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For Terri

“An intelligent, discreet, and pious young woman
is worth more than all the money in the world.
Tell her that you love her more than your own life,
because this present life is nothing,
and that your only hope is that the two of you pass
through this life in such a way that,
in the world to come,
you will be united in petfect love.”

—— ST. JOoHN CHRYSOSTOM
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PREFACE

lt was a brilliant summer day. My father, then pushing eighty,

took me with him on a long drive down a country road. Our local
reservoir had been contaminated, and we were going to draw water
by the gallon jug from a remote stream.

Usually a silent man, Pop was talkative that day, and as he
drove along and as we hiked to the spring, he told me many stories
— abour his childhood, his father’s carly death from tuberculosis,
my Uncle Leo’s paternal care for the family after Grandfather died.
These were stories I had never heard in our three decades of casual
conversation at home,

I drank in every word — more eagerly, I must admit, than [
would later sip the spring water — and when we got back to the
house, I wrote down all I could recall, as near to Pop’s own words
as my memory would allow,

The words of our natural fathers are precious to us. Our fathers
are key to a mystery we spend a lifetime trying to solve: ourselves.
Their past is our own; given to us in so many silent ways as they
guide our childhood steps. The paths we walk are paths to which
they led us, or drove us. Their words and deeds are critical details
in the story of our own lives and our salvation.

Ifall that is true of our natural fathers, how much more true of
our fathers in Christian faith — the Fathers of the Church that gave
us new life in Baptism?

Because of this desire to know my ancestors in faith, and
because | believe you share this desire, I wrote this book. I am not
a scholar, and this is not 2 scholarly exploration of the lives or
works of the Fathers. For sim plicity’s sake, T have tried to avoid most
of the academic controversies and just tell the story. Readers who

12



PREFACE 13

want to dig deeper should look up each and all of the works
included in my bibliography in the appendix at the back of this
book.

Bob Lockwood, who was then my publisher, was the first per-
son to suggest that I write this book, and for that I'll be forever
grateful. Greg Frlandson, who is now my publisher, asked me to
prepate this new edition, which T have enjoyed writing every bit as
much as the first. My editors Jim Manney and Jackie Lindsey
helped shape the content of the book, for maximum utility and
readability. [ am much indebted to those who read the first edition
in manuscript: Father Ronald Lawler, O.EM. Cap., Christopher
Bailey, Bradley Fallon, John Murdock, Mark Sullivan, and Cary
Valyo. In the preparation of this expanded edition, I pestered my
colleagues David Scott, Dr. Scott Hahn, and Rob Corzine much
more than 1 should have. T thank all of these good people. Their
love and knowledge of the Fathers made this work better than my
best intentions ever could.

I owe another great debt of gratitude to the many university
and seminary professors who used the first edition of The Fathers as
2 textbook — a use for which that edition was hardly equipped. At
the request of these gentle scholars, T have included some minimal
citations with this edition, so that interested readers can track down
my sources. Still, I have kept these minimal, so that ordinary lay
readers — my primary audience — will not be frightened away or
bored to tears. The good doctors have also led me to correct and
nuance my text here and there, and for that, too, I'm very grateful.

I have taken most of my selections and quotations (though not
all) from the nineteenth-century Edinburgh edition of the Fathers,
published in thirty-eight volumes as The Ante-Nicene Fathers and
The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers. When doing so, I have indi-
cated the edition, series, volume number, and page number. Thus,
NPNF1 2:129 would represent page 129 of volume 2 of the Nicene
and Post-Nicene Fathers, Series 1.

The Edinburgh edition is praiseworthy for its clarity, but lan-
guage does change over the course of a century. So, in most cases,
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Ihave cdited the translations to make them intelligible to today’s
reader. I have, whenever possible, compared the end product to
other translations (and even, occasionally, the Latin or Greek orig-
inals) to ensure accuracy. Some of the Fathers poems I have chosen
from alternative sources: St. Gregory of Nazianzus's Soul and Body
appears in Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s translation; and | have used
Venerable John Henry Newman's renderings of St. Ambrose’s
hymns. In poetry, I have left the archaic language untouched; o do
otherwise might be a mortal sin.

For dates, place names, and other basic information, I am
dependent upon (and even addicted to) Dr. Matthew Bunson's
very useful Encyelopedia of Catholic History and Encyelopedia of
Saints.

Most, but not all, Scripture quotes come from the Revised Stan-
dard Version, Catholic Edition, of the Holy Bible.



THE WORLD OF THE FATHERS

Introduction

WHAT IS A FATHER?

At the dawn of the age of the Fathers, Luke the Evangelist wrote of
the first Christians: “Now the company of those who believed were
of one heart and soul” (Acts 4:32). That single line illumines the
history of the first six Christian centuries. As heirs to the Apostles,
the leaders and teachers of the early Church — the Fathers of the
Church — were intensely concerned with preserving the unity and
integrity of the “company of those who believed,” even as that
company grew from a small band of several hundred to encompass
millions of people speaking dozens of languages and dispersed
throughout the Roman Empire. The unity of believers — unity in
the Person of Jesus Christ — was the precious inheritance of the
Church Fathers.

Many books tell the story of the first Christian centuries as a
succession of creeds, councils, persecutions, and heresies. But it
was far more than that, and far more interesting. It was the story of
a family, and of how the Fathers of that family strove to keep their
housebold together, to preserve the family’s patrimony, to teach and
discipline their children, and to protect the family from danger.
Only when we understand them as fathers can we truly understand
the Church Fathers.

The Fathers of the Church are a select group of early Christian
teachers, around a hundred in number, depending on the list you
consult. The Catholic Church has long revered them and given
them a privileged place of doctrinal authority. Many of them are
also revered by the Orthodox Churches and the other churches of

15



16 THE FATHERS OF THE CHURCH

the East. The Fathers, generally speaking, meet four criteria, which
were established by St. Vincent of Lérins' in the fifth century:

Orthodox doctrine
Holiness of life
Church approval
Antiquity

e R

The age of the Fathers, sometimes called the Patristic Fra,
stretched from the middle of the first century to the middle of the
eighth, at the death of St. John of Damascus. Some of the earliest
Fathers were disciples of the Apostles themselves, and the teaching
of these men — called the Apostolic Fathers — has always received
special veneration within the Church. Their witness is invaluable,
because these Fathers were nearest to the Apostles, who were, in
turn, nearest to Jesus Christ. Thus, the Apostolic Fathers are some-
times called the “first echo” of the Apostles. But, even beyond the
first echo, the Church considers the Patristic Era in general to be a
time of extraordinary graces for the expression and development of
Christian doctrine.

In the New Testament, the Apostles clearly see themselves as
fathers to the newborn Church. St. Paul reminded the Christians of
Corinth that he was their “father in Christ Jesus” (1 Cor 4:15), and
he addressed both Timothy and Titus as his true children (1 Tim
1:2; Ti 1:4). St. John also greeted his flock as “my children” (3 Jn
4) and “my little children” (1 Jn 2:1). St. Peter explicitly referred to
Christians of his own generation as “the fathers” (2 Pt 3:4).

The custom of calling bishops “Father” continued with the
passing of the Apostles’ generation. The word “pope” comes from
Latin and Greek words meaning “father,” and in the early cen-
turies it was applied to diocesan bishops as well as the bishop of
Rome. Eventually, common usage extended the application of the
title “Father” to priests, too, as is today the custom in English-
speaking countries.

There was yet another usage for the term. At the very beginning
of the Christian Church, bishops and teachers used “the Fathers”
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and “our Fathers” as terms encompassing #// their ancestors in the
faith. When St. Irenaeus of Lyons, at the end of the second century,
speaks of “the Fathers,” he is referting not only to the Apostles and
Apostolic Fathers, but also to the patriarchs and prophets of ancient
Israel. Gradually, however, “Fathers of the Church” came precisely
to mean only those Christian teachers who were designated as
Fathers by long tradition.

Like the rabbis of early Judaism, these teachers took care to
demonstrate that their teaching was not their own, but rather
stretched back to the beginning. We see this already in the generation
after the Apostles. St. Clement of Rome (writing well before A.D.
100) showed that his pedigree came from not one, but two Apostles,
Sts. Peter and Paul. Papias of Hierapolis, writing a few decades later,
also staked his authority on the fact that he was a “hearer” of the
Apostle John. As the generations passed, it became increasingly
important for a teacher to demonstrate his continuity with the apos-
tolic teaching. St. Irenaeus explained that he had learned the faith
from St. Polycarp of Smyrna, who in turn had learned from St. John
the Apostle. In the following generation, St. Hippolytus of Rome was
careful to make his own connection to St. Irenaeus.

It was St. Irenaeus who first (as far as we know) showed how
apostolic succession had been institutionalized in the line of bishops
in every Church. His list of the popes is the earliest witness we have
to the immediate successors of St. Peter.

In the third century, more teachers began to justify their doc-
trine by showing a catena (Latin for “chain”) of unbroken teaching
stretching, from Father to Father, back to the Apostles. By the fifth
century, this practice had become almost a requirement for theolo-
gians and teachers.

As disputes multiplied, however, it became necessary to desig-
nate which ancient teachers were authoritative and which were not.
Thus, in the fifth century, we find, in a decree attributed to Pope
Gelasius I, history’s first list of Church Fathers designated as such.
In the same century, St. Vincent of Lérins sketched out the ground
rules for the field known today as “patristics” or “patrology,” the
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study of the Church Fathers. St. Vincent, who would himself even-
tually win recognition as a Father, ventured a definition. The
Fathers, he wrote, are “those alone who, though in diverse times and
places, yet persevering in the communion and faith of the one
Catholic Church, have been approved teachers.”

Again, in the first centuries, use of the term “Father” was
reserved for bishops, and especially for those bishops who were
revered as seminal teachers. Yet we see a similar fatherly sense in the
deacons, priests, and laymen of the early Church. In the second
century, the African lawyer Tertullian vigorously confronted heretics
as poachers on his family’s estate, trespassers who threatened his pat-
rimony: “Who are you.. . . Marcion, by what right do you chop my
wood? By whose permission, Valentinus, are you diverting my
streams? By what power, Apelles, are you removing my landmarks?
This is my property. ... I hold sure title-deeds from the original
owners themselves, to whom the estate belonged. I am the heir of
the Apostles.”

Thus, in the fourth century, ecclesiastical writers began to apply
the term “Father” to other men who were exceptional teachers:
priests such as St. Jerome and laymen such as Tertullian (a lawyer),
St. Justin (a philosopher), and Hermas (a farmer and family man).

WHO ARE THE FATHERS?

Knowing that the Fathers were all expected to meet St. Vincent's
four criteria — orthodoxy, holiness of life, Church approval, and
antiquity — we might expect them to be a fairly uniform group.
They appear on icons, for example, as long lines of nearly identical
men with bald heads and long gray beards; in art, the Fathers seem
interchangeable except for the obscure symbols that artists tradi-
tionally place in their hands.

But perception, here as elsewhere, is not necessarily reality. We
should stop to consider that the Fathers lived in an era that
stretched from the middle of the first century to the middle of the
eighth. If we want to gain perspective, we should ponder that that
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span is roughly equivalent to the centuries passed between the time
of Marco Polo and the development of the microchip, from Dante’s
Inferno to the landing on the moon. The Fathers lived in cultures
as varied as the high Roman Empire and the first Muslim
caliphates, in cosmopolitan cities and in barbarian backwaters, in
times of war and in times of peace, through periods of persecution
and, finally, through centuries of triumph.

They were a varied lot, ethnically, stylistically, and tempera-
mentally. Tertullian, from North Africa, was a hothead. Origen of
Alexandria, in Egypt, was cool and cerebral. St. Jerome, from what
is today Croatia, was irascible, almost perpetually annoyed. St.
Martin of Tours, in modern-day France, was a military man who
adopted pacifism, became a bishop, then took to destroying pagan
temples. St. Benedict of Nursia, Italy, was contemplative; St. Justin,
from Samaria in Palestine, could be called activist; St. Augustine,
another North African, managed to be both extraordinarily active
and extraordinarily contemplative.

Some Fathers wrote and spoke Syriac, others Latin or Greek,
still others Coptic or Armenian. Some adhered to one or another
theological method, and these were as different as are modern
Catholic currents of thought. Vastly differing schools flourished, for
example, in Cappadocia (in what is now Turkey) and Lérins (in
what is today France). For centuries, Fathers of the Alexandrian
school of biblical scholarship sparred with Fathers of the Antioch-
ene school as, in more recent times, Thomists have uneasily coex-
isted with Christian phenomenologists and existentialists.

The Fathers could be further distinguished according to their
work. Some were preachers. Some were popes. Some were orators
and lawyers. Some were academic theologians, others monks and
hermits. Some wrote “apologies,” explaining and defending the
Christian faith before hostile or skeptical pagans and Jews. Others
were “exegetes,” analyzing and expounding the Scriptures.

Often, the Fathers are divided according to the period in which
they lived: the Apostolic Fathers inhabiting the generation of the
Apostles and its immediate aftermath; the Ante-Nicene Fathers
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leading Christians till the fourth century; the Nicene Fathers guid-
ing the Church through the fourth century, which, with the great
Council of Nicaea, was something of a golden age of doctrinal
expression; and the Post-Nicene Fathers closing the Patristic Era.

