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LETTERS ADDRESSED TO
LUTHERAN PASTORS
BY PROFESSOR HERMANN SASSE
(Dr. Theol.)

XXI.
The Sesqui-Millennial of Chalcedon
(Translation by E. Reim)

Dear Brethren in the Ministry:

In all parts of Christendom, wherever this great Christian
creed of the past is still a present force, we are these days
commemorating the Fourth Ecumenical Council, which met in
the year 451 from October 8 to November 1 at Chalcedon, that
ancient city on the Asiatic side of the Bosporus, opposite Con-
stantinople. For the Eastern Orthodox Church this recalls the
memory of one of its most splendid synods. As the Synod of
the Six Hundred Fathers it is one of the largest in ancient times,
second in importance only to the Council of Nicea in 325.

For the Eastern Church the important thing is the event of
the Syn od as such. For this body considers the Ecumenical
Synod, representing the entire Church, as the instrument by which
the Holy Spirit leads Christendom in all truth, bringing about
the miraculous consensus of the participating Fathers. But for

Rome Chalcedon is the great example of a council in which, as in
solemn assembly of the Church, and for all the Church to hear,
the truth is proclaimed by the Successor of Peter and Vicar of
Christ with the full implications of his official doctrinal in-
fallibility. Hence the festivities which will be observed in Rome
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during the coming weeks® will be particularly in honor of the
great Pope Leo, through whom this Council became a
triumph of the Roman Church, albeit not an absolute one. For
it was Leo’s doctrine which the Council accepted as the voice
of Peter.

As for those evangelical churches which commemorate the
event, particularly the Lutheran, neither the great Synod nor the
great Pope will be invested with a halo. Just as this Synod at the
gates of Byzantium stood in the aura of the Imperial Church
policy, where concern for the unity of the Church was interwoven
with concern for the preservation of the Roman Empire, so Leo
was not merely the successor of Peter, but covertly also the heir
of the Roman Caesars. So only can his church-political moves
be understood.

What makes Chalcedon one of the outstanding events in the
history of the Church for evangelical believers, and an event
worthy of commemoration by the Church, is the single fact that
in those days — hominum confusione et Dei providentia, despite
all secular and ecclesiastical politicians — a doctrinal decision
was achieved in one of the most important articles of Christian
faith, one that has not been forgotten as are most of the other
decrees of this Synod, and like so many doctrinal statements of
other synods. It is rather an article still confessed by the greatest
part of Christendom today; an article of which the Lutheran
Church holds that it expresses the true doctrine of the
Holy Writ, the source of life for the Church.

This doctrine of the Council of Chalcedon, as it is
embodied in the Symbolum Chalcedonense, the Creed of that
Synod, shall be the subject of the following discussion. We shall
not try to analyze the history of this doctrine in all its intricate

detail — that would lie beyond the scope of these Letters — but
we shall try to see what this doctrine means for us today.
1

What turbulent times those four generations were that lie
between the outbreak of the Arian controversy (320) and the

Y) This Letter of Dr. Sasse was written during September, 1951.
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Council of Chalcedon, the era of the first four Ecumenical
Synods, the era of the formulation of dogma in the Ancient
Church. Upon the shortlived attempt of the Era of Constantine
once more to unite the Empire with the aid of the Church, there
followed midway in the fourth century a disintegration that was
not to be stayed. When the Second Ecumenical Council assembled
in Constantinople in 381, the Goths had crossed the Danube and
other Germans the Rhine, and the so-called Migration of the
Tribes had begun. At the time of the Third Synod, Ephesus in
431, the Latin Church had from Britain to Africa been partly
destroyed, partly reduced to little isolated groups among the
conquering Germanic-Arian nations. In the previous year
Augustine had died during the siege of Hippo Regius. The year
of Chalcedon was a year of new catastrophes. Shortly after
Easter Attila had crossed the Rhine with an army of perhaps
half a million Huns and made his plundering way through Gaul
until he was brought to a halt in that bloody battle upon the fields
of Chalons where Romans and Germans offered united resistance
to the Asiatic hordes. But now Italy was endangered and in the
following year visited by the “Scourge,” as Leo put it, until
there occurred the great miracle that the conqueror departed from
Italy after negotiating with the Pope who functioned as a member
of the Roman delegation. Do such recollections perhaps play a
part in making the observance of the 1500th anniversary of Chal-
cedon — coming as it does at a time when Christian Europe and
Roman Catholicism are endangered by another great threat from
the East — into a jubilee of the great Pope of the Era of the
Migration ?

