelity to his predecessor
and to his local church. But such a doctrinal and ecclesiastical stead-
fastness never meant for Athanasius an excuse to create any trouble
for other churches or to become hostile toward the emperor.

It is true that the kind of duel between Emperor Constantius II
and the Alexandrian bishop, a duel which lasted for the whole reign
of Constantius, from 337 until 361, is without any parallel in the his-
tory of the Roman empire. It inspired the eighteenth century British
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against the background of the Roman empire, out of the proper envi-
ronment of his local church in Alexandria and his Egyptian
hinderland.

In any case it is striking to observe that such a negative atti-
tude never takes any account of Athanasius’ more personal writings
which are of a more spiritual and doctrinal nature.

A reason for that strange omission is due to the fact that until
a recent past a critical edition was available only for the so-called
political apologies, in which the Alexandrian bishop tries to explain
and justify his decisions in the heat of the controversy. Athanasius’
other writings were available only in older editions, for ihstance his
doctrinal master-piece, the Orations aganist the Arians, or even On
the Incarnation, whose critical edition I published only in 1973. Even
the famous Life of Antony was published in critical edition only last
year. Again Athanasius’ Festal Letters, which he produced each year
for announcing the dates of Lent and Easter, and of which important
fragments are still available, and as well other Letters, or treatises in
form of letters, are neglected and yet all are indispensable for under-
standing his personality.

I soon found myself embroiled in a controversy of a scholarly
type. On one side I analyzed the documents proper to Arius and to
the Arian party, which made me realize that a general agreement
about these documents seems impossible to reach. A lively public
discussion went on in several occasions on this matter, mainly at the
international Patristic conference held in Oxford every four years,
but also in California, in Germany or elsewhere. A thorough and con-
clusive study of the Arian documents remains a first priority, given
their key-role in any critical evaluation of Athanasius’ anti-Arian
stance.

On the other side I became fascinated by the results of my own
exploration of Athanasius’ literary legacy. First, I tried to determine

the bishop’s personal conviction as a theologian, that is as a believer
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today under the title Orations aganist the Arians, in Greek Kata
arianos.

2. The Bishop as a Fighter

In facing the study of this great work of Athanasius, I plunged
not only into another massive reading of manuscripts (the text of
Kata arianos has five times the length of On the Incarnation), but
also into the Arian controversy itself, a controversy in which
Athanasius would find himself helplessly trapped for the next two
decades of his life.

From 339 until exactly the 3d of November 361, the day when
Constantius II died, the Alexandrian bishop remained the favorite
- target of a powerful coalition of clerical dignitaries and imperial bu-
reaucrats, determined to destroy him in order to establish their own
Christian empire. Theological polemics and political arbitrariness
raged during those two decades in such a confusing battle, that even
today the experts specialised in Athanasian historiography are often
themselves exposed to confusion and polemics.

From 1965 on, with growing sadness I discovered what I must
call the main characteristic of that historiography, namely that from
the early twentieth century a common opinion has sbread over the
international scene of Western scholarship, which tends to denigrate
Athanasius’ motivation in the many struggles of his career. A small
group of influential historians succeeded in depicting Athanasius as
an ambitious politician, totally untrustworthy, whose constant obses-
sion was to cling to power.

I noticed at least two major failings in such a view: 1) It redu-
plicates exactly the highly polemical bias of the accusations formu-
lated by the worst enemies of the Alexandrian bishop, when these
very enemies are supposed to be the matter under scrutiny. 2) It re-
sults in a negative evaluation of Athanasius seen almost exclusively
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Christian, notably Origen in the midst of the third century, or Philo
the Jew, who was contemporary of Jesus. Indeed Athanasius does not
interpret scripture with their hermeneutical pattern in his mind.
That pattern consisted basically in a theory of our innate capacity of
knowledge. Athanasius does not play with the distinction between
the literal and the spiritual senses of scripture, and he never uses
“spiritual” as a term bound to a Gnostic type of philosophy.

As understood by Athanasius, scripture was a life-giving source
of divine revelation, a source directly connected with the practical
experience of life and faith. We are experiencing today, he would say
repeatedly, the full truth of scripture. It is our turn now, in respond-
ing to the challenges which we have to face as members of the
Church, to know, at our own cost, what divine revelation and salva-
tion are all about.