In every era, the Fathers had their disagreements and debates,
and sometimes they called each other names. The fourth-century
historian Eusebius of Caesarea, in Palestine, opined that Papias —
an Apostolic Father — was a dimwit, “a man of very little intelli-
gence.” St. Jerome suspected St. Augustine of being proud, conniv-
ing, and insincere — and he told him so.

From generation to generation, they were an odd mix. The
Fathers represent a Church united because it is something divine,
yet united only with difficulty because it is something human, suf-
fering the effects of original sin. The Fathers show forth the richness
of Christian faith in the Incarnation of God.

Still, when an English-speaker in the twenty-first century sees
the Fathers' names in long lists, they 4o seem uniform in their
strangeness and remoteness. The names are exotic, unusual, and
many of the Fathers’ cities and nations of origin no longer exist.

Usually, the lists are two: the “Greek Fathers” and the “Latin
Fathers.” The titles give the impression of designating Fathers by
language group, but they really divide those who are culturally
“Eastern” from those who are culturally “Western.” The Fathers
who wrote in Semitic languages — for example, such as Syriac and
Coptic — are often included with the “Greek” Fathers.

THE GREEK FATHERS

St. Anastasius Sinaita (d. 700)
St. Andrew of Crete (d. 740)
St. Aphrahat (fourth century)
St. Archelaus (d. 282)

St. Athanasius (d. 373) *
Athenagoras (second century)
St. Basil the Great (d. 379) *
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St. Caesarius of Nazianzus (d. 369)

St. Clement of Alexandria (d. 215)

St. Clement I of Rome, Pope (reigned 88-97)
St. Cyril of Alexandria (d. 444)

St. Cyril of Jerusalem (d. 386)

Didymus the Blind (d.c. 398)

Diodore of Tarsus (d. 392)

St. Dionysius the Great (d.c. 264)

St. Epiphanius (d. 403)

Eusebius of Caesarea (d. 340)

St. Eustathius of Antioch (fourth century)
St. Firmillian (d. 268)

Gennadius I of Constantinople (fifth century)
St. Germanus (d. 732)

St. Gregory of Nazianzus (d. 390) *

St. Gregory of Nyssa (d. 395)

St. Gregory of Pontus (d. 268)

Hermas (second century)

St. Hippolytus (d. 236)

St. Ignatius of Antioch (d.c. 107)

St. Isidore of Pelusium (d.c. 450)

St. John Chrysostom (d. 407) *

St. John Climacus (d. 649)

St. John of Damascus (d. 749)

St. Julius I, Pope (reigned 337-352)

St. Justin Martyr (d. 165)

St. Leontius of Byzantium (sixth century)
St. Macarius (d.c. 390)

St. Maximus the Confessor (d. 662)

St. Melito of Sardis (d.c. 180)

St. Methodius of Olympus (d.c. 311)

St. Nilus the Elder (d.c. 430)

Origen (d. 254)

St. Polycarp (d.c. 155)
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St. Proclus (d.c. 446)

Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite (sixth century)
St. Serapion (d.c. 370)

St. Sophronius (d. 638)

Tatian (second century)

Theodore of Mopsuestia (d. 428)

Theodoret of Cyrrhus (d.c. 458)

St. Theophilus of Antioch (second century)

THE LATIN FATHERS

St. Ambrose of Milan (d. 397) *
Arnobius (d. 330)

St. Augustine of Hippo (d. 430) *

St. Benedict of Nursia (d.c. 550)

St. Caesarius of Arles (d. 542)

St. John Cassian (d. 435)

St. Celestine I, Pope (reigned 422-432)
St. Cornelius, Pope (reigned 251-253)
St. Cyprian of Carthage (d. 258)

St. Damasus I, Pope (reigned 366-384)
St. Dionysius, Pope (reigned 259-268)
St. Ennodius (d. 521)

St. Eucherius of Lyons (d.c. 450)

St. Fulgentius (d. 533)

St. Gregory of Elvira (d.c. 392)

St. Gregory I the Great, Pope (reigned 590-604) *
St. Hilary of Poitiers (d. 367)

St. Innocent I, Pope (reigned 401-417)
St. Irenaeus of Lyons (d.c. 202)

St. Isidore of Seville (d. 636)

St. Jerome (d. 420) *

Lactantius (d. 323)

St. Leo I the Great, Pope (reigned 440-461)
Marius Mercator (d. 451)
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Marius Victorinus (fourth century)
Minucius Felix (second century)
Novatian (d.c. 257)

St. Optatus (fourth century)

St. Pacian (d.c. 390)

St. Pamphilus (d. 309)

St. Paulinus of Nola (d. 431)

St. Peter Chrysologus (d. 450)

St. Phoebadius of Agen (fourth century)
Rufinus of Aquileia (d. 410)
Salvian (fifth century)

St. Siricius, Pope (reigned 384-399)
Tertullian (d.c. 222)

St. Vincent of Lérins (d.c. 450)

*Listed among the eight “Great Fathers” by the Catholic Church.

The lists themselves highlight further differences among the
Fathers; most striking is that some are designated “Saint” while
others are not. Yet we know that holiness is one of the four criteria
the Church uses to designate a Father. Apparently, all the criteria do
not apply evenly to each of the Fathers.

Consider orthodoxy, too. The Church reveres Tertullian for
his early fervor and his teaching. He was, however, impetuous to a
fault and a rigorous, demanding moralist. Tertullian’s passions and
perfectionism led him, eventually, right out of the Church and
into the “purist,” separatist sect of Montanus. Eusebius, for his
part, is often called “the Father of Church history,” yet not called
“Saint.” As a bishop, he opposed the excommunication of Chris-
tians who followed the Arian heresy; instead, he sought common
ground with them in statements vague enough to satisfy both par-
ties. Church councils rejected Eusebius’s approach. Thus, Church
history has regarded its own Father with some measure of suspicion.
And Origen, who was one of the first “speculative theologians™ as
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we understand the term today, occasionally took his speculation too
far. Some of his propositions were condemned by Church councils
in later centuries, though the Church stopped short of declaring
Origen himself a heretic. St. Clement of Alexandria was so
renowned for his holiness that he earned the title “Saint” in spite of
lingering accusations that he flirted with the Gnostic heresy. Oth-
ers, too — Novatian, St. John Cassian, St. Hippolytus — strayed
into dubious doctrine, and some even into disobedience. Yet the
Church considered their good teachings too good to lose, and tra-
dition has named them Fathers, almost in spite of themselves.

The Fathers who were odd or somewhat errant make a history
more colorful, and they rather vividly show the diversity of the
Church. But the cranks are the exceptions. Among the Fathers,
holiness and orthodoxy are the rule.

St. Gregory of Pontus’s sanctity showed forth in great miracles,
thus earning him the title of “Wonderworker.” St. Basil the Great
and St. Gregory of Nazianzus matched great learning with greater
holiness, and have come to exemplify the virtue of Christian friend-
ship. St. John Chrysostom preached with such clarity and vigor that
his homilies continue to convert seekers, more than a millennium
and a half later. Still other Fathers are known today only for their
holiness and a reputation for teaching, as almost none of their writ-
ings have survived. After earning his place as a Father, St. Melito of
Sardis fell silent for most of Christian history, until one of his texts
was discovered in the mid-twentieth century.

THE FATHERS AND THE GOSPEL

What did Tertullian mean when he thundered that he was “heir of
the Apostles™? Like all the Fathers, he saw himself as the inheritor
and protector of a certain patrimony: a revelation from God regard-
ing His singular work of redemption in Jesus Christ. “Christianity
came into history as a fact,” wrote the twentieth-century theologian
Yves Congar. “It was and is the fact of a new life given by God
through Christ and in the name of Christ.”



THE WORLD OF THE FATHERS 25

And, in the beginning, the fact of the “Good News,” or
“Gospel,” was the entirety of the message. The biblical Acts of the
Apostles can give the impression that it was enough for the first
Christians simply to preach Jesus Christ crucified and risen, and
mass conversions followed. There is further evidence of this milieu
of excitement in the writings of the Apostolic Fathers — St.
Ignatius, St. Polycarp, Papias, St. Clement — men who still expe-
rienced the immediacy of the fact of the Incarnation.

Yet the New Testament’s later books show also that the Church,
from the beginning, struggled against aberrant doctrine. Arising in
the Apostles’ lifetime was the “Docetic” heresy, which claimed that
Jesus only seemed to be human, to suffer and die; according to the
Docetists, the Savior was really a pure spirit, a ghost in the machine
of a human body. It was probably against the Docetists that St. John
wrote: “By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit which con-
fesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is of God, and every
spirit which does not confess Jesus is not of God” (1 Jn 4:2-3). St.
Paul and St. Jude seem also to struggle against emerging Christian
Gnosticism, an elitist, hyper-spiritual heresy emphasizing secret
revelations (see, for example, 1 Tim 6:20-21).

Such misunderstandings, willful and otherwise, became more
pronounced as the Church expanded outward. As the Gospel trav-
eled along the trade routes, Christian preachers more often encoun-
tered pagans unfamiliar with the Jewish roots of Christian faith.
Also, as time wore on, Jesus’ culture, language, and native customs
grew increasingly remote. Would this additional distance make the
Gospel ever less intelligible to ever more people?

For the Church, this was a crisis of some urgency, because doc-
trine was not something incidental to Christian faith. It was essen-
tial. To believe in the Jesus of the Docetists or the Gnostics was to
believe in a false messiah. Jesus Christ was true God and true man.
False doctrine obscured and distorted these all-important facts and
so offered a vastly different person in the place of Jesus. To counter
this, the Fathers, in their preaching, writing, and liturgy, strove to
shine forth the Person of Jesus Christ, in His words and miracles,
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His suffering and rising. If any element marks the early Fathers’
spirituality in a special way, it is their sense of nearness to their Lord.
They firmly believed that fidelity and devotion to Jesus Christ
would ensure the accuracy of their teaching. St. Clement of Rome,
the fourth pope and a disciple of St. Peter, described the first-cen-
tury Christians of Corinth in this way: “Content with the provision
which God had made for you, and carefully attending to His words,
you were inwardly filled with His teaching, and His sufferings were
before your eyes.”

The Fathers’ primary source of Jesus’ acts, teachings, and suf-
fering was “the Gospel.” Today, we take this word to represent the
books of the New Testament, especially the four books of the life
of Christ. But in the time of the Apostolic Fathers, and even into
the succeeding centuries, “the Gospel” meant the received Tradi-
tion, whether in written or oral form (see 2 Thess 2:14). The first
generations of Christians did not so much read the Gospel as
absorb it, through the liturgy and other prayers of the Church,
through the catechetical homilies of their local bishop, and
through everyday life in the Church community. Relatively rare
was the believer who could read, and rarer still was the literate
Christian who could afford to have editions of the Gospels copied
out for study. Moreover, through most of the era of the Fathers, the
Church had no universal canon of Scriptures, and there was con-
siderable disagreement over which books belonged to “the Gospel”
and which did not.

“Faith comes by hearing,” St. Paul said (Rom 10:17), and the
early Christians heard the Word from the men they revered as their
Fathers. And the Fathers, for their part, especially the Apostolic
Fathers, saw themselves as chosen vessels of the Gospel, having
received it intact from the Apostles. St. Clement’s words to the
Corinthians ring with conviction: “The Apostles have preached
the Gospel to us from the Lord Jesus Christ. . . . Christ therefore was
sent forth by God, and the Apostles by Christ. Both these appoint-
ments, then, were made in an orderly way, according to the will of
God.” He went on to explain that the Apostles, in turn, “appointed
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the first-fruits [of their labors] ... to be bishops and deacons of
those who should afterwards believe.”®

St. Clement’s credentials were his connections with Jesus Christ
through St. Peter, the prince of the Apostles, and St. Paul. Later
Fathers would prove the validity of their teaching by showing its
continuity with the oral and written traditions of the Apostles, or
by tracing the authority of their episcopal office back to the Apos-
tles, and thus to Jesus.

THE GOSPEL AND THE GOSPELS

While the oral Tradition was paramount to the Apostolic Fathers,
the Fathers showed a singular devotion to the sacred Scriptures. St.
Augustine said that reading Scripture is like reading letters from the
other world, letters from our Father and from our fatherland.® Ori-
gen likened the Gospels read aloud to the Real Presence of Jesus in
the Fucharist.'® For St. Ambrose, the Bible was “the feast of wisdom,
and the individual books are the various dishes.”"' St. Jerome wrote,
“To be ignorant of Scripture is to be ignorant of Christ.”*

The Fathers’ own writings testify that they would have no Chris-
tian ignorant of Scripture. In homilies, letters, theological tracts, and
catechetical books, practically every page is laden with quotations
from the New and Old Testaments. Pope Leo XIII wrote in 1893:
“If we consider the immediate disciples of the Apostles, St. Clement
of Rome, St. Ignatius of Antioch, St. Polycarp — or the apologists,
such as St. Justin and St. Irenaeus — we find that in their letters and
their books, whether in defense of the Catholic faith or in its com-
mendation, they drew faith, strength, and unction from the Word
of God.”" As that was true of the earliest Fathers, so it was true of
the very last, St. John of Damascus, who moved to Palestine so that
he could be nearer the scenes of the Gospels.

