The Council of Chalcedon
451


In order to understand how Christians developed into different church bodies, the history of Christianity needs to be retraced.  Early on there were tensions between Eastern Christians represented by Alexandria, and Western Christians represented by Antioch.  The central issue of debate was how Jesus Christ was both divine and human.  The issue was important, because it explained “how” salvation came to the people, therefore the validity, and the credibility of the church’s mission was at stake.

The religious leaders of Alexandria believed that God the Son (Jesus) became incarnate (made flesh) from the Virgin Mary by the power of the Holy Spirit.
  Their emphasis was on the “oneness” of the divinity and humanity of Jesus Christ.  They coined the phrase “one incarnate nature of God the Word.”
  They resisted any language that spoke of the “two natures” of Jesus Christ after the incarnation – that is, once Jesus was conceived and born of the Virgin Mary.

The religious leaders of Antioch insisted that Christ was “of two natures” –   human and divine.  This emphasis came through the “Tome of Leo” written by the reigning Pope at this time.  This was the main point of dispute between Alexandria and Antioch – that there remained two natures in Christ after the incarnation, and that this claim was based on Pope Leo’s writing.

Later in history, this difference between “the one incarnate nature” (Alexandria) and “the two natures of Christ (Antioch) result in different images of Mary.   The East (Alexandria) preserves Mary’s humanity – in order to show how the (divine) Word becomes one with human flesh, and (Antioch) speaking of two natures in Christ – divine and human, here, eventually Mary takes on a more elevated status along with the Western emphasis on Christ’s divinity.

From a Lutheran perspective this history is important to know, because Luther and the Reformers are aligned with the Alexandrian school of thought with the emphasis on the “one incarnate nature of God the Word.”  Thus, as we read in Scripture (Luke 1:26-56) and in Lutheran hymnody, a human Mary receives God’s grace.  Thus, Lutheran tradition speaks of God’s Word (and Sacrament) as a “means of grace.”  For just as Jesus, God’s Word, God’s only Son, is born of Mary, we who are baptized and hear God’s Word – the risen Christ, through the power of the Holy Spirit, now God’s grace comes to us so that Christ may be born in us.  Thus, as St. Paul writes, “it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me” (Galatians 2:20).
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