ATHANASIUS OF ALEXANDRIA 


From Wickipedia with disclaimers as to accuracy and completeness.

Athanasius of Alexandria (also spelled "Athanasios") (c.298 – May 2, 373) was a Christian bishop, the Patriarch of Alexandria, in the fourth century. He is revered as a saint by both the Roman Catholic Church and the Eastern Orthodox Church, and regarded as a great leader of the Church by Protestants. Roman Catholics have declared him one of 33 Doctors of the Church, and he is counted as one of the four Great Doctors of the Eastern Church. His feast day is January 18 in the eastern Churches and May 2 in the Roman Catholic and Episcopal Churches.

Athanasius was born of upper-class parents in the Egyptian city of Alexandria. He would probably have been familiar with the Alexandrian Catechetical School, and would have been around 10 years old when in 303 Maximian sent hundreds of martyrs to the stake, including some who had been teachers at that school. The leader of the church there, Bishop Alexander enrolled the young Athanasius in a private study course. In the same city, Arius also lived, and the Arianism which he espoused would lead to the eventual doctrinal clash which for which Athanasius is most remembered.
Probably around 318, Athanasius wrote a double treatise entitled Against the Gentiles -- On the Incarnation, affirming and explaining that Jesus was both God and Man. In his major theological opus, the Three Discourses Against the Arians, Athanasius stressed that the Father's begetting of the Son, or uttering of the Word, was an eternal relationship between them, not an event that took place within time. He makes very sparing use of the key-word of Nicaea, homoousios (consubstantial). These writings lay the foundation of Christianity's fight against the heresy of Arianism, which Athanasius opposed all his life.  Having shown his mettle as a great theologian, he was the appointed as archdeacan and secretary to Bishop Alexander.

Opposition to Arianism

In about 319, when Athanasius was a deacon, a presbyter named Arius began teaching that there was a time when Jesus did not exist and that he had been created by God - a view which came to be known as Arianism. Athanasius accompanied Alexander to the First Council of Nicaea in 325, which council produced the Nicene Creed and anathematized Arius and his followers. On May 9, 328, he succeeded Alexander as bishop of Alexandria. As a result of rises and falls in Arianism's influence after the First Council of Nicaea, he was banished from Alexandria to Tyre by Emperor Constantine I only to be later restored after the death of Constantine I by his son Constantine II. Athanasius was restored on at least five separate occasions, perhaps as many as seven. This gave rise to the expression "Athanasius contra mundum" or "Athanasius against the world". During some of his exiles, he spent time with the Desert Fathers, monks and hermits who lived in remote areas of Egypt. Despite his doctrinal firmness, he showed diplomatic flair in rallying the Orthodox at the Council of Alexandria in 362.

Other Writings
He also wrote a defense of the divinity of the Holy Spirit (Letters to Serapion) in the 360s, and wrote a polemic (On the Holy Spirit) against the Macedonian heresy.

Athanasius also wrote a biography of Anthony the Great entitled Vita Antonii, or Life of Antony, that later served as an inspiration to Christian monastics in both the East and the West. The Athanasian Creed is traditionally ascribed to him. 
New Testament Canon

Athanasius is also the first person to identify the same 27 books of the New Testament that are in use today. Up until then, various similar lists of works to be read in churches were in use. A milestone in the evolution of the canon of New Testament books is his Easter letter from Alexandria, written in 367, usually referred to as his 39th Festal Letter. Pope Damasus, the Bishop of Rome in 382, promulgated a list of books which contained a New Testament canon identical to that of Athanasius. A synod in Hippone in 393 repeated Athansius' and Damasus' New Testament list (without the Epistle to the Hebrews), and a synod in Carthage in 397 repeated Athanasius' and Damasus' complete New Testament list.
Scholars have debated whether Athanasius' list in 367 was the basis for the later lists. Because Athanasius' canon is the closest canon of any of the Church Fathers to the canon used by Protestant churches today many Protestants point to Athanasius as the father of the canon. They are identical except that Athanasius excludes the Book of Esther which is placed among the apocrypha along with the Wisdom of Solomon, Sirach (Ecclesiasticus), Judith, Tobit, the Didache, and the Shepherd of Hermas. See the article, Biblical canon, for more details.
The saint was originally buried in Alexandria, but his body was later transferred to Italy. Pope Shenouda III restored the relics of St. Athanasius back to Egypt on 15 May 1973 after his historical visit to the Vatican and meeting with Pope Paul VI. The relics of St. Athanasius the Great of Alexandria are currently preserved under the new St. Mark Coptic Orthodox Cathedral in Deir El-Anba Rowais, Abbassiya, Cairo, Egypt.
Criticism of Athanasius