Yet, for as much as half of the Patristic Era, the limits of the writ-
ten record were not precisely, universally, or officially defined. The
writings credibly attributed to the Apostles — what we today know
as the New Testament — were widely circulated. But so were many
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other works that claimed authorship by the disciples of Jesus. Epis-
tles, gospels, acts, and apocalypses abounded, purporting to convey
the teaching of Peter, John, James, Philip, the Virgin Mary, Mary
Magdalene, Nicodemus, Barnabas, and even Pontius Pilate. These
works varied widely in orthodoxy, literary quality, and historical
accuracy. The Gospel of Nicodemus, for example, checked out on
style and doctrine, but utterly failed in its accounts of Roman law
and Jewish custom. “Infancy gospels” make up a genre by them-
selves, purporting to tell the spectacular miracles performed by the
boy Jesus; the results are sometimes quite silly, as when the little Sav-
ior turns his cruel playmates into goats or withers the hand of an
uppity schoolteacher. Other gospels, like those attributed to Philip
and Thomas, went beyond the tawdry to the downright heretical,
placing denials of the Incarnation in the mouth of Jesus Himself.

The question of authenticity, then, was a crucial one, and the
Fathers approached the issue with a high degree of scientific rigor. In
the century after Jesus” ascension into heaven, Christians were already
discussing and debating which books should be read in the Church’s
public worship. Lists were drawn up, and these would eventually be
known as “canons” — from the Greek word for “measuring stick.”

By the beginning of the second century, there was general
agreement on the canonicity of the four Gospels — Matthew,
Mark, Luke, and John — and most of St. Paul’s letters. But just
about everything else was under debate. Hebrews and Revelation
were contested by some Fathers even up to the moment the univer-
sal canon was defined.

Until the early fifth century, canons were mostly an affair of the
local church, and these lists varied from region to region. Some
churches counted St. Clement of Rome’s Letter to the Corinthians
as canonical. The so-called Lester of Barnabas was considered canon-
ical by many, including Origen, until well into the fourth century.
Some churches in Egypt included a fifth gospel, often called the
Gospel of the Egyptians.

The oldest surviving list of Christian books is the Muratorian
Canon, from about 150. The fragment includes all the books of the
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New Testament except Hebrews, James, 1 Peter, and 2 Peter, and
counts as canonical the Apocalypse of Peter and The Shepherd by Her-
mas, both of which were eventually excluded from the Church’s
definitive canon.

In 367, St. Athanasius, the bishop of Alexandria, became the
first of the Fathers to declare the twenty-seven books of the New
Testament as a canon binding on the whole Church. Still, the New
Testament canon was not conclusively settled until the North
African synods of Hippo Regius (393) and Carthage (397, 419),
whose conclusions were accepted by the universal Church.

The settling of the canon was, however, just part of the greater
drama of God’s self-revelation to man. The Scriptures were texts
that must be opened to the laity, not just in the sense of reading
them to a congregation, but also interpreting them. In a 1993 doc-
ument on “The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church,” the
Pontifical Biblical Commission summed up the Fathers’ belief that
“there is nothing in [Scripture] which is to be set aside as out of date
or completely lacking meaning. God is constantly speaking to His
Christian people a message that is ever relevant for their time.”"

For the Fathers, that message shone through in many ways.
Most of the Fathers discerned in the Scriptures at least two levels of
meaning;: the /iteral sense and the spiritual sense. Some Fathers fur-
ther divided the spiritual sense into allegorical, moral, and anagog-
ical senses. Thus, they acknowledged that each text told a literal
truth, describing a historical event, person, or precept; but, at the
same time, the passage might also tell a moral truth about how
Christians should live, an allegorical truth about Jesus Christ, and
a revelation (anagogical) about the Christian’s heavenly destiny.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church explains that all the
Fathers’ teaching depends on their harmonizing of the two testa-
ments of the Bible. “This catechesis unveils what lay hidden under
the letter of the Old Testament: the mystery of Christ. It is called
‘typological’ because it reveals the newness of Christ on the basis of
the “figures’ (types) which announce him in the deeds, words, and
symbols of the first covenant” (n. 1094).
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The Catechism’s definition ends with an example: “By this re-
reading in the Spirit of Truth, starting from Christ, the figures are
unveiled.” Thus the flood and Noah’s ark prefigured salvation by
Baptism,'® as did the cloud and the crossing of the Red Sea. Water
from the rock was the figure of the spiritual gifts of Christ, and
manna in the desert prefigured the Eucharist, ‘the true bread from
heaven’”” (n. 1094).

There were two major schools of biblical studies in the ancient
Church. The school of Alexandria favored an allegorical reading of
Scripture, and its most famous proponent was Origen, who is said
to have written several thousand commentaries. The school of Anti-
och, on the other hand, promoted a deep study of the literal sense
of Scripture, emphasizing historical and linguistic scholarship. Per-
haps the greatest exegete of the Antiochene school was St. John
Chrysostom, the most renowned preacher of the Patristic Era.

Both methods of Scripture study had strengths and weaknesses.
At their best, practitioners of the allegorical method could vividly
demonstrate God’s omniscience and providence as, from the first
moment of creation, He prepared the way for redemption. At their
worst, the Alexandrians could weave allegories so fanciful, complex,
and improbable as to leave readers utterly bewildered. The literal
method, used rightly, could render the Scriptures so vivid that believ-
ers seemed transported into the scenes. Used to excess, a literalist read-
ing could degenerate into rationalism or a sort of fundamentalism.
Wayward students of the Alexandrian school sometimes strayed into
Gnosticism. But it was an alumnus of Antioch who founded Arian-
ism, the most far-reaching and rationalist of all ancient heresies.

The best of the later Fathers, Jerome and Augustine, for exam-
ple, managed to master both methods, literal and allegorical, and to
employ each according to the moment’s need, in their commen-
taries and their homilies.

To consider the Gospel apart from the Tradition and the com-
munity of the Church was unthinkable to the Fathers. St. Polycarp
wrote that “whoever interprets according to his own perverse incli-
nations is the firstborn of Satan.”® The heretics Arius and Eutyches
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both aroused horror in their judges when they sought to interpret
Scripture in ways contrary to all the Fathers who had gone before.

Interpreting the Gospels, the Fathers sought to communicate
the Gospel to the faithful, whose faith came by hearing. St. Jerome
was representative of all the Fathers when he wrote, “A man who is
well grounded in the testimonies of Scripture is the bulwark of the

Church.””

THE FATHERS AT THE ALTARS

The Church’s normal place for the reading of Scripture was in the
context of the liturgy, which was itself a deeply biblical prayer. The
oldest text that has survived from the Patristic Era is a liturgical
manual called the Didache (meaning “Teaching”), probably com-
posed between A.D. 48 and 90. Its guidelines suggest a spare, dig-
nified ritual, borrowing heavily from the Jewish liturgies of the
home and synagogue. Yet there is also clear continuity with the
overwhelming New Testament witness of the Eucharist (see Mt
26:26-28; Mk 14:22-24; 1k 22:19-20; Lk 24:30, 35; Jn 6:25-65;
Acts 2:42, 46; and 1 Cor 11).

It is apparent, even in this most ancient document, that the
Church viewed the Mass as a sacrifice, a word the Didache uses
many times. Moreover, the liturgy was seen as the believer’s partic-
ipation in the one sacrifice of Jesus Christ: His suffering, death, and
resurrection. Said the Didache of the Mass: “It is this sacrifice that
was spoken of by the Lord.”®

“On the Lord’s own day, gather yourselves together and break
bread and give thanks,” runs the instruction. The Greek word for
“give thanks” is eucharistesate, which can also be rendered “make
Eucharist.” The Didache then goes on to provide eucharistic prayers
for the presider to offer over the bread and wine. And the document
recommends confession before Communion: “First confess your
sins, so that your sacrifice may be pure.””

The Didache was probably composed in Antioch, Syria, even
before some of the New Testament documents were written. So the
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Fathers’ witness of the Eucharist is unbroken, from the four Gospels
onward.

At the beginning of the second century, St. Ignatius of Antioch
spoke of the Mass as a sacrifice, and of the Church as “the place of
sacrifice.”” His letter to the Philadelphians contains the most
graphic, outside the Bible, of the early witnesses to Jesus’ Real Pres-
ence in the Eucharist: “Take care, then, to have but one Eucharist.
For there is one flesh of our Lord Jesus Christ, and one cup to show
forth the unity of His blood; one altar; as there is one bishop, along
with the priests and deacons, my fellow servants.””

To the Smyrnaeans, Ignatius outlined the requirements for a
valid liturgy: “Let that be deemed a proper Eucharist, which is
administered either by the bishop, or by one to whom he has
entrusted it.” He noted that already there were heretics who
denied the Real Presence: “From the Eucharist and prayer they
hold aloof, because they do not confess that the Eucharist is the
flesh of our Savior Jesus Christ.”>

St. Ignatius precedes St. Justin who, in 155, wrote to the pagan
emperor Antoninus Pius, describing the Christian liturgy as it was
celebrated in Rome. Justin’s account will be familiar to anyone who
attends a Mass today, almost two thousand years later. In fact, the
Catechism of the Catholic Church uses an extensive quotation from St.
Justin in its section on the Holy Eucharist (n. 1345):

On the day we call the day of the sun, all who dwell in the city

or country gather in the same place.

The memoirs of the apostles and the writings of the prophets
are read, as much as time permits.

When the reader has finished, he who presides over those
gathered admonishes and challenges them to imitate these
beautiful things.

Then we all rise together and offer prayers* for ourselves . . .
and for all others, wherever they may be, so that we may be
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found righteous by our life and actions, and faithful to the
commandments, so as to obtain eternal salvation.

When the prayers are concluded we exchange the kiss.

Then someone brings bread and a cup of water and wine
mixed together to him who presides over the brethren.

He takes them and offers praise and glory to the Father of the
universe, through the name of the Son and of the Holy Spirit
and for a considerable time he gives thanks (in Greek:
eucharistian) that we have been judged worthy of these gifts.

When he has concluded the prayers and thanksgivings, all
present give voice to an acclamation by saying: “Amen.”

When he who presides has given thanks and the people have
responded, those whom we call deacons give to those present
the “eucharisted” bread, wine and water and take them to
those who are absent.?

St. Justin affirmed: “The food that has been made the Eucharist
by the prayer of His word, and which nourishes our flesh and blood
by assimilation, is both the flesh and blood of that Jesus who was
made flesh.””

The ritual of the Eucharist continued to evolve through the
Patristic Era. Local churches developed their own traditions. Indi-
vidual Fathers made their own creative contributions. Liturgies sur-
vive from the ancient churches in a great variety of languages. Yet
they all retain the same elements: the confession of sins, the read-
ing of Scripture (with preaching), the offering of the gifts, the bless-
ing of the elements, and the reception of Holy Communion.

And the understanding of the Eucharist deepened with each
successive generation, with loving consideration of ever-finer points
of doctrine. The last of the Fathers, St. John of Damascus, marveled
in the eighth century at the Presence St. Ignatius had so well
described in the second, but now proceeding from the what of it to
the how: “You ask how the bread becomes the Body of Christ, and
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the wine. .. the Blood of Christ. I shall tell you: the Holy Spirit
comes upon them and accomplishes what surpasses every word
and thought. . .. Let it be enough for you to understand that it is
by the Holy Spirit, just as it was of the Holy Virgin and by the Holy
Spirit that the Lord, through and in Himself, took flesh.”*

FAMILY UNITY

We began this study by remarking on the Fathers’ fatherhood: how
they acted in a paternal way, concerned with preserving the unity
of the Christian family. Taking their cue from St. Paul, the early
Christians saw the unity of the Church as an enduring sign of the
unity of Christ’s divine and human natures, and of the unity of the
Persons of the Blessed Trinity. The idea is central to the earliest doc-
uments, such as the Didache and St. Clement’s Letter to the
Corinthians, but finds perhaps its most famous and moving patris-
tic expression in St. Cyprian’s tract On the Unity of the Church.

St. Ignatius of Antioch saw the unity of the Church as a reflec-
tion of the unity of the Trinity:

As the Lord was united to the Father and did nothing with-
out Him ... so neither should you do anything without the
bishop and priests. . .. Let there be one prayer, one supplica-
tion, one mind, one hope, in love and in joy undefiled. There
is one Jesus Christ, and nothing is more excellent than He.
Come together, then, as into one temple of God, to one altar,
to one Jesus Christ, who came forth from one Father, and is
with one, and has gone to one.”

For all the Church Fathers, the Eucharist was the sacrament of
Christian unity. It signified the unity of the Church and, by the
power of God’s grace, it effected that unity. This idea appears in that
most ancient liturgy of the Didache: “As this broken bread was
scattered upon the mountains, and gathered together became one,
so may Your Church be gathered together from the ends of the
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carth into Your kingdom; for Yours is the glory and the power
through Jesus Christ for ever and ever.”

