Sermon preached at the concluding Eucharist for the Porvoo Conference on the 1700th Anniversary of the First Council of Nicaea,

St John the Baptist Church, Cardiff Thursday 9th October 2025
by the archbishop of Dublin, Anglican co-chairperson
Readings: Colossians 1.15-20; St Mark 1.1-11, Collect for The First Sunday after Christmas
Colossians 1.15: Jesus Christ is the image of the invisible God; his is the primacy over all creation …

The Council of Nicaea took as its theme church order. This is clear from the wide range of subjects addressed by the bishops gathered under the presidency of Emperor Constantine in Nicaea a town that was strategically within commuting distance of his own imperial city of Constantinople. While our primary memory, active and historical, of Nicaea is doctrinal and ecclesiological, there are two further considerations we do well to remember. 
The first is political. The second is Eucharistic. Somewhat self-indulgently, we think of doctrine as pure (and this puristic fallacy is alive and well in today’s church, at least in The Anglican Communion which has provided half of our participant membership over the last number of days). But doctrine is frequently and, as a human construct, probably inevitably, the outworking of dialogue and concession rather than the unfiltered voice of divine inspiration or individual enlightenment. Institutions dictate the pace and the direction of travel the way our world is configured. And this is where the politics come in. How different, really, was Alexander’s Alexandria from Calvin’s Geneva, for example? Focused energy nonetheless, from a strong figure of such authority either front of house or back-stage, is frequently needed for such doctrine to stand the test of credibility as history moves us all forward (in our case I refer first and foremost to Athanasius). This is something we all need at some stage in church life if we are not to fall off the perch of possibilities into the abyss of inertia. 
Such compromise – any compromise - is anathema to the purist. In such a way as this we end up with new and extraordinary fresh alignments of people who never started out together yet somehow have ended up on the same side primarily because it is not ‘the other side.’ This is how politics works repeatedly, after all. The second, which of course comes more fully and manifestly to the fore in the Cyril and Nestorius Controversy of the fifth century, because doctrinal disagreements inevitably rumble on, like politics and warfare, shows us where orthodoxy really matters: in the mind of the believer, where the rubber hits the road or where the elements hit the palate. Further down the line from the Council of Nicaea itself, those of Alexandria whose bishop was Cyril needed the assurance of the real presence, as we Anglicans might say, of Christ in body and blood in the Eucharist; and Nestorianism did not do it for them. 
Long before Nicaea became a creedal signpost for undergraduate essay and for ordinand seminar alike, there was warfare about the essential bedrock of The Nicene Creed, that is the monotheism of Christianity. As a derivative and development of monotheistic Judaism and as a competitor with Graeco-Roman polytheism (which covered every aspect of life through an ethic of appeasement of a self-indulgent pantheon of gods which could erupt in wrathful punishment through any one of its members at any given point), Christianity took a rather astonishing mission around the Mediterranean Basin. The mission was astonishing because of its potency but also because of its paucity. It began small and strategic. Its complexity is attested to by the Acts of the Apostles and by the Letters of St Paul in particular. Its genius was to base itself in cities where there were already Jewish communities. Perhaps the first signs that all is not well, however, are to be found in the Letters and in the Gospel attributed to St John. It is there that we discern, right from the Prologue, a subtle yet relentless concern that the incarnation is a reality that needs to be argued for, that Jesus Christ is our human and divine ecology and that the flesh of Jesus Christ is our spiritual sustenance. 
We are all eternally grateful to Bartholomew and Francis, Greek Orthodox and Roman Catholic respectively, for putting the ecology of theology back on the front page of an old and weary church in the twenty-first century. Docetism, Gnosticism, Arianism may not indeed all have been established heresies in Biblical times but there seems to be little doubt that the resurrection of God was disputed from earliest times. Many of us today wince even at the use of the term heresy – and motivated by compassion and conviction of identifying with The Other in doing so. Why, otherwise, would resurrection need to be defended? Constantly and relentlessly, it was the role of orthodoxy to bring a wandering church back to the public recognition that Son and Spirit are also God as the Father is God and that all together are One and Three. This is the best of reasons why we have Creeds as memorable expressions of essential popular doctrine. Today Christian people need to be willing to contribute to an urgent and widespread ecological response from a theological and from a Christological perspective as well as being practical activists. The coming together of East and West in ecological spirituality and in spiritual ecology points the way for all of us. The larger room of a theological cosmic perspective needs to be built together and Christians need to bring the heritage of Nicaea to this construction. 
The opening chapter of the Letter to the Colossians refuses to take a binary approach to Christ. It makes the one assertion: Christ is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation. We are taken beyond the limitations which in a world of our own functional fundamentalism we have made our panorama (thrones or dominions or rulers) directly to heaven and earth, to the visible and the invisible and we are offered a teleology that likewise is beyond our invention, our maintenance and perhaps most pertinent of all, our destruction. It is in Christ that our confidence lies and has to lie. The church enters the frame a little later in the day. But perhaps most refreshing for us is the recognition, once we spot it, that all of this is built on a Cross and Passion, Resurrection … the firstborn from the dead … and Ascension paradigm. It is nowhere overstated, but all of this doctrine is a response to the key acts of God in the world and for the world. Christ embodies plenitude. Christ reconciles by making peace through the blood of his cross. (Incidentally, crucifixion was one of the punishments with which Emperor Constantine did away as part of the Christianizing of Empire and the Imperialization of Christianity.) 