Some modern historians suggest that the tactics of Athanasius, while often downplayed by church historians, were a significant factor in his success. He did not hesitate to back up his theological views with the use of force. In Alexandria, he assembled a group that could instigate a riot in the city if needed. It was an arrangement "built up and perpetuated by violence."  Along with the standard method of excommunication he used beatings, intimidation, kidnapping and imprisonment to silence his theological opponents. Unsurprisingly, these tactics caused widespread distrust and led him to being tried many times for "bribery, theft, extortion, sacrilege, treason and murder.  While the charges rarely stuck, his reputation was a major factor in his multiple exiles from Alexandria. 
He justified these tactics with the argument that he was saving all future Christians from hell. Athanasius stubbornly refused to compromise his theological views by stating, "What is at stake is not just a theological theory but people's salvation." In this assertion that violence was justified in defense of theology and the church, Athanasius, some hold, laid the foundation for theological concepts such as just war and the inquisition. He played a clear role in making the Constantinian shift a part of the theology of the church.
However, there are also many modern historians who object to this view and point out that such hostile attitude towards Athanasius is based on an unfair judgment of historical sources.  There are at present two completely opposite views about the personality of Athanasius. While some scholars praise him as an orthodox saint with great character, some see him as a power-hungry politician, or even a violent gangster. Both parties claim to have strong evidence supporting their views.

CONSTANTINIAN SHIFT - Incomplete article from Wickipedia, but at least shows why Athanatius as hiding from the Emperor.
Constantinian shift is a term used by Anabaptist and Post-Christendom theologians to describe the political and theological aspects of the 4th century process of Constantine's legitimization of Christianity.

This shift began in the 4th century around 312 when Constantine I adopted Christianity as his imperial cult after the Battle of Milvian Bridge.] His legions, who were victorious, fought under the "labarum", a standard with the first two Greek letters of Christ's name.

In 313 the Edict of Milan legitimized Christianity alongside other religions practiced in the Roman Empire. In 325, the First Council of Nicaea signalled consolidation of Christianity under an orthodoxy endorsed by Constantine though this did not make other Christian groups outside his definition illegal. In 380 Emperor Theodosius I made Christianity the Empire's official religion and did enforce the edict in 392 he passed legislation prohibiting all pagan cultic worship.
During the 4th century, there was no such unity between church and state, though: In the course of the Arian controversy, leading trinitarian bishops such as Athanasius, Hilary of Poitiers, and Gregory of Nyssa were banned by Arian emperors.
Towards the end of the century, bishop Ambrose of Milan made the powerful emperor Theodosius do penance for several months after the massacre of Thessalonica before admitting him again to the eucharist. On the other hand, only a few years later, Chrysostom who, as bishop of Constantinople was notorious for criticizing the excesses of the royal court, was eventually banished and died while traveling to his place of exile.

Critics point to this shift of the beginning of the era when Christianity and the will of God gradually came to be identified with the state. This phenomenon is known as Caesaropapism. In its extreme form, such critics say, Christianity became little more than a religious justification for the exercise of power and a tool in the expansion and maintenance of empire, a Christian empire, also known as Christendom.

Augustine of Hippo, who originally had rejected violence in religious matters, later justified it theologically in the case of heretics such as the Donatists, who themselves violently harassed their opponents. Before him, Athanasius believed that violence was justified in weeding out heresies that could damn all future Christians.  This continued a line of thought started by Athanasius who felt that any means was justified in repressing the Arian heresy.  In 385, Priscillian, a bishop in Spain, was the first Christian to be executed for heresy, though the most prominent church leaders rejected this verdict.
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Vladimir Lossky in his discourse on theology in the Mystical theology of the Eastern Church, argued that Western Christianity had changed its understanding of the Christian religion theologically, which he attributes to a disconnect with Eastern traditions , mainly due to the Middle East falling under Islamic rule and the Schism of 1054 between the Pope of Rome and the Orthodox churches of the Middle East.