The Eucharist was a gathering of God’s family, presided over by
the bishop, and later by his priests, whom the faithful reverently
addressed as their “Fathers.” The office of bishop, established in the
New Testament, recurs in all the Apostolic Fathers, and they speak
of it as a type of fatherhood. “Let a man respect his bishop,” wrote
St. Ignatius, and he continued: “For whoever is sent by the Master
to run His house, we ought to receive him as we would receive the
Master Himself.”' In another letter, St. Ignatius wrote: “Be obedi-
ent to your bishop and to one another, as Jesus Christ in His human
nature was subject to the Father and as the Apostles were to Christ
and the Father. In this way there will be union of body and spirit.”*
Thus the bishop, as father, became a force for unity in the Church.
Said St. Jerome: “Be obedient to your bishop and welcome him as
the parent of your soul.”®

The Church’s great Father on earth, however, was the bishop of
Rome, who from the early days was called Papa — “Pope.” Many
Fathers attest that the bishop of Rome was the successor to St.
Peter, who was prince of the Apostles. All the ancient traditions tell
of Peter’s martyrdom in Rome, and not a single source places it else-
where. Very few events of the Apostolic Church are so well attested.

Again, the earliest Fathers show clear continuity with the New
Testament (see Mt 16:18-19; Jn 21:15-17). One of the oldest sur-
viving Christian texts, aside from the Bible, is St. Clement of
Rome’s Letter to the Corinthians. There we see the Church of Rome
intervening in a controversy in a faraway church in Greece. St.
Clement speaks from a position of authority and does not hesitate
to demand obedience: “But should any disobey what has been said
by [God] through us, let them understand that they will entangle
themselves in transgression and no small danger.”* A century later,
St. Clement’s letter was still read aloud on feast days in the
Corinthian church. In the fourth century, the historian Eusebius
attested that St. Clement’s letter was read in many churches
throughout the ancient Near East.*
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St. Ignatius of Antioch, in the early 100s, wrote letters of guid-
ance to churches of the Near East, all along the path he traveled to
martyrdom in Rome. In each he speaks as if imminent martyrdom
has conferred a certain authority upon him — except, that is, when
he addresses his letter to the Christians of Rome. It is only to the
Roman Church that St. Ignatius shows deference.

At the end of the second century, St. Irenaeus confirmed the
primacy of Rome and the papacy. The bishop of Lyons cited

that tradition derived from the Apostles, of the very great, the
very ancient, and universally known Church founded and
organized at Rome by the two most glorious Apostles, Peter
and Paul . .. which comes down to our time by means of the
successions of the bishops. For it is a matter of necessity that
every Church should agree with this Church, on account of
its preeminent authority — that is, the faithful everywhere
inasmuch as the apostolic tradition has been preserved con-
tinuously by faithful men everywhere.

St. Irenaeus went on, then, to give a history of the papacy up
until his own time:

The blessed Apostles, then, having founded and built up the
Church, committed into the hands of Linus the office of the
episcopate. Of this Linus Paul makes mention in the Epistles
to Timothy. To him succeeded Anacletus; and after him, in
the third place from the Apostles, Clement.

... This man, as he had scen the blessed Apostles, and had
been conversant with them, might be said to have the preach-
ing of the Apostles still echoing in his ears, and their traditions
before his eyes. . . . To this Clement there succeeded Evaristus.
Alexander followed Evaristus; then, sixth from the Apostles,
Sixtus was appointed; after him, Telephorus, who was glori-
ously martyred; then Hyginus; after him, Pius; then after
him, Anicetus. Sorer having succeeded Anicetus, Eleutherius
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now, in the twelfth place from the Apostles, holds the inher-
itance of the episcopate.

He concludes: “In this order, and by this succession, the eccle-
siastical Tradition from the Apostles, and the preaching of the truth,
have come down to us. And this is most abundant proof that there
is one and the same vivifying faith, which has been preserved in the
Church from the Apostles until now, and handed down in truth.”*

It is only in later centuries that history shows distant bishops
struggling for power against the popes. It is only later, too, that his-
tory shows some popes willing to usurp the legitimate authority of
local bishops. Though the first successors of St. Peter were surely
confident in their authority, they were just as surely aware that
they were servants, after the model of their master. Indeed, most of
the first popes followed their master in death as well as life. Good
shepherds, they gave their lives as martyrs, for the sake of their
sheep.

THE WITNESS OF BLOOD

The title “Father” signified a bishop’s authority. But there was yet
another great authority in the ancient Church, an honorary office
we might call it. The early Christians revered the words, the witness,
and the acts of the martyrs, those who died for the faith.

Also honored were those who had been arrested or tortured for
their Christian faith. Martyr means “witness” in Greek, and the will-
ingness of many people to die for the Christian faith was indeed the
most powerful testimony for the value of that faith. St. Justin, who
would himself die a martyr’s death, said as much in the mid-second
century: “Though beheaded, and crucified, and thrown to wild
beasts, in chains and fire, and all other tortures; we do not give up
our confession; but the more such things happen, the more others,
in larger numbers, become believers.”” Tertullian put it most mem-
orably and succinctly: “The more often you mow us down, the
more in number we grow; the blood of Christians is seed.” Indeed,
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during the centuries when Christians were most severely perse-
cuted, the Church grew by a steady forty percent per decade.

This was an essential difference in Christianity. Most of the
popular strains of paganism made no exclusive claims on their
adherents. A pagan was free to mix and match his devotions from
the various temples of his city. And new religions were flourishing
at the time of the Church’s emergence; merchants traveled the
trade routes and brought their deities with them. In the third cen-
tury, St. Hippolytus set out to write a refutation of all the major
varieties of pagan experience; by the end of his study, he had
sprayed fire on hundreds of sects, movements, philosophies, and
systems of astrology.

Most of the Eastern cults found their way to Rome. But because
paganism was a buyer’s market, and a saturated market at that, reli-
gious consumers were skeptical. The cults demanded little of their
devotees, and so they received little in the way of long-term loyalty.
The pagan cults were, to a large degree, priests without congregations.
All of this made the extermination of a cult a fairly easy exercise for
the empire. If the Romans thought a religion dangerous, they could
remove its priests, demolish its shrines, and the cult would soon dis-
appear, its devotees dispersed to other shrines, other gods.

But the Christian God made a jealous and total claim on every
Christian, and Christians accepted His claims willingly. They would
not worship other gods, most certainly not self-proclaimed divine
emperors. And since they did not worship the emperor or the usual
run of deities, they were often charged with atheism or treason,
both capital crimes. Yet only occasionally were the empire’s purges
widely enforced against ordinary citizens and believers. Instead,
the governors employed their proven tactic of eliminating the cult’s
high priests: the bishops. This failed, however, with Christianity,
because for every bishop there were thousands of believers whose
faith was personal, exclusive, and firm.

Some historians place the total number of martyrs in the hun-
dreds of thousands. However, most modern historians believe that
the martyrs of the Roman Empire were relatively few in number,
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but that their testimony was considered so valuable that the Church
has preserved the name of almost every one.

“Your cruelty is our glory,”® Tertullian wrote to the imperial
authorities. And Rome could be ingenious in its cruelty. Thus, all
the greater was the Church’s glory. St. Irenaeus described the shock
of pagans who witnessed the willingness of Christians to endure lin-
gering tortures and “the games,” rather than renounce the cult of
Jesus. Tertullian taunted the pagans that their most noble philoso-
phies offered them nothing comparable to die for. Testing Socrates’
resignation, he found it wanting, when measured against the Chris-
tians’ eager embrace of death. “The sword, the fire, the cross, the
wild beasts, the torture — these surely are but trifling sufferings to
obtain a celestial glory and a divine reward.”®

One of the earliest known accounts of Christian martyrdom
comes from the pagan historian Tacitus, an aristocrat of Rome,
who reported Nero’s execution of “vast numbers” in A.D. 64.
“Ridicule accompanied their end,” he wrote. “They were covered
with wild beasts’ skins and torn to death by dogs, or they were fas-
tened on crosses and, when daylight failed, were burned to serve as
torches by night.”

But martyrdom was the ultimate imitation of Christ: accepting
a cruel and unjust death, as Jesus did. There could be no greater
proof of one’s faith than to choose death rather than apostasy. So the
Christians recorded the trials and pains of the martyrs in almost
unbearable detail. [t was common teaching that the martyrs entered
heaven immediately upon their death. Some Fathers taught that the
martyrs earned a sort of “priesthood” by their endurance.

This was true in a sense. A priest is one who offers sacrifice, and
martyrs offered their lives in union with the sacrifice of Jesus on the
cross. It is fascinating that two of the most celebrated early martyrs,
St. Ignatius of Antioch and St. Polycarp of Smyrna, used eucharis-
tic images to speak of their dying. “I am the wheat of God,” St.
Ignatius wrote to the Romans. “Let me be ground by the teeth of
the wild beasts, that I may be found the pure bread of Christ.”*
From the pyre of his execution, St. Polycarp delivered an oration
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that reads like a eucharistic prayer, praying, in part: “I give You
thanks that You have counted me worthy of this day and this hour,
that I should have a part in the number of Your martyrs. . . among
whom may I be accepted this day before You as a rich and accept-
able sacrifice, as You, the ever-truthful God, have foreordained.”*
Witnesses of Polycarp’s execution reported that the smoke gave off
not the odor of burning flesh, but the aroma of baking bread.*

Yet, again, while Rome disdained Christianity, full-scale purges
took place only sporadically. Especially bloody persecutions occurred
during the reigns of Domitian (81-95), Trajan (98-117), Antoninus
Pius (138-161), Marcus Aurelius (161-180), Septimius Severus
(193-211), Decius (249-251), Valerian (253-260), Diocletian (284-
305), and Galerius (305-311). By the beginning of the fourth cen-
tury, the failure of the persecutions was apparent even to the
emperors: Christians, at that time, made up about half the citizens
of the empire. The emperor Galerius switched tactics and tried
accommodation of the faith, issuing an Edict of Toleration in 311.
Two years later, Constantine’s Edict of Milan put an end to impe-
rial persecution of Christians.

With the tapering off of persecutions, Christians still sought a
heroic way to give their lives for Christ. So rose monasticism, some-
times called the “white martyrdom,” a new witness to the power of
Christ’s sacrifice.

THE FATHERS” WAYWARD CHILDREN

As the Church revered martyrdom, so it mourned and reviled infi-
delity. And, like martyrdom, infidelity — in the form of heresy,
apostasy, and schism — was with the Church from the beginning.
We observed eatlier that even the Apostles had to battle heretics in
their midst. Some New Testament books make frontal assaults on
Docetism and Gnosticism.

It only got worse. Among the Apostolic Fathers, St. Ignatius
and St. Polycarp were preoccupied with the spread of heresies. In
the next generations, St. Irenaeus, St. Hippolytus, and Tertullian
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each filled book after book with invective against “all heresies.”
But the heresies continued to multiply, and as soon as one seemed
to flicker out, another blazed up. At the close of the Patristic Era,
St. John of Damascus drew up a catalog of heresies, and he counted
103, numbering among them the newly founded religion of
Mohammed, as well as the sects of the Encratites, who were celibate
vegetarians, and the Pepuzians, whose priestesses made Commu-
nion hosts out of wheat flour and infants’ blood.

Some heresies seem, in retrospect, mere justifications for
immoral behavior, and the Fathers of the Church were quick to say
so. Other heresies tantalized believers with the promise of magical
power. Still others were quixotic attempts to rationalize mysteries
that surpass human understanding, such as the Trinity or the Incar-
nation. Perhaps the most pitiable heretics were the moral reform-
ers who had despaired, finding scandal in the sinners and slackers
within the Church, and so sought to establish a newer, purer church
elsewhere. Such was the sin of the passionate Tertullian, and such
was the sin so vigorously attacked, in the following generation, by
Tertullian’s sometime disciple, St. Cyprian of Carthage.

The Fathers abhorred infidelity wherever they perceived it, and
they attacked it with whatever weapons they had at hand: tradition,
philosophy, rhetoric, natural science, pleading, wit, sarcasm. When
one heretic denied the perpetual virginity of Mary, St. Jerome
insulted him personally at every turn, even as he made mincemeat
of the man’s arguments.

Yet the Fathers were less precise than modern theologians in dis-
cerning varieties of infidelity: apostasy, heresy, and schism. Apostasy
is the renunciation of Christian faith. Heresy is the willful acceptance
of incorrect doctrine. Schism is the attempt to preserve orthodoxy
while breaking from union with the Church and the papacy. Indi-
vidual Fathers — St. Irenaeus, for example, and St. John of Damas-
cus — would sometimes categorize all instances of unfaithfulness
together as hairesis, the Greek word for “choice” and the root of the
modern English beresy. Pick-and-choose Catholicism, then as now,
was the very definition (and etymology) of heresy.
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A significant portion of the Fathers’ teaching and preaching, at
least of what has survived, is directed at the challenges of these and
other heresies:

*  Docetism was the belief that Jesus only seemed to become a
man, to suffer, and to die. Docetists taught that Jesus was
really a pure spirit, who laughed from above the cross at his
executioners’ folly. Docetism was a common element of Gnos-
ticism. The term docetism comes from the Greek word for
“seeming.”