Therefore the best use of scripture, Athanasius would have
added, is to understand our present situation in biblical terms. The
message of the Bible has nothing in common with a theoretical
learning based on text-books. It is a source of spiritual power which
transforms our whole condition, its life-giving truth enabling us to
act as living witnesses of the gospel. With such a spiritual convic-
tion, it is not surprising that the same Athanasius, who did not write
a single commentary on scripture, is usually acclaimed by the critics
as a man of the Bible. As a Christian leader, he understood the
whole reality of the church, and any form of ministry in the church,
exclusively in biblical terms. And this is precisely what he does in
his Orations aganist the Arians.

To go back to that short period, from the autumn of 337 until
Easter of 339, between Athanasius’ return from his first exile and his
dramatic departure into the second exile, we know from Athanasius
himself that he was repeatedly solicited, mainly by the monks, to ex-
plain clearly what was at stake in the ongoing controversy about
the Arian doctrine. His answer to such requests is what we read
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against his Church.

I would like to interrupt at this point to tell you that after my
theological training I was lucky enough to prepare, between 1960
and 1964, my first Ph.D. in preparing a critical edition of
Athanasius’s treatise On the Incarnation of the divine Logos. Since the
seventeenth century nobody had tried the task. I read all the manu-
scripts carrying the text of the Athanasian essay through the centu-
ries. These included an old Syriac version, which dates from the
early fifth century, only a few decades after Athanasius’s death. In
comparing that old Syriac witness of On the Incarnation with the
conventional Greek text handed down to us and printed in the
Patrology of Migne, it was possible to evaluate the Greek with the
needed precision. I must confess that I learned very much patienée
in reading On the Incarnation syllable by syllable in one manuscript
after another twenty times over. I learned that nothing replaces that
peculiar form of intimacy with a text given by such a thorough
analysis of its handwritten witnesses. I vowed to do the same pains-
taking study of Athanasius’ master-piece, his Orationes against the
Arians. »

In the meantime I had read all the other writings attributed to
Athanasius. It was obvious that this man was not a professional
writer nor was he a stylist of ancient rhetoric who would address
exclusively the members. of an educated elite. On the contrary he
was a man with the common touch, motivated directly by the fortui- -
tous events of his public life. When he decided to compose a formal
letter or a treatise on some debated issue, he was always urged into
writing by the pressure of dramatic circumstances.

Something that intrigued me more than anything else was the
fact that Athanasius had apparently not produced a single commen-
tary on holy scripture. Even more surprising the fact that
Athanasius never approaches scripture in his written work with the
mental attitude proper to Alexandrian interpreters, Jewish or
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the monks of Egypt were on the side of Meletios. An alliance be-
tween those schismatic Meletians, who played an important role in-
side the Egyptian Christianity, and the episcopal supporters of Arius
in other Churches outside of Egypt, was to become a serious threat
for Athanasius. First, as we have seen, he was denounced by his ene-
mies, for having accepted to be ordained when he was not yet thirty
years of age. Then, as that first attempt to get rid of him failed, the
same enemies called for another imperial council in 335, which was
held in Tyre, in the area currently known as the Palestinian territory
of Gaza. There they succeeded in having Athanasius deposed and re-
moved from his see.

Empreror Constantine, who was not in a position to catch what
was at stake in the clerical dispute, sent the young bishop into exile
to “the end of the world”, as Athanasius would call it, namely to the
imperial garrison of Trier in northern Gaul, now in Germany.
Athanasius saw for the first time snow. Actually, he spent two win-
ters in that remote place. Emperor Constantine died soon after
Pentecost of 337, and Athanasius could return home with the official
blessings of Constantine’s three sons.

These three sons divided the Empire into three parts, the eastern
Provinces being henceforth ruled by Constantius I, who was then
twenty years old. Soon the episcopal supporters of Arius's cause
(Arius himself having passed away in 336) gained the favours of
Constantius II and they used their power for acting swiftly against
Athanasius whose return to Alexandria they could not tolerate. Thgy
choose a former disciple of Arius as a replacement for the
Alexandrian see and imposed him by force through a military coup
shortly before Easter 339, Athanasius escaped. He found refuge in
Rome, but only after having spent several weeks hidden in the
Christian quarters of Alexandria by his parishioners until after
Easter Sunday. He managed to distribute a circular letter before em-
barking secretely for Rome, a letter which we still have and in
which the bishop vehemently protests against the violence directed
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bishops from Syria and Palestine offered their support to Arius and
urged Bishop Alexander to reconsider his condemnation. When
Emperor Constantine overruled his opponent in the east of the
Empire and became sole Roman emperor, one of his first major ini-
tiatives was to convoke a general council at his summer residence in
Nicaea, not far from the Bosphorus on the territory modern Turkey,
for the summer of 325. With imperial power the Nicene council con-
firmed with imperial power the earlier excommunication of Arius,
which was, and should have remained, an inner concern of the
Alexandrian Church, Athanasius became bishop of Alexandria three
years after Nicaea. He had served as a secretary to the late Bihop
Alexander, who had probably also provided for his education.
Freshly ordained a deacon, he escorted his bishop to the synod of
325 with a few other clerics, but it is very probable that, at that
early stage of his career, he had never had personal involvement in
the dispute with Arius.

