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Back in the snowy winter of 1996, my little flock of Catholic convert wannabes 

had to choose a patron saint. We chose Saint Athanasius. Some of our members 

were amused by the fact they would have to learn how to spell his name! (And 

when I type in Athanasius on my computer, it still wants to change it to 

“atrocious.”) Over the years our people were pleased to learn about this great saint 

of the east, one of the four Greek Doctors of the Church. Saint Athanasius lived 

nearly three-quarters of the years of the critical 4th Century.  

Athanasius had a great reverence for the Gospel. He knew that from the very 

beginning, Christians had invested Jesus Christ with an unqualified supremacy 

over human souls and over all creation. The Lord Jesus had a right to all the loyalty 

and service His followers could render. That was because Jesus was “of and in” the 

supreme, incommunicable, Essence of God. Athanasius had looked into the ideas 

behind the words of the Gospel proclamation. He knew that only by being 

uncreated, “God from God, and God with God” could Jesus Christ discharge the 

functions of a Redeemer. Only a Son of God by nature (not a Son by adoption and 

grace) could accomplish the restoration and sanctification of fallen and sinful 

humanity.  

Saint Athanasius lived nearly three-quarters of the years of the crucial 4th Century. 

This was a crucial time for the Catholic religion, a time when the Roman Empire 

passed from official paganism to the public recognition of the Church. As a result 

of that transition, Christianity became popular, and four successive emperors 

recognized Christian faith as the glue to hold society together. But this popularity 

resulted in a period of widespread hetero-orthodoxy.  

One way to understand hetero-orthodoxy is that it looks nice. But it isn’t! Hetero-

orthodoxy is an oxymoron. Hetero means “different.” And orthodox means “right 

belief.” And Athanasius saw you can’t have it both ways. There is only one right 

belief.  

When Athanasius was a young man there were many ideas floating around about 

the person of Jesus Christ. One of the questions was put this way: was there a time 

when Christ did not exist? Or was Christ eternally with the Father? Many in the 
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Church sided with the emperors, who argued there should be room for various 

opinions. On the other side of the issue was Athanasius. 

Ever since Athanasius, Catholics assert, with this great saint, that the divine nature 

of Our Lord Jesus Christ is described in terms only used for God Himself. Like 

Athanasius, we assert that whenever we listen to the words of Christ, we are 

hearing the words of God. Whenever we read the deeds of Christ, we read of the 

works of God. Whenever we see the face of Christ, we behold the fullness of the 

Godhead bodily. There is no other Christianity than that. 

Appreciating all this, John Henry Newman described Saint Athanasius as the 

“keen-visioned seer.” And Newman left us a sermon on this topic. It was written in 

1832, when he was still a young Anglican preacher and fellow of Oriel College, 

Oxford. Newman’s sermon was titled “Personal Influence as a Means of 

Propagating the Truth.” The sermon dwelt at some length on the advantages error 

often has in battling truth. Then the preacher turned to identify the moral power 

given to select souls “ordained by God’s providence to continue the succession of 

His witnesses. A few highly endowed men will rescue the world for centuries to 

come.” And then John Henry Newman became more specific. “Before now, even 

one man has impressed an image on the Church which, through God’s mercy, shall 

not be effaced while time lasts. Athanasius.” 

By the end of Saint Athanasius’ long life, and the 4th Century, two general councils 

of the Church had defined the nature of Christ. They said that one point of view, 

and only one, was to be accepted as true: that Christ is only begotten, “of the 

substance of the Father.” And every time we recite the Nicene Creed at Mass and 

say “of one substance with the Father” we are declaring that Saint Athanasius was 

right. 

Holy Athanasius, pray for us. 