*  Gnosticism was a widespread intellectual current in the ancient
world, influencing pockets of Christianity, Judaism, and pagan-
ism. The term gnostic describes a great number of widely diverse
movements, sects, and philosophical systems. If anything unites
them, it is the emphasis of secret and pseudo-mystical knowl-
edge (in Greek, grosis). Gnostic sects tended to view themselves
as an elite, whose special knowledge separated them from the
rabble of ordinary Christians. Many held that ordinary Chris-
tians were incapable of discerning Jesus’ real teaching, which
was apparent only to “the elect.” A common Gnostic tenet is
the radical opposition of matter and spirit. Contrary to Chris-
tian orthodoxy, Gnostics believed that all matter was evil,
including the human body, which they viewed as a prison for
the spirit. Thus they believed the creator of this world was an
evil “demiurge,” whom Jesus came to vanquish. They denied
the doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation. Their loathing
of the body and creation led different sects to different conclu-
sions about the moral life. Some concluded that, because all
flesh was evil, the actions performed in the body did not mat-
ter, so everything was permitted: sexual license, theft, even
murder. These Gnostics saw the commandments as arbitrary
prohibitions imposed by a despotic creator. Others, however,
concluded that, because all flesh was evil, the body’s every
desire must be severely repressed, and this led them to asceti-
cal extremes: beyond celibacy and temperance to self-castration,
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rigorous fasting, and even suicide. Among the more famous
Gnostic teachers were Simon Magus, Marcion, Valentinus,
Basilides, and Mani.

Marcionism held that Christianity should be a complete rejec-
tion of the heritage of Judaism. Marcion (born about 110)
could not reconcile the revelation of Jesus with that of Yahweh,
so he advocated the total elimination of the Old Testament and
published an edited version of the New Testament, having
removed all references to the Law and prophets. The Mar-
cionite heresy persisted in some regions until the seventh
century.

Montanism was a pseudo-charismatic movement of the second
century. Its founder, Montanus, claimed to be God’s prophet
and that his ecstatic revelations superseded the teachings of
the Church. Montanists lived by a strict morality and asceti-
cism, and shunned, without possibility of forgiveness, Chris-
tians who committed serious sins.

Donatism held Christians to an uncompromisingly high stan-
dard of moral behavior. A North African, Donatus taught that
sacraments were invalid if dispensed by a priest who had com-
mitted mortal sin. Like the Montanists, Donatists taught that
some sins were unforgivable. The Donatists persisted in North
Africa until about 400.

Sabellianism was a denial of the Trinity. Teaching in the early
third century, Sabellius claimed that God the Father became
man in Jesus Christ; that Jesus and the Father were the same
and the only divine Person. Later Sabellians professed that
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit were merely three aspects or ele-
ments of the same divine Person.

Manicheanism was a Gnostic synthesis of several major world
religions: Christianity, Zoroastrianism, Judaism, and Bud-
dhism. Its founder, Mani, lived in the third century, teaching
the radical opposition of matter and spirit. Manicheans dis-
dained marriage and procreation. St. Augustine was a
Manichean before he embraced Christianity.
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Arianism was the most notorious and most successful of the
ancient heresies. The teachings of Arius, and the reactions they
provoked, played a most crucial role in Church history and the
development of doctrine. Teaching in Alexandria in the early
fourth century, Arius denied that Jesus was God or co-eternal
with the Father. The heresy spread rapidly, winning over, at dif-
ferent times, a succession of Byzantine emperors, perhaps a
majority of the world’s bishops, and most of the Christians in
the Germanic tribes. The heresy of Arius drew forceful oppo-
sition from the greatest minds and souls in the Church. The
movement to oppose Arianism culminated in the teachings of
St. Athanasius and of the Council of Nicaea in 325. Nicaea’s
creed refined the orthodox expression of fundamental doc-
trines such as the Trinity.

Nestorianism arose in reaction to Arianism. Nestorius, a fifth-
century patriarch of Constantinople, made such a distinction
between the divine and human natures of Jesus as to suggest
that they represented distinct persons. Nestorius also denied
Mary the title “Mother of God,” saying she gave birth only to
Christ’s human person. His teachings were condemned by the
Council of Ephesus in 431 — a decision confirmed by the Sec-
ond Council of Constantinople in 553 — but Nestorian com-
munities have endured, throughout the world, even to our
own day.

Monophysitism arose in reaction to Nestorianism. Proponents
held that Christ had only one nature. They denied Jesus’
human nature, claiming instead a single, unique nature that
was somehow a hybrid of human and divine. The Monophysite
heresy was condemned by the Council of Chalcedon in 451.
Monophysite churches have persevered and are active today,
mostly in the Middle East.

Monothelitism was an abortive attempt to reconcile the Mono-
physites with orthodoxy. The Monothelites claimed that Jesus
had two natures, but one will, His divine will. Monothelitism
was condemned by the Third Council of Constantinople in 680.
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¢ Pelagianism was a heresy that denied original sin, and claimed
that man could avoid evil and win salvation by the power of his
own free will; grace, then, was a merited reward, according to
Pelagian doctrine, and not a gift from God; nor was grace nec-
essary for salvation.

THE COUNCILS AND CREEDS

With so many sects claiming the name “Christian” for such differ-
ent and contradictory doctrines, it became necessary, almost from
the start, to say precisely what one meant by one’s “Christian faith.”
Thus, the Church professed concise statements of belief. Several are
preserved for us in the New Testament. St. Paul wrote, for example,
to the Corinthians: “For I delivered to you as of first importance
what I also received, that Christ died for our sins in accordance with
the scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third
day in accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared to
Cephas, then to the twelve” (1 Cor 15:3-5). To the Romans, Paul
taught an even briefer confession: “Jesus is Lord” (Rom 10:9). In
the Acts of the Apostles, we see yet another: “I believe that Jesus
Christ is the Son of God” (8:37). These are elementary creeds.

St. Cyril of Jerusalem, one of the greatest teachers among the
Fathers, explained the creeds in this way:

This synthesis of faith was not made to accord with human
opinions, but rather what was of the greatest importance was
gathered from all the Scriptures, to present the one teaching
of the faith in its entirety. And just as the mustard seed con-
tains a great number of branches in a tiny grain, so too this
summary of faith encompassed in a few words the whole
knowledge of the true religion contained in the Old and New
Testaments.”

The Catechism of the Catholic Church takes St. Cyril’s fifth-

century judgment as its own (see n. 180).
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The two creeds most familiar to Catholics today are the Apostles’
Creed and the Nicene Creed. Both come from the Patristic Era. The
Apostles’ Creed, according to legend, was assembled by the Twelve
Apostles, who each contributed a single article, beginning with St.
Peter’s “I believe in God, the Father almighty.” But there is no clear
evidence of its use before the fourth century, so its apostolic author-
ship is unlikely. The Nicene Creed, used most often in the Mass of
the Latin Rite, is the profession of faith compiled at the Council of
Nicaea and completed at the Council of Constantinople in 381.

Both creeds seem to be descended from an early Roman bap-
tismal creed described by St. Hippolytus around the year 200:

I believe in God the Father almighty; and in Jesus Christ, Son
of God, who, by the power of the Holy Spirit, was born of the
Virgin Mary, was crucified under Pontius Pilate, died, and
was buried; on the third day, He rose again to life from the
dead; He ascended into heaven, and is seated at the right
hand of the Father; from there He shall come to judge the liv-
ing and the dead; I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy
Church, and the resurrection of the body.

Such creeds became the foundation for the classic catechetical
homilies of Fathers such as St. Cyril of Jerusalem in the East and St.
Ambrose of Milan in the West.

Gradually, the creeds grew from the simple, single lines of the
Apostolic Church to longer and more detailed professions of faith.
Heresy, apostasy, theological speculation, widespread illiteracy — all
these inspired the Fathers to greater doctrinal development and
ever clearer expression. Because the Montanists and Donatists
taught that mortal sin was unforgivable, the Church saw the need
to profess belief “in the forgiveness of sins.” Because Arius denied
Christ’s divinity and co-eternity, the Church’s creed would eventu-
ally proclaim Jesus “the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the
Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God,
begotten, not made, one in Being with the Father.” The Nicene for-
mula was a masterpiece of clarity and brevity, poetically rhythmic
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and utterly memorable. Many local churches required the chanting
or singing of the creed in the Sunday liturgy. This repetition served
as ongoing catechesis, boosting a congregation’s immunity against
the increasing number of heresies.

When the threat of a heresy was especially dire, or when a dis-
puted question required the collaboration of many great minds
and hearts, the Church would convene a council of bishops and
theologians. The most authoritative councils, called “ecumenical
councils,” are those that involve the bishops of the whole Church
in union with the pope. In the Patristic Era, there were six ecumeni-
cal councils, dealing, for the most part, with questions about the
natures and person of Jesus Christ, and about the dogma of the
Trinity. The fourth and fifth centuries — with the controversies sur-
rounding Arius, Nestorius, and the Monophysites — produced the
great “Churistological councils”: Nicaea I, Ephesus, Constantinople
I, and Chalcedon. The debates and the conclusions of these coun-
cils marked some of the most subtle, profound, precise, and beau-
tiful doctrinal expressions of the ancient Church, marshaling the
skills of St. Athanasius, St. Cyril of Alexandria, St. Gregory of
Nyssa, and St. Gregory of Nazianzus. This period is often called the
“Golden Age of the Fathers.”

The councils of the Patristic Era can be viewed as summaries of
the Fathers’ teachings, intended to last through the ages:

*  Nicaea I (325). Convened by the emperor Constantine to set-
tle the question of Arianism, which was threatening to destroy
the peace of the Church and the unity of the empire. The
council ended by promulgating the anti-Arian Nicene Creed.

e Constantinople I (381). Settled the residual controversies sur-
rounding Arianism, and gave the Church of Constantinople
precedence over all churches but Rome.

» Ephesus (431). Judged heretical the teachings of Nestorius
regarding the person and natures of Jesus Christ. Confirmed
the title of Mary as Theotokos (“God-bearer,” or Mother of
God).
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*  Chalcedon (451). Declared definitively that Jesus Christ is one
person with two natures, settling almost two centuries of con-
troversies involving several heresies.

¢ Constantinople IT (553). Addressed lingering questions about
Nestorianism.

*  Constantinople III (680). Convened to settle the Monothelite
controversy. The Monothelites claimed that Jesus had only one
will, His divine will.

THE FATHERS TODAY

Those were graced moments, the sessions of the councils, the age
of the Fathers. The judgments of the Fathers mark the boundaries
of the faith we profess today. Thus, to know the Fathers is to know
the truth summed up in the formula of St. Vincent of Lérins: the
truth that has been taught everywhere, always, and by all. The
Christ the Fathers preached is the very Christ we must know if we
would know Him who is “God from God, Light from Light, true
God from true God.”

The Fathers teach with authority. Down to our own day, cita-
tion of the Fathers has remained the norm for doctrinal teaching in
all the apostolic churches: the Catholic Church, the Orthodox
Churches, and the other ancient Churches of the East. In the
Protestant churches, the Fathers’ authority has waxed and waned.
The early reformers, such as Martin Luther and John Calvin,
thought it necessary to cite the Fathers in justifying their innova-
tions. Later, however, Lutherans and Calvinists would emphasize
the Protestant doctrine of “Scripture alone” to the explicit exclusion
of the Fathers of the Church.

Even today, the communities separated from Catholicism and
Orthodoxy must confront the witness of the Fathers, and the appar-
ent unity of the patristic experience with the experience of modern
Catholic Christians. In order to dismiss the early witness of today’s
Catholic doctrines — for example, the Real Presence, the papacy,
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and the priesthood — Protestant scholars must posit a very early
date when, they claim, the life of the Church went radically wrong,
and then they must search out a subtle distinction between the wit-
ness of the Apostles in the New Testament and the seemingly iden-
tical witness of the Apostolic Fathers in the same century.

The Fathers are witnesses to the unbroken continuity of
Catholic teaching. The Venerable John Henry Newman described
the nature of their testimony: “They do not say, “This is true
because we see it in Scripture’ — about which there might be dif-
ferences in judgment — but, ‘this is true because in matter of fact
it is held, and has ever been held, by all the churches down to our
times, without interruption, ever since the Apostles.” ¥

It is true that the works of the Fathers, unlike the books of the
Bible, are neither inspired nor inerrant; and, unlike the popes, the
Fathers do not teach infallibly. The Fathers had their differences,
some of them quite serious differences. What, then, is the Fathers’
authority? The Church teaches that the “common doctrine of the
Fathers” may not be opposed. This is most especially true in mat-
ters of biblical interpretation. The First Vatican Council (1869-
1870) confirmed the decision of the Council of Trent (1545-1563),
saying that “it is not permissible for anyone to interpret Holy Scrip-
ture in a sense contrary to this, or indeed against the unanimous
consent of the Fathers.”* Newman wrote that this “consensus of the
Fathers” is best discerned by the living Magisterium of the Church,
since the Fathers themselves disagree on important matters. “We
take them as honest informants, but not as sufficient authority in
themselves, though they are an authority, too.”