Unfortunately, even after Athanasius’s election as bishop, the
episcopal supporters of the condemned priest insisted that Arius be
reintegrated into the ranks of the Alexandrian clergy. They did not
dare to attack directly the decision of Nicaea, which was covered by
the authority of the unassailable might of the emperor, but they
found other ways to undermine Athanasius’s position, for instance in
attacking him on the level of ecclesiastical regulations, such as the
minimum age imposed for priesthood.

The position of the newly elected bishop of Alexandria was al-
ready undermined by a grave division inside the Alexandrian
Church. Since the persecution of Diocletian during the first decade of
the fourth century a large number of clerics refused to recognize the
authority of the Alexandrian bishop. They followed a rival bishop
named Meletios, a rigorist who had tried to impose himself as the re-
placement of Bishop Peter I of Alexandria, when the latter was im-
prisoned during the persecution. At the time when Athanasius
became bishop of Alexandria, approximately half of the clergy and
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of 298-299 or in 299. In four years we should meet for celebrating
the seventeenth centenial of his birth !

It remains a mystery for me how such a young man became the
head of the most important Christian Chruch of his time. Athanasius
would stay in office for forty-five years, a record long tenure charac-
terized by his steadfastness during the stormy decades of the so-
called Arian crisis. Arius, who gave his name to that crisis, was a
learned priest of Alexandria, who had protested aganist the preach-
ing of Athanasius’s predecessor, Bishop Alexander of Alexandria,
when Athanasius himself was still a teen-ager.

Arius was a strong traditionalist, who continued to understand
the Christian notion of God as elaborated before him in the Church
traditions of the second and the third centuries, namely the notion
of a godhead in which the Father was the supreme God including in
himself the Son and the Holy Spirit. Therefore the Father alone was
said unbegotten, which means eternal in the full sense of the word.
The Son had a beginning, as he was precisely Son, and the Holy
Spirit came after the Son.

In short, Arius disagreed with his bishop when the latter pro-
claimed from the pulpit: “Always is the Father, always the Son”,
“same Father, same Son”, both equal in divinity, both eternal. For
Arius, “sonship”, even in deity, meant necessarily a beginning: the
Son of God had a beninning, just as the whole creation has started
to exist out of God's creative will. For such reasoning Arius was se-
verely blamed inside the local Christianity of Alexandria. He was ac-
cused of suggesting that the divine saviour of humanity was himself
like a creature, begotten in time, and not really God. The local storm
culminated between 318 and 320 in a synod, in which Arius was de-
clared a heretic and excluded from the Alexandrian Church.

The storm swept around the eastern border of the
Mediterranean, provoking international attention, when a group of
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My Life-long Adventure
with Saint Athanasiug) '

Charles Kannengiesser

1. The Bishop as a Writer

Forty years ago, when I was just a beginner in theology, I
embarked upon the project of reading all the sources available of
Christian literature dating from the first centuries of Christianity.
That is how I discovered Athanasius of Alexandria. My first encoun-
ter with 'him was very streightforward: I simply enjoyed reading his
essay entitled On the Incarnation of the Logos. I admired how he was
able to express central Christian beliefs in such a clear language.
What he said made immediately sense to me, and I found it at once
substantial, rich in thought, and prayerful. I felt myself invited by
- Athanasius to rethink the basic notions of my own belief in God and
in divine salvation.

Some time later I learned that the best date for the composition
of On the Incarnation was the year 335, when Athanasius was thirty-
six years old. We know the date of his birth thanks to a chronologi-
cal Index established by the Chancellery of the Alexandrian bishops
soon after his death, which happened in early May 373. That Index
claims that in 331, three years after his election as bishop of
Alexandria, Athanasius had to go to the court of the emperor be-
cause some of his enemies had questioned the regularity of his elec-
tion: in 328, when Athanasius was installed as bishop, he was not
yet thirty years old. That accusation is not contradicted in the Index,
which consistently focuses on chronological precision, which leads to
the conclusion that Athanasius was born at the earliest in the winter
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