Little of the historical events addressed in the "Constantinian shift" have been addressed in the West by Eastern Christian scholars or Eastern Christian theologians. There are a marked few but small exceptions (see Kallistos Ware).
From the Eastern Christian traditions this part of their history does not contain any modern address of refutation as church doctrine. This disconnect also comes from historical distortions. Constantine continued to engage in imperial pagan religious pratices. He also engaged in astrology even though possibly being addressed as a catechumen. It was only on his death bed that Constantine himself was baptized a Christian, though this was a common practice at the time. Constantine, after the council, eventually recalled Arius from exile and banished Athanasius of Alexandria to Trier.

Within an historical context these two factions of Christianity (Arianism and Trinitarianism) did not resolve this conflict at the Council of Nicea.  As for the matter of state religion or the charge of Caesaropapism.  None of the major world historical religious traditions have ever functioned within the framework of not being a state religion at some point in their history. Though while being in the status of state religion none could guarantee not being removed from this position (see Julian the apostate). No religious tradition appears to have been able to keep such a role permanently either, with the possible exceptions being in the Muslim world (see Turkey). With pre-Christian pagan empires being run by the emperor as a designated pagan god. 
This can be seen in India even in its "Republic of India" referring to itself as Hindustan which reflects in the name of the nation through the religion to which its people adhere though at times, not its leaders.  Also with the Buddhist traditions such as the theocracy of Tibet that was only brought to an end by the Chinese invasion of Tibet in 1959. In the Hebrew tradition this practice can be seen in starting in the Tora with Abraham and then followed by the Levite continuing through to the Sadducees. The case with Islam and its relationship to the state would be exemplified by the monarchy of Saudi Arabia and its governing power coming from the monarchy and the Quran and Shari'a being literally Saudi Arabia's constitution. Each examples of civic powers taking over or controlling the religious institutions even though the civic powers may be not of that religion or the civic power interested in power rather then the best interests of the religious tradition it is ruling. This criteria also appears to be unsatisfiable in that either the religion is subjective to the state aka Caesaropapism or the religious tradition is the state aka Theocracy. Either characteristic being depicted as a negative one.
After the Reformation, many European State Churches themselves were and remain Protestant (see Church of Denmark, Church of Norway, Church of Iceland (Protestant churches being outside the Roman catholic and Eastern orthodox communion,) and also the Anglican state churches of the Church of England and the Anglican Church of Canada.
In the West a very important contextual component of this conflict seems to lack recognition. Of the two main characters at the Nicene council both Athanasius and Arius where from the Egyptian church in Alexandria. As the teachings of Arius are the basis for the council of Nicaea, so too can it be said that the teachings of St Athanasius, St Cyril of Alexandria where the basis of the Council of Chalcedon through Eutyches. So to give to the idea that a shift or change in Christianity's validity or sincerity should be attributed to Constantine would be to take the incidents out of historical context and give far too much weight to Emperor Constantine's legalization of Christianity in the Roman Empire. Along with Constantine's formation of the Nicean Creed, since neither address the issues later addressed at Chalcedon. Nor does the Constantinian shift take into account the climate at the time in the Roman Empire and the effects of both Christians and Christians sectarians on the stability of the empire.
The conclusions of Constantinian shift would be to deny an active movement within the Christian communities of the time, and that movements historical significance to the clarification of what it meant to specifically be a Christian (see Kallistos Ware and Communion and Intercommunion (Light & Life, 1980, ISBN 0-937032-20-4).

This would also be to deny the history that followed Constantine's legalization of christianity. As well as specifics that proceeded it. A history that contained a brief unity between the Arius and Trinitarians. When Julian the Apostate ascended after Constantine II, to the throne of the Eastern Roman Empire. Julian then began to reinstate paganism at the expense of Christianity.  This also would be to deny that Constantine was considered himself to be partial or sympathetic to Arianism due to the influence of, his historian Eusebius of Caesarea, as well as Arian opposition leader and relative to Constantine I,  Eusebius of Nicomedia.  
Eusebius of Nicomedia was the person Constantine had chosen to perform Constantine's baptism. Eusebius of Caesarea's conflict with Athanasius of Alexandria and Marcellus of Ancyra which influenced Constantine to exile Athanasius and as well as contributed to Marcellus being confirmed a heretic. So to say that Constantine was imposing onto Christianity an orthodoxy that he espoused would be to deny the historical context. The Constantinian shift not acknowledging the power of the Arian sectarians and or the influence over Constantine I, both the Eusebiuses and Arians had.
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