The Second Vatican Council (1962-1965), in urging a return
to Christian sources, repeatedly held the Fathers up as guides for the
modern age:

“The words of the holy fathers witness to the presence of this
living tradition, whose wealth is poured into the practice and
life of the believing and praying Church. Through the same
tradition the Church’s full canon of the sacred books is
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known, and the sacred writings themselves are more pro-
foundly understood and unceasingly made active in her” (Dei
Verbum, 8).

“[TThere should be opened up to the students what the
Fathers of the Eastern and Western Church have contributed
to the faithful transmission and development of the individ-
ual truths of revelation” (Optatam Totius, 16).

“[S]uch theological speculation should be encouraged, in the
light of the universal Church’s tradition, as may submit to a
new scrutiny the words and deeds which God has revealed,
and which have been set down in Sacred Scripture and
explained by the Fathers and by the Magisterium” (4d Gentes,
22).

“The knowledge of the sacred minister ought to be sacred
because it is drawn from the sacred source and directed to a
sacred goal. Especially is it drawn from reading and meditat-
ing on the Sacred Scriptures, and it is equally nourished by
the study of the Holy Fathers and other Doctors and monu-
ments of tradition” (Presbyterorum Ordinis, 19).

The Fathers are abiding witnesses to the Church’s “sacred tra-
dition,” which with the Scriptures is seen as a primary fount of
Christian doctrine. The Second Vatican Council affirmed that
“there exists a close connection and communication between sacred
tradition and Sacred Scripture. For both of them, flowing from the
same divine wellspring, in a certain way merge into a unity and tend
toward the same end. . .. Therefore both sacred tradition and Sacred
Scripture are to be accepted and venerated with the same sense of
loyalty and reverence” (Dei Verbum, 9).

The Catechism of the Catholic Church shows this principle at
work, and could justifiably be called a “catechism of the Fathers.”
In its opening pages, it admits as much, saying that its “principal
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sources are the Sacred Scriptures, the Fathers of the Church, the
litcurgy, and the Church’s Magisterium” (n. 11). The Catechism
invokes individual Fathers more than three hundred times, and the
Fathers collectively many additional times. St. Augustine alone is
cited almost ninety times, making him the most quoted individual
in the book, aside from the writers of the Bible and the modern
popes. Among the Fathers, St. Irenacus finishes second, with over
thirty citations. The Catechism echoes the Second Vatican Council
in calling the faithful to a patristic revival: “Periods of renewal in the
Church are also intense moments of catechesis. In the great era of
the Fathers of the Church, saintly bishops devoted an important
part of their ministry to catechesis. St. Cyril of Jerusalem and St.
John Chrysostom, St. Ambrose and St. Augustine, and many other
Fathers wrote catechetical works that remain models for us” (n. 8).”

This living relationship between the Fathers and Catholics of
today the Catechism sums up neatly in number 688: “The Church,
a communion living in the faith of the apostles which she transmits,
is the place where we know the Holy Spirit. . . in the Tradition, to
which the Church Fathers are always timely witnesses. . . ."

The Fathers, then, are ever “timely witnesses” to the sacred
Tradition that comes from Jesus Himself — the Gospel entrusted
to the Church and handed on even before the Gospels were writ-
ten (see 2 Thess 2:14, 1 Tim 6:20, and 2 Tim 1:13). It is important
for us to get this teaching right. The Fathers are witnesses to the Tra-
dition, which predates them. They themselves are not the Tradition.
The Fathers provide us a crucial link. They bear witness to the
authenticity of our liturgy, our priesthood, our canon of sacred
Scripture, and our structures of authority. They show us our
Church’s unbroken continuity with the Church of the Apostles. We
share the same Tradition, though we have grown and developed in
our understanding and expression of that Tradition.

Always timely witnesses. The Fathers are, even now, turning up
anew to speak just the right word to their children. In the 1990s,
researchers in Germany unearthed a long-lost transcription of one
of St. Augustine’s homilies. He exhorted his congregation: “Convert
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those who do not believe with the example of your life, so that your
faith has a motive. If God’s Word pleases you, act accordingly —
not only God’s Word in your heart, but in your life so that you will
form God’s family, united and pleasing to His eyes in all your
actions. Don’t doubt, brethren, that if your lives are worthy of
God, unbelievers will find faith.”

Always timely witnesses. We should recall that the early Fathers
especially were born into a culture that was beginning its moral
decline, that the Roman Empire had all but abandoned the insti-
tutions of marriage and family, that divorce was common, as were
abortion and contraception, that active homosexuality had become
a norm for urban pagans, that capital punishment was used as a sort
of genocide against the poor, that euthanasia and suicide were
unhappy endings to many life stories. You might call it a culture of
death.

The Fathers await us with good counsel. Paternal, sure guides,
they point the way beyond themselves, to God, “from whom all
fatherhood in heaven and on earth receives its name” (Eph 3:15).



THE APOSTQILIC FATHERS

The Gospel’s First Echo

he Apostolic Fathers are those teachers who lived during the

generation of the Apostles or in its immediate aftermath. Most
were bishops, and most, according to tradition, had some personal
relationship with the Apostles. St. Clement, for example, was prob-
ably a disciple of St. Peter and St. Paul and was said to be conse-
crated a bishop by Peter himself. St. Polycarp was a disciple of St.
John. According to one legend, St. Ignatius of Antioch made a
cameo appearance in the Gospel according to Mark (14:51-52) as
the youth on the Mount of Olives who ran away naked. And Papias
of Hierapolis made it his business to seek out several of the origi-
nal generation of disciples.

We see in the writings of these men a newness to the Good
News. Primary among the Apostolic Fathers’ concerns is Christian
identity: What does it mean to be a believer, to belong to the
Church? Related to this question were countless others: How is
Christianity different from Judaism? What is the right way to con-
duct Christian worship? How does Christian morality apply to the
everyday lives of citizens, merchants, and families? And who decides
all of these matters, anyway — who is in charge of the Church?

These were important questions not only in the Fathers’ own
communities, which were already shaken from within by heresies,
divisions, and disputes over authority. The questions arose also
from the Christians’ bewildered neighbors and worried governors,
because Christianity’s exclusive claims appeared to pose serious
threats to the social order. Christians would not bow before the offi-
cial gods; they would not worship the emperor or his “genius” or
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protector-god. Moreover, in a polymorphously pagan empire — an
empire united by a somewhat cynical diversity in matters religious
— the Christians were themselves publicly intolerant of pagan
practices, condemning these as idolatry. Thus, to civil authorities in
an empire just then at the height of its power, the new, fast-grow-
ing cult from Palestine seemed a disaster waiting to happen. And so
persecutions followed, even from the earliest times. Most, if not all,
of the Fathers we glimpse in this section died as martyrs.

ST. CLEMENT OF ROME

Almost all we know about St. Clement is the honor he received
from the churches of the world. According to St. Irenaeus, Clement
was the fourth pope, a Roman who had learned the faith from Sts.
Peter and Paul during their years in the imperial capital. Tertullian
reported that St. Peter himself had consecrated Clement a bishop.

But these few details are contested today as they were in ancient
times. Even the years of Clement’s reign are, at best, conjecture: 88-
97 are the numbers some scholars have settled upon.

Some ancient writers identified Pope Clement with Titus Flay-
ius Clemens, a cousin of the emperor Domitian who served at the
imperial court. We know from pagan histories that this Clemens
was executed late in the first century for “impiety” toward the gods
and “atheism,” charges often leveled at Christians. Evidence
advanced for this identification is, however, shaky at best. Clement’s
only surviving text, his Letter to the Corinthians, includes a prayer
for civil authorities and shows that the author possessed some
knowledge of Roman military life. From the full text, it is clear, too,
that the author was a deeply learned man, comfortably familiar with
the whole of the Old Testament, as well as Stoic philosophy and
Egyptian folklore.

What is most apparent from the Letter to the Corinthians, how-
ever, is the preeminence given to the Church of Rome, even in the
first Christian century. St. Clement’s opening paragraph indicates
that people from Corinth had appealed to Rome to settle disputes
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within their church. His tone shows confidence in his paternal
authority over that faraway community; he professes that his letter
conveys words “written by us through the Holy Spirit,” and he
clearly expects to be obeyed. St. Clement seems to be completing a
peacemaking mission undertaken by St. Paul more than a genera-
tion earlier and detailed in the Apostle’s two New Testament letters
to the Corinthians. The bishop of Rome’s urgent concern is to heal
the schisms in Corinth and restore unity to the Church.

Scholars ancient and modern have argued about the date when
St. Clement wrote his letter. Some place it as early as A.D. 69 or
early 70, since the author speaks as if the Jerusalem Temple is still
standing. Such an early dating would likely place the letter before
Clement’s election to the papacy, but while he was serving as an
“clder” of the Roman church. Other scholars place the letter around
A.D. 96, duting the years commonly accepted as Clement’s pontif-
icate.

St. Clement’s Letter to the Corinthians received due reverence in
Corinth, where, in 170, it was still read during liturgies along with a
letter from the then-current pope, Soter. Eusebius related that other
churches also revered St. Clements letter, and we know that some
even numbered it among the books of the New Testament. St. Poly-
carp quoted from this text in his own Lester to the Philippians. St.
Clement of Alexandria was one of several Fathers who advocated the
inclusion of St. Clement of Romes letter in the canon of Scriptures.

One of the most striking passages in the letter is an effusion of
praise for the natural order in the created world. A pope, a mystic,
and a poet at heart, St. Clement saw a world charged with God’s
grandeur: Creation reflects the unity and harmony of the Persons
of the Trinity, and creation provides a model for unity and harmony

in the Church.

To THE CORINTHIANS

The Letter to the Corinthians is the only writing of St. Clement that
bas survived. A “Second Letter to the Corinthians” is avtributed to
him, but is probably spurious.
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The Church of God that sojourns at Rome, to the Church of God
sojourning at Corinth, to them who are called and sanctified by the
will of God, through our Lord Jesus Chuist: Grace unto you, and
peace, from Almighty God through Jesus Christ, be muldplied. ...

[Wle feel that we have been somewhat tardy in turning our
attention to the points about which you consulted us; and especially
to thar shameful and detestable sedition, utterly abhorrent to the
elect of God, which a few rash and self-confident persons have kin-
dled to such a pitch of frenzy, that your venerable and illustrious
name, worthy to be universally loved, has suffered grievous
injury. ...

Itis right and holy, therefore, men and brothers, racher to obey
God than to follow those who, through pride, have become the
leaders of a detestable sedition. For we shall incur no slight injury,
but rather great danger, if we rashly yield ourselves to the inclina-
tions of men who aim at exciting strife and tumults, so as to draw
us away from what is good. Let us be kind to one another after the
pattern of the tender mercy and goodness of our Creator. . . .

Order in Creation

The heavens, revolving under His government, are subject to
Him in peace. Day and night run the course appointed by Him,
without hindering each other. The sun and moon, with the com-
panies of the stars, roll on in harmony according to His command,
within their prescribed limits, and without any deviation, The fruir-
ful earth, according to His will, brings forth food in abundance, ac
the proper seasons, for man and beast and all the living beings
upon it, never hesitating, nor changing any of the ordinances that
He has fixed. The unsearchable places of abysses, and the indescrib-
able arrangements of the lower world, are restrained by the same
laws. The vast immeasurable sea, gathered together by His working
into various basins, never passes beyond the bounds placed around
it, but does as He has commanded. For He said, “Thus far shall you
come, and no farther, and here shall your proud waves be stayed”
(Job 38:11).
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The ocean, impassible to man, and the worlds beyond it, are
regulated by the same enactments of the Lord. The seasons of
spring, summer, autumn, and winter peacefully give place to one
another. The winds in their several quarters fulfill, at the proper
time, their service without hindrance. The ever-flowing fountains,
formed both for enjoyment and health, fill without fail their breasts
for the life of men. The very smallest of living beings meet together
in peace and concord. All these the great Creator and Lord of all has
appointed to exist in peace and harmony; while He does good to all,
but most abundantly to us who have fled for refuge to His compas-
sion through Jesus Christ our Lord, to whom be glory and majesty
for ever and ever. Amen. . ..

Ovder in the Church

Let us reflect how near He is, and that none of the thoughts or
reasonings in which we engage are hid from Him. It is right, there-
fore, that we should not leave the post which His will has assigned
us. ... Let us, men and brothers, with all energy, act as soldiers, in
accordance with His holy commandments. Let us consider those
who serve under our generals, with what order, obedience, and
submissiveness they perform the things which are commanded
them. All are not prefects, nor commanders of a thousand, nor of
a hundred, nor of fifty, but each one in his own rank performs the
things commanded by the king and the generals. The great cannot
subsist without the small, nor the small without the great. . ..

Let every one of you, brethren, give thanks to God in his own
order, living in all good conscience, with becoming gravity, and not
going beyond the rule of the ministry prescribed to him.... The
Apostles preached the Gospel to us from the Lord Jesus Christ; Jesus
Christ has done so from God. Christ therefore was sent forth by
God, and the Apostles by Christ. Both these appointments, then,
were made in an orderly way, according to the will of God. Having
therefore received their orders, and being fully assured by the res-
urrection of our Lord Jesus Christ, and established in the word of
God, with full assurance of the Holy Spirit, they went forth
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proclaiming that the kingdom of God was at hand. And thus
preaching through countries and cities, they appointed the first-
fruits of their labors (having first proved them by the Spirit) to be
bishops and deacons of those who should afterwards believe. . . .