This broad historical background must ever be kept in view
if one would understand the most profound meaning of the great
Ecumenical Synods and their doctrinal decrees. The great
political experiment of the Constantinian era, to preserve the
existence of the Empire by means of the Church, had failed. The
Church had not lived up to the expectations of Constantine.
After the Sack of Rome Augustine had felt constrained to
dedicate his great work, De Civitate Dei, to a refutation of the
charge that Rome’s transition to Christianity was the cause of
its downfall.
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But had the Church not really been found wanting? Did it
have nothing better to do in those days of world crisis than to
engage in theological controversy? Even before Nicea Constantine
had warned the Church about this. Could the great synods of
the Empire not have had something more urgent and practical
to do than to forge theological formulas? Think of the gigantic
mission opportunities with which it was suddenly confronted when
Constantine placed a world at its feet. Think of the problems
before which it was placed by the Great Migration. But at that
time those resolutions by which modern churches and synods
define their position on world issues had not yet been invented.
And so “nothing more” came out of the Synod of Constantinople
in 381 than the timeless creed which confesses the homoousia
of the Son with the Father.

But is this not actually more than anything else that this
Synod could have achieved had it issued some timely statement
dealing with the situation of the Church, or addressed a message
to the world, to the Empire, and to the new nations? Is not the
Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed perhaps the very word, the very
manifesto, the lack of which modern Christians deplore in the
Church of that day? What greater, more important, more per-
tinent message could the Church have issued to the world, to
nations old and new, and to its own members, than the message
concerning the eternal Son of God, “begotten of His Father before
all worlds, God of God, Light of Light, Very God of Very God,
begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father, by
whom all things are made; Who for us men and our salvation
came down from heaven and was incarnate by the Holy Ghost
of the Virgin Mary and was made man . . .””! This confession
made by Christians in a dying world became the confession of
the new nations and the confession of all coming generations of
the Church. Is this not something much greater than any
“relevant” and “practical” pronouncement made in the manner
of modern church conventions can possibly be? What has become
of the many statements with which the Ecumenical World Con-
ferences have annotated the historical events of our day? The
world has never heard them, and the churches have long for-

gotten them. Not even the textbooks of church history take cog-
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nizance of them. But the Creed of that ancient Synod is prayed
in thousands of churches every Sunday, and probably more
martyrs have died for this confession in the 20th century than
in all the past centuries of the history of the Church taken to-
gether. And the same is true of the Creed of Chalcedon. Every-
thing else that occurred in that eventful year of 451 belongs to
the past, even though it may live in the memory of history. But
the doctrinal pronouncement of Chalcedon is as vital today as
then. As an interpretation of the Divine Word it shares in that
immortality which is pictured by that word of Scripture: “The
grass withereth, and the flower thereof falleth away: but the
Word of the Lord endureth forever.”

2.

What Biblical truth was at stake at Chalcedon? The first
two ecumenical synods had asserted the true deity of the Son,
and thereby brought up the problem concerning the relation of
the divine and the human natures of Christ to
one another. Under the respective leadership of the schools of
Antioch and Alexandria this question was debated by subsequent
generations in grave controversies, profoundly affecting the
Church. For thus it is the lot of Christendom, ever to have its
understanding of the truth granted only at the price of a battle
for the truth. The vital significance of these great discussions
for the Christendom of today can be eliminated neither by the
sins which were committed on all sides in this struggle, and par-
ticularly by the orthodox Alexandrians, nor by the fact that these
controversies were carried on with the intellectual equipment
(Denkmitteln) of ancient philosophy, Aristotelian in Antioch and
Neo-platonist in Alexandria.

If Harnack — and with him the entire school of Ritschl —
was of the opinion that the doctrine of the two natures could be
evaded by ruling out the concept of the divine or the human
“pature” as an inadmissible philosophical formulation (Philo-
sophumenon ), and sought to understand the divine-human quality
in Christ ethically rather than as pertaining to the nature, then
he is refuted by the fact that in the process he himself became
a Nestorian. The Christology of modern Protestantism is

> ~
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Antiochene-Nestorian: Deity dwelling in the man Jesus as in a
temple, and the man Jesus standing in an ethical relation to Deity.
The difference is only this that the Antiochenes of old still were
in earnest about the Divine in Christ.

One should consider the Hymn to the Nativity in the
Nestorian liturgy, where the mystery of the incarnate Logos is
proclaimed: “He was in the bosom of His Father from all
eternity, before all the world, as true God; He came to us in the
fulness of the time and, taking unto Himself our body, redeemed
us as true man. . . . For nine months He was in His mother’s
womb, and was born true man. The angels glorified Him as
true God. He was laid into a manger as true man. The Star
proclaimed Him true God.” In this manner His entire life is
reviewed and the statements of the Gospel concerning Him are
allocated either to the true man or the true God. The true man
increased in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and
man. The true God changed water into wine. He prayed as true
man. He performed His miracles as true God. ‘“He was nailed
to the Tree as true man. He rent the rocks as true God.” He
died and was buried as true man. At this point the hymn has
nothing to say about the Deity, but continues concerning the
Resurrection: “He ate and drank with His disciples after the
Resurrection as true man. He passed through doors that were
shut and greeted the Twelve with the salutation of peace as true
God.” . . . (Quoted according to Fr. Heiler: Urkirche und Ost-
kirche, p. 4301.)

One need only omit the statements concerning the true God,
and one has the liberal picture of Jesus, of the Christ who has
been “rescued from mythology” (des “entmythologisierten”
Christus). The unity of the person of the Savior which Nes-
torianism was unable to find is achieved by this theology of modern
Protestantism when with the allegedly philosophical concept of
“nature” — which appears in the New Testament in 2 Pet. 1:4 —
it also eliminates the concept of the divine nature and makes
Jesus mere man.

This demonstrates clearly that one cannot get away from
the concepts of the divine and the human nature. For nature here
is not a physical category, but the word serves to designate the
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essence, about as the English expression, “the nature of the
Church,” indicates the essence of the Church. The human nature
of Christ is His being in substance true man, the divine nature
His being in substance true God. According to His essence Jesus
Christ is true God, and according to His essence true man. This,
and nothing else, is meant by the Doctrine of the Two Natures.
That is why no theology can dispense with it. This explains the
relevancy of the old Christological issues. In new forms they
turn up again and again. One need only recall how in the 16th
century the old controversy between the Christology of Alexandria
and that of Antioch broke out in new form between Lutheran
and Reformed theologians, even on the basis of a mutually
recognized Creed of Chalcedon, a controversy which really con-
tinues to this day.

If we are therefore constrained to speak of a divine and a
human nature in Christ, then we cannot escape the question of
their relation to each other. After the Council of Ephesus in
431 had condemned Nestorius and thereby rejected the separation
of the deity and the humanity of Christ, it now became necessary
to defend this truth of the distinction of the two natures against
the Monophysitism arising out of the Alexandrinian Christology.
Monophysitism, which by very unspiritual means had prevailed
at the “Robber Synod” of Ephesus in 449, solves the problem of
the divine-human person of the Savior, which had proved too
much for the Antiochenes, in a most simple and apparently
Christian manner. It teaches that the human nature was absorbed
by the divine, so that after the union of the natures in the
Incarnation only a single nature remains, the divine, into which
the human has been diffused like a drop of milk in the ocean.

This teaching comes very close to the Docetism of the ancient
Gnostics and Marcion. It is incapable of understanding the pray-
ing of Jesus. Gethsemane and the “Why hast Thou forsaken
me?” lose their meaning. The “flesh” of the Incarnation is no
longer a true flesh. In modern form this Monophysitism was
proclaimed during the German Kirchenkampf by members of the
German-Christian party, for instance in this statement of the 28
theses of the Saxon People’s Church (Volkskirche) of 1933:
“The debate whether Jesus was Jew or Aryan simply does not
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get at the essence of Jesus. Jesus is not a bearer of human nature,
but reveals in His person the nature of God.” (K. D. Schmidt:
Die Bekenntnisse des Jahres 1933, p. 101.) This is an indication
that Monophysitism remains a danger for the Church, just as
much as Nestorianism and Arianism.

The answer which Chalcedon gave to this question concerning
the relation of the divine and the human nature in the person of
the God-man is the simplest one imaginable. The Creed of 451
simply sets side by side the three truths which must be taught
concerning the person of Jesus Christ, without attempting to
explain them. Since the text of this Creed is not found in our
Book of Concord — its doctrinal content has been incorporated in
the Symbolum Quicunque and confirmed by the Augustana (Art.
I1I) and the Formula of Concord (Art. VIIT) — let the chief
statements of this lengthy doctrinal decree be quoted:

“The holy and great Ecumenical Synod . . . stands
against those who seek to tear apart the mystery of the
Incarnation into a duality of sons;.and it excludes those
from the holy fellowship who dare to declare the Deity
of the Only-begotten to be capable of suffering; and it
opposes those who invent a mingling and flowing to-
gether of the two natures of Christ; and it banishes
those who foolishly maintain that the servant’s form
which the Son received from us is of a heavenly sub-
stance (ousia), or one other than ours; and it anathe-
matizes those who fable that before the union there were
two natures of the Lord, but after the union only one.

“Following the Holy Fathers we all with one con-
sent teach men to confess one and the same Son, our
Lord Jesus Christ, the same perfect in deity and perfect
in humanity, God truly and man truly, of a reasonable
soul and body, of one substance with the Father in
His deity, and of one substance with us in His
humanity, in all things like unto us without sin; begotten
before the ages in His deity, in the last days for us and
our salvation born of the Virgin Mary, the Mother of
God, in His humanity; one and the same Christ,
Son, Lord, Only-begotten, to be acknowledged in




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