Where does this leave us today? It leaves us with an urgent and a confident point of entry into the secular world which we inhabit. A platform of belief gives us a trampoline for action because it gives us an integrated motivation and a Godly end to our belonging in community and to our engagement with all our neighbours. This is what a trusted creedal statement at its best is. Peace and reconciliation have become a broken record in the ways in which generations of religious and secular leaders have used such terms and millions of people worldwide have hung on their every expectation - only to be disappointed. It does not, however, mean that none of us can take a towel and wash the feet of any, known and unknown, clean and unclean, neighbour old or new, who in Christ are friends and no longer slaves – and do this in an act of reconciliation. (St John 13.5) kenosis (self-emptying) brings its own energy for good. The holding together of belief and application, creed and action is a compelling way to live out in our own day the wider possibilities of the connection and the combination of doctrine and life.    
St Mark chapter 1 takes us to another cluster of ideas essential to our understanding what a creed is and why it matters. It starts with the embodiment of the tradition and with the voice of proclamation. Ventriloquism is not the way of engagement with the world even if today it has become too frequently the way of belonging to the church. John the Baptizer stands in a tradition that is a critical continuum as well as being a connective rupture. He is a prophet who says something new and different: a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. John is both ecological and counter-cultural, but he is more than this. He is a proactive witness not a woke ideologist. Nor, again, is he a protester. He is a prophet. And creedal discipleship requires of each and all of us the exercise of prophecy. 
We have confused all these roles and categories today to our detriment as what we are: witnesses, and how we do it: through creedal recitation. Recitation is no longer particularly fashionable in a GoFaster world. We have decided that it is not the way we learn. John’s assertion that he is not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his (Jesus’s) sandals is the voice of one crying in the wilderness but it is also the voice (the proclamation) of one who is not any longer on the lowest rung of the ladder of domestic slavery but who takes his voice and uses his voice for justice. And this also has to be a creedaly grounded calling for us in our discipleship. He asserts that there is a chasm of credibility between baptism with water and baptism with the Holy Spirit. John is a witness. In himself, he is a nothing. Once again, we see the energy of the kenosis of Jesus Christ in the transformation of others who also live a life of creedal kenosis. Like Cross and Passion, Incarnation and Baptism are not stunts. They are properly creedal fundamentals because they are moving parts of divinity and discipleship through mutual incorporation. And they manifest something that we cannot expect a creedal statement to do. They express empathy with the unknown and the known alike. Anyone can recite a Creed. There remains a need for incorporation, but incorporation in what?
Well, it is here that today’s Collect comes to our aid. It is The Collect of Christmas 1 in my own church practice. It is both theological and invitational as Anglicanism at its best should be, but it is also supplicatory as it must be: … grant that, as he came to share in our humanity, so we may share the life of his divinity. This is, of course, the great unresolved aspiration of the Godly life on earth: In what ways will we know God and be known by God? Will we share, partake, participate of God/with God or simply from God in the new and next life without in some new and eternal way knowing what is going on? These are questions that a Creed – ultimately black marks on a white page – cannot answer. I would suggest that creedal orthodoxy can nonetheless enable the fruition of this hope because it is something that we can trust and it is something that has stood the test. 
It has long been my personal conviction that The Christ returns to The Father enhanced not improved, expanded not changed by incarnation – but in some divine-and-human way enlarged. This is a personal statement on my part and no more. We get a glimpse of his being the same yet also different in the way in which he interacts with The Syrophoenician Woman, or perhaps rather in the way she interacts with him. Nothing is lost. The world is gained. He takes her at her word because it is the word of human living and of human experience. This is not Docetism. This is Incarnation. There is an interchange of healing, of peace and reconciliation ecologically between God and God’s creation in the interchange of persons materially. Finally, I suggest that the fact that many people do not particularly understand The Nicene Creed ought not to make us too anxious. The important thing is that they and we say it together regularly. Public recitation is our salvation in this. Christianity is an invitation to faith in Christ not into a sect of Gnosticism. Ignorance has never been, nor should it ever be, a barrier to belonging. 

I leave you with a prayer of John Chrysostom, a pugnacious contributor to the debates which followed The First Council of Nicaea, yet a saint who could and did speak the golden-lipped peace of orthodoxy in torrid times:

Almighty God, who hast given us grace at this time with one accord to make our common supplications unto thee; and dost promise that when two or three are gathered together in thy Name thou wilt grant their requests: Fulfil now, O Lord, the desires and petitions of thy servants as may be most expedient for them; granting us in this world knowledge of thy truth, and in the world to come life everlasting.

St Mark 1.8: John said, I have baptized you with water; he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit. 