Our Apostles also knew, through our Lord Jesus Christ, that
there would be strife on account of the bishop’s office. For this rea-
son, ... they appointed those already mentioned, and afterwards
gave instructions that when these should fall asleep, other approved
men should succeed them in their ministry. . . .

A Time for Healing

Why, then, are there strifes, tumults, divisions, schisms, and
wars among you? Have we not one God and one Christ? Is there
not one Spirit of grace poured out upon us? And have we not one
calling in Christ? Why do we divide and tear to pieces the members
of Christ, and raise up strife against our own body, and have
reached such a height of madness as to forget that “we are members
one of another” (Eph 4:25)? Remember the words of our Lord
Jesus Christ, how He said, “Woe to that man by whom offenses
come! It were better for him that he had never been born, than that
he should cast a stcumbling-block before one of my elect. Yea, it were
better for him that a millstone should be hung about his neck, and
he should be sunk in the depths of the sea, than that he should cast
a stumbling-block before one of my little ones” (cf. Mt 18:6-7).
Your schism has subverted the faith of many, has discouraged many,
has given rise to doubt in many, and has caused grief to us all. And
still your sedition continues.

Take up the epistle of... Paul.... It is disgraceful, beloved,
highly disgraceful, and unworthy of your Christian profession, that
such a thing should be heard of as that the most steadfast and
ancient Church of the Corinthians should, on account of one or
two persons, engage in sedition against its priests. And this rumor
has reached not only us, but those also who are unconnected with
us; so that, through your infatuation, the name of the Lord is blas-
phemed, while danger is also brought upon yourselves.
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Let us therefore, with all haste, put an end to this state of
things. ... Let us implore forgiveness for all those transgressions
which through any suggestion of the adversary we have commit-
ted. . .. Let us also pray for those who have fallen into any sin, that
meekness and humility may be given to them, so that they may sub-
mit, not to us, but to the will of God. . .. You, therefore, who laid
the foundation of this sedition, submit yourselves to the priests, and
receive correction so as to repent, bending the knees of your hearts.
Learn to be subject, laying aside the proud and arrogant self-confi-
dence of your tongue. . ..

Send back speedily — and in peace and with joy — our mes-
sengers, Claudius Ephebus and Valerius Bito, with Fortunatus, that
they may sooner announce to us the peace and harmony we so
earnestly desire and long for among you, and that we may more
quickly rejoice over the good order reestablished among you.

— ANF 1:5, 8, 10-11, 15, 16-21

ST. IGNATIUS OF ANTIOCH

St. Ignatius, bishop of Antioch at the end of the first century, took
as his surname Theophorus, “God-carrier.” He would live up to
that name in a literal way as he bore the Gospel across a continent
and then across the sea.

According to his eatliest biographers, St. Ignatius was a convert,
a disciple of the Apostle John. Fourth-century histories report that
Ignatius served as bishop of Antioch for forty years, having been
installed there by the Apostles Peter and Paul. Antioch, one of the
first and most important Christian communities (see Acts 11:26),
claimed St. Peter himself as its first bishop.

Yet we know practically nothing of Bishop Ignatius’s acts while
he held office. He would perform his greatest work on the long voy-
age to his execution in Rome, as he “carried God” to the people and
churches in Asia Minor.

St. Ignatius was condemned during the persecution of the
emperor Trajan (reigned 98-117). As Roman purges went, Trajan’s
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was not particularly ambitious or intense, so scholars believe either
that St. Ignatius did something publicly to provoke the authorities,
or that he was betrayed by heretics. But perhaps that was not nec-
essary. His prestige alone may have been enough to make him a tar-
get. Antioch was a major metropolitan area; it was the capital of the
Roman province of Syria and the second city of the empire. And the
Antiochene church, with its apostolic roots, was esteemed by Chris-
tians everywhere. If St. Ignatius was indeed Antioch’s bishop for
four of Christianity’s most formative decades, he was surely, by the
end of his life, a man of tremendous fame.

Moreover, imperial Rome, early on, tended to target the Church’s
bishops rather than laymen. Rome assumed that the public torture
and execution of Christianity’s leaders would frighten and disperse
their congregations. Finally, St. Ignatius’s eloquence and profound
learning, both evident in his letters, probably earned him celebrity
status far from his home diocese. The Romans must have found this
bishop, in every way, to be the ideal exemplary victim.

For his part, the bishop was a willing victim. His eagerness to
die for Christ is a recurring theme in his letters. He urged the
Roman Christians, for example, not to intercede with the emperor
on his behalf: “I beg you not to show an unseasonable goodwill
toward me. Let me become food for the wild beasts, through whose
favor it will be granted me to attain to God.”

He was arrested and interrogated in Antioch. Unreliable leg-
ends have the questioning carried out by the emperor Trajan him-
self. Condemned, St. Ignatius, like St. Paul before him, was
transported under military guard to his execution in Rome.

At the stops along his route, he received visitors from the
nearby churches. Impending martyrdom brought even greater fame
and veneration for Antioch’s bishop, and his caravan seems to have
become something of a pilgrimage destination. Bishops traveled to
pay homage to him.

Condemnation elevated St. Ignatius’s authority within the uni-
versal Church. During two of his layovers, in Smyrna and Troas
(both in modern-day Turkey), he composed six letters to churches



THE APOSTOLIC FATHERS 61

in Asia Minor and Europe: Ephesus, Magnesia, Troas, Rome,
Philadelphia, and Smyrna. (A seventh letter is a personal missive to
St. Polycarp, the bishop of Smyrna.) His epistles are compact and
to the point, pastoral in manner, doctrinal in content, encouraging
in tone. St. Ignatius testifies to early Christian teaching about mar-
riage, the Trinity, the Incarnation, the Real Presence of Jesus in the
Eucharist, the primacy of the Roman Church, and the authority of
priests and bishops. He is much concerned with the proliferation of
heresies, especially Docetism, and with the gradual backsliding of
those Christians who retained Jewish practices.

An effective teacher, St. Ignatius could summarize profound
truths with memorable images. He was also master of the art of
coining concise professions of faith, or creeds.

St. Ignatius arrived in Rome, according to legend, on the last
day of the public games, perhaps in the year 107. He was whisked
to the amphitheater, where he was torn apart by lions. Immediately
after his death, his letters were venerated everywhere, and even
considered canonical Scriptures by some churches. St. Polycarp tes-
tifies, in his own Letter to the Philippians, that St. Ignatius’s letters
were much in demand throughout the Church even before
Ignatius’s martyrdom.

THE EFFECTS OF HERESY

St. Ignatiuss Letter to the Smyrnacans is 4 valuable record of the
ancient Church’s beliefs regarding the Eucharist, the priesthood, and the
Church hierarchy. It records the earliest surviving use of the term
“Catholic Church” to describe the worldwide body of the Christian
faithful. The bishop is especially concerned about the deadly effects of
the heresy of the Docetists, who taught that Jesus was not truly human
and that He only seemed to possess a body, to suffer and to die.

... Now, [Christ] suffered all these things for our sakes, that we
might be saved. And He suffered truly, even as also He truly raised
Himself up, not, as certain unbelievers maintain, that He only
seemed to suffer, as they themselves only seem to be Christians. As
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they believe, so shall it happen to them, when they shall be divested
of their bodies, and be mere evil spirits.

For I know that after His resurrection, too, He still had flesh,
and I believe that He has flesh now. When, for instance, He came
to those who were with Peter, He said to them, “Lay hold, handle
me, and see that I am not a ghost” (cf. Lk 24:39). And immediately
they touched Him and believed, being convinced both by His flesh
and spirit. For this reason, they despised death, and vanquished it.
And after His resurrection He ate and drank with them, as having
flesh, although spiritually He was united to the Father.

I give you these instructions, beloved, sure that you hold the
same opinions as I do. I guard you from those beasts in the shape
of men, whom you must not receive, and if possible, not even meet
with. Still, you must pray to God for them, that they may be
brought to repentance. That will be difficult, but Jesus Christ, who
is our true life, has the power to accomplish it. . ..

Some ignorantly deny Him, ... not confessing that He truly
had a body. But he who does not acknowledge this has in fact alto-
gether denied Him, being enveloped in death. . .. Such persons are
unbelievers. Far be it from me to mention them, until they repent
and return to a true belief in Christ’s passion, which is our resurrec-
tion. ...

But consider those who hold a different opinion with respect
to the grace of Christ that has come unto us, how opposed they are
to the will of God. They have no regard for love; no care for the
widow, or the orphan, or the oppressed; of the bond, or of the free;
of the hungty, or of the thirsty.

They abstain from the Eucharist and from prayer, because they
confess not the Eucharist to be the flesh of our Savior Jesus Christ,
which suffered for our sins, and which the Father, of His goodness,
raised up again. Those, therefore, who speak against this gift of
God, incur death in the midst of their disputes. . ..

See that you all follow the bishop, even as Christ Jesus does the
Father, and the priests as you would the Apostles. Reverence the
deacons as those who carry out the appointment of God. Let no
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man do anything connected with the Church without the bishop.
Let that be deemed a proper Eucharist which is administered either
by the bishop or by one to whom he has entrusted it. Wherever the
bishop shall appear, there let the multitude also be; even as wher-
ever Jesus Christ is, there is the Catholic Church. It is not lawful
without the bishop either to baptize or to celebrate a love-feast; but
whatsoever he shall approve of, that is also pleasing to God, so that
everything done may be secure and valid.

— ANF 1:39-41

THE DESIRE FOR MARTYRDOM

10 the Romans St. Ignatius revealed his deep desire to die as a martyr, a
witness for the Christian faith. For the Christian, there could be no
greater honor, no closer imitation of Jesus Christ than to die as He had
died, at the hands of persecutors. In this letter, St. Ignatius identifies him-
self with the bread of the eucharistic sacrifice. His deference to the Roman
Church, an attitude he shows toward none of the other churches, is early,
though indirect, evidence of the primacy of the Roman See.

Ignatius, who is also called Theophorus,

to the Church which has found mercy,

through the majesty of the Most High Father,
and Jesus Christ, His only-begotten Son;

the Church that is beloved and enlightened . ..
the Church that presides in the capital of the Romans,
worthy of God, worthy of honor,

worthy of the highest happiness, worthy of praise,
worthy of obtaining her every desire,

worthy of being deemed holy,

the Church that presides in love,

named from Christ and from the Father. . ..

Do Not Try to Save Me

Through prayer to God I have won the privilege of seeing your
most worthy faces, and have even been granted more than I asked;
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for I hope as a prisoner in Christ Jesus to salute you, if indeed it is
the will of God that I am worthy of persevering to the end. The
beginning has been well ordered. Now may I win grace to cling to
my lot without hindrance to the end. For I am afraid of your love,
lest it should injure me. For it is easy for you to accomplish what
you please; but it is difficult for me to attain to God, if you spare
me under the pretense of fleshly affection.

It is not my wish to please man, but to please God, even as you,
too, please Him. For perhaps I will never have such another oppor-
tunity of attaining to God; nor will you, if you would now be
silent, ever be entitled to the honor of a better work. For if you are
silent concerning me, I shall become God’s; but if you show your
love to my flesh, I shall again have to run my race. Pray, then, do
not seck to confer any greater favor upon me than that I be sacri-
ficed to God while the altar is still prepared; that, being gathered
together in love, you may sing praise to the Father, through Christ
Jesus, that God has deemed me, the bishop of Syria, worthy to be
sent for from the East unto the West. It is good to set from the
world unto God, that I may rise again to Him.

The Pure Bread of Christ

You have never envied anyone; you have taught others. Now I
desire that those things may be confirmed by your conduct, which
in your instructions you urge on others. Only ask, on my behalf,
both inward and outward strength, that I may not only speak, but
truly will; and that I may not merely be called a Christian, but may
really prove to be one. For if I prove myself a Christian, I may also
be called one, and then be deemed faithful when I shall no longer
appear to the world. Nothing visible is eternal. “For the things that
are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal” (2
Cor 4:18). For our God, Jesus Christ, now that He is with the
Father, is all the more revealed in His glory. Christianity is not a
thing of silence only, but also of manifest greatness.

[ write to the churches to impress upon them all that I shall will-
ingly die for God, unless you hinder me. I beg you not to show an
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unseasonable goodwill toward me. Let me become food for the wild
beasts, through whose favor it will be granted me to attain to God.
I am the wheat of God, so let me be ground by the teeth of the wild
beasts, that I may be found the pure bread of Christ. Rather, entice
the wild beasts, that they may become my tomb, and may leave
nothing of my body; so that when I have fallen asleep in death, I may
be no trouble to anyone. Then shall I truly be a disciple of Christ,
when the world shall not see so much as my body. Pray to Christ for
me, that by these instruments I may be found a sacrifice to God. I
do not, as Peter and Paul, issue commandments unto you. They were
Apostles; I am but a condemned man: they were free, while I am,
even now, a servant. But when I suffer, I shall be the freedman of
Jesus, and shall rise again emancipated in Him. And now, being a
prisoner, I learn not to desire anything worldly or vain.

The Journey Home

From Syria to Rome, I fight with beasts, both by land and sea,
by night and day, being bound to ten leopards (I mean a band of
soldiers), who, even when they receive benefits, show themselves all
the worse. But I am the more instructed by their injuries to act as
a disciple of Christ; “but I am not thereby acquitted” (1 Cor 4:4).
May I enjoy the wild beasts that are prepared for me; and I pray
they may be found eager to rush upon me, when I will entice them
to devour me speedily, and not deal with me as with some, whom,
out of fear, they have not touched. But if they be unwilling to assail
me, I will compel them to do so.

Pardon me: I know what is for my benefit. Now I begin to be
adisciple. And let no one, visible or invisible, envy me that I should
attain to Jesus Christ. Let fire and the cross; let the crowds of wild
beasts; let tearings, breakings, and dislocations of bones; let cutting
off of members; let shatterings of the whole body; and let all the
dreadful torments of the devil come upon me: only let me attain to
Jesus Christ.

All the pleasures of the world, and all the kingdoms of this
earth, shall profit me nothing,. It is better for me to die in behalf of
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Jesus Christ than to reign over all the ends of the earth. “For what
does it profit a man, to gain the whole world and forfeit his life?”
(Mk 8:36). I seek Him who died for us; I desire Him who rose
again for our sake. This is the reward that is laid up for me. Pardon
me, brothers: do not hinder me from living, do not wish to keep me
in a state of death; and while I desire to belong to God, do not give
me over to the world. Let me obtain pure light: when I have gone
there, I shall indeed be a man of God. Allow me to be an imitator
of the suffering of my God. If anyone has Him within himself, let
him consider what I desire, and let him have sympathy with me, as
knowing how I am bound.

My Love Has Been Crucified

The prince of this world would rather carry me away, and cor-
rupt my disposition toward God. Let none of you, therefore, who
are in Rome help him; rather be on my side, that is, on the side of
God. Do not speak of Jesus Christ and yet set your desires on the
world. Do not let envy find a dwelling-place among you; nor even
should I, when present with you, exhort you to it, if you are per-
suaded to listen to me, but rather give credit to those things that I
now write to you. For though I am alive while I write, yet I am eager
to die. My love has been crucified, and there is no fire in me desir-
ing to be fed; but there is within me a water that lives and speaks,
saying to me inwardly, “Come to the Father.” I have no delight in
perishable food, nor in the pleasures of this life. I desire the bread
of God, the heavenly bread, the bread of life, which is the flesh of
Jesus Christ, the Son of God, from the seed of David and Abraham;
and I desire the drink of God, namely His blood, which is incor-
ruptible love and eternal life. . ..

Remember in your prayers the Church in Syria, which now has
God for its shepherd, instead of me. Jesus Christ alone will oversee
it, and your love will also regard it. But, as for me, I am ashamed
to be counted one of them; for indeed I am not worthy, for [ am
the very last of them, born out of due time. But I have obtained
metcy to be somebody, if I shall attain to God. My spirit salutes
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you, and the love of the churches that have received me in the
name of Jesus Christ, and not as a mere passerby. For even those
churches which were not near to me in the way, I mean according
to the flesh, have gone before me, city by city, to meet me. ...
Farewell, to the end, in the patience of Jesus Christ. Amen.

— ANF 1:73-77

ST. POLYCARP OF SMYRNA

St. Polycarp (c. 69-c.155) could be called the most well-connected
man in the ancient Church. At one end of his long life, he was a
young disciple of St. John the Apostle. At middle age, he was a
bishop-colleague of St. Ignatius of Antioch. As an old man, he was
master to the young boy who would grow up to be St. Irenaeus of
Lyons. By his longevity, St. Polycarp was able to teach many how
to live as the Apostles had taught him to live. By his death as a mar-
tyr, at age eighty-six, he taught generations of persecuted Christians
after him how to die.

From his one letter that has survived (actually, many scholars
believe it is two letters combined as one), we can see that St. Polycarp,
like his master St. John, was much concerned about persecution and
heresy in the Church of Smyrna (see Rev 2:8-11). St. Polycarp’s let-
tet specifically addresses Docetic teaching and the pain caused by the
infidelity of a priest named Valens. He alludes to other heresies, but
does not mention them by name or telltale doctrine.

From St. Irenaeus, we know that St. Polycarp took particular
interest in eradicating the errors of the heretics Marcion and
Valentinus. St. Irenaeus tells of St. Polycarp meeting Marcion dur-
ing a visit to Rome. Marcion, proud of his own celebrity, asked if
the bishop recognized him. Polycarp replied: “Of course I recognize
the offspring of Satan.”

St. Polycarp exhorts the Philippians to virtue, whatever their
state in life. He includes specific advice and encouragement for
married couples, young people, consecrated virgins, widows, priests,
and deacons. “Teach your wives to walk in the faith given to them,
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and in love and purity, tenderly loving their own husbands in all
truth, and loving all others equally in all chastity; and to train up
their children in the knowledge and fear of God. Teach the widows
to be discreet as respects the faith of the Lord, praying continually
for all, being far from all slandering, evil-speaking, false-witnessing,
love of money, and every kind of evil; knowing that they are the
altars of God. . .. Let the young men also be blameless in all things,
being especially careful to preserve purity, and keeping themselves,
as with a bridle, from every kind of evil. For it is well that they
should be cut off from the lusts that are in the world.”

Because of his connections to the Apostles, the great bishop of
Smyrna was esteemed by Christians everywhere. When he was
eighty, he was called to Rome by Pope Anicetus to help resolve the
dispute over the date when Christians should celebrate Easter. St.
Polycarp claimed to follow the Apostles, who marked Easter on a
fixed date every year. The pope favored marking it as a movable
feast, always on Sunday. The two met as brothers, but failed to
make a conclusive decision. They agreed to disagree, and parted
with great affection.

On St. Polycarp’s return to Smyrna (in what is today Turkey),
there was a persecution against Christians. Refusing to worship the
emperor, the bishop was condemned and was executed about 155.
It is his persecutors who are first on record as naming St. Polycarp
a Father. In his trial, they derided him as “the great teacher of Asia,
the father of the Christians.”

THE MARTYRDOM OF POLYCARP
Within months of Polycarp’s death, the Church of Smyrna published an

account of his martyrdom as a circular letter to the entire Catholic
Church. This anonymous report launched the literary genre of “acts of the
martyrs.” It was the first of its kind, was widely reproduced, and gave
encouragement to persecuted Christians for many centuries afterward.

The most admirable Polycarp, when he first heard that he was sought
for, was not disturbed, but resolved to remain in the city. However,
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in deference to the wish of many, he was persuaded to leave. He
departed, therefore, to a country house not far from the city. . ..

His pursuers then set out, along with horsemen. .. as if going out
against a robber. About evening, they found him lying down in the
upper room of a certain little house, from which he might have
escaped; but he refused, saying, “T’he will of God be done.” So when
he heard that they had arrived, he went down and spoke with them.
And as those that were present marveled at his age and constancy,
some of them said, “Was so much effort made to capture such a ven-
erable man?” Immediately, he ordered that something to eat and
drink should be set before them, as much as they cared for, while he
asked them to allow him an hour to pray without disturbance.

Now, as soon as he had ceased praying, . .. they set him upon
an ass, and conducted him into the city.... And the Irenarch
Herod, accompanied by his father Nicetes (both riding in a char-
jot), met him, and taking him up into the chariot, they seated
themselves beside him, and tried to persuade him, saying, “What
harm is there in saying, ‘Lord Caesar,” and in sacrificing, with the
other ceremonies observed on such occasions, and so gain safety?”
At first he gave them no answer; and when they continued to urge
him, he said, “I shall not do as you advise me.” Having no hope of
persuading him, they began to speak bitter words to him, and cast
him so violently out of the chariot that he dislocated his leg by the
fall. But without being disturbed, and as if suffering nothing, he
went eagerly forward with all haste, and was conducted to the sta-
dium, where the tumult was so great that there was no possibility

of being heard.

Away With the Atheists

Now, as Polycarp was entering into the stadium, there came to
him a voice from heaven, saying, “Be strong, and show thyself a
man, Polycarp!” No one saw who it was that spoke to him; but
those of our brothers who were present heard the voice. And as he
was brought forward, the tumult became great when they heard
that Polycarp was captured.
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The proconsul approached and asked him if he was Polycarp.
On his confessing that he was, the proconsul tried to persuade him
to deny Churist, saying, “Have respect for your old age” and “Swear
by the fortune of Caesar; repent, and say, ‘Away with the atheists.””
But Polycarp, gazing with a stern expression on all the crowd of the
wicked heathen then in the stadium, and waving his hand toward
them — while with groans he looked up to heaven — said, “Away
with the atheists.” Then the proconsul urged him, “Swear, and I will
set you at liberty. Reproach Christ.” Polycarp declared, “Eighty-six
years have I served Him, and He never did me any injury: how then
can I blaspheme my King and my Savior?”

When the proconsul pressed him yet again, and said, “Swear by
the fortune of Caesar,” he answered, “Since you are so intent that I
should swear by the fortune of Caesar, and since you pretend not to
know who and what I am, hear me declare with boldness, I am a
Christian. And if you wish to learn what the doctrines of Christian-
ity are, appoint me a day, and you shall hear them.” The proconsul
replied, “Persuade the people.” But Polycarp said, “To you I have
thought it right to offer an account of my faith; for we are taught to
give all due honor (which entails no injury upon outselves) to the
powers and authorities ordained of God. But as for these, I do not
deem them worthy of receiving any account from me.”

The proconsul then said to him, “I have wild beasts at hand; to
these will I throw you unless you repent.” But he answered, “Call
them then, for we are not accustomed to repent of what is good in
order to adopt what is evil; and it is well for me to be changed from
what is evil to what is righteous.” But again the proconsul said to
him, “If you are not afraid of the wild beasts, I will cause you to be
consumed by fire, if you will not repent.” But Polycarp said, “You
threaten me with fire that burns for an hour, and after a little is
extinguished, but you are ignorant of the fire of the coming judg-
ment and of eternal punishment, reserved for the ungodly. But
why do you delay? Bring forth what you wish.”
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Uncontrollable Fury

The proconsul was astonished, and sent his herald to proclaim
three times in the midst of the stadium, “Polycarp has confessed
that he is a Christian.” This proclamation having been made by the
herald, the whole crowd both of the heathen and Jews who lived in
Smyrna, cried out with uncontrollable fury, and in a loud voice,
“This is the great teacher of Asia, the father of the Christians, and
the destroyer of our gods, he who has been teaching many not to
sacrifice, or to worship the gods.”

The multitudes immediately gathered together wood . .. and
when the funeral pile was ready, Polycarp, laying aside all his gar-
ments, and loosing his girdle, sought also to take off his sandals —
something he was not used to doing, because every one of the
faithful had always been eager to touch his skin. For, on account of
his holy life, he was, even before his martyrdom, adorned with
every kind of good. Immediately then they surrounded him with
those substances which had been prepared for the funeral pile. But
when they were about to fix him with nails, he said, “Leave me as
I am; for He who gives me strength to endure the fire, will also
enable me, without your securing me by nails, to remain without
moving in the pile.”

They did not nail him then, but simply bound him. And, plac-
ing his hands behind him, he was bound like a distinguished ram
chosen from a great flock for sacrifice, and prepared to be an accept-
able burnt-offering unto God.

The Prayer of Polycarp

He looked up to heaven, and said, “O Lord God Almighty, the
Father of Your beloved and blessed Son, Jesus Christ, by whom we
have received the knowledge of You, the God of angels and powers,
and of every creature, and of the whole race of the righteous who
live before You, I give You thanks that You have counted me wor-
thy of this day and this hour, that I should be counted in the num-
ber of Your martyrs, in the cup of Your Christ, to the resurrection
of eternal life, both of soul and body, through the incorruption
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given by the Holy Spirit. Among them may I be accepted this day
before You as a rich and acceptable sacrifice, as You, the ever-truth-
ful God, have foreordained, have revealed beforehand to me, and
now have fulfilled. I praise You for all things, I bless You, I glorify
You, along with the everlasting and heavenly Jesus Christ, Your
beloved Son; with Him, to You and the Holy Spirit, be glory now
and forever. Amen.”

When he had pronounced this amen, and so finished his
prayer, those who were appointed for the purpose kindled the fire.
And as the flame blazed forth in great fury, we... beheld a great
miracle. . .. For the fire, shaping itself into the form of an arch, like
the sail of a ship when filled with wind, encircled the body of the
martyr. And he appeared within not like flesh that is burnt, but as
bread that is baked, or as gold and silver glowing in a furnace.
Moreover, we smelled a sweet odor, as if frankincense or some other
precious spices had been smoking there.

When those wicked men saw that his body could not be con-
sumed by the fire, they commanded an executioner to go near and
pierce him through with a dagger. This done, there came forth a
dove, and a great quantity of blood, so that the fire was extin-
guished; and all the people wondered that there should be such a
difference between the unbelievers and the elect, of whom this
most admirable Polycarp was one, having in our own times been an
apostolic and prophetic teacher, and bishop of the Catholic Church
that is in Smyrna. For every word that went out of his mouth either
has been or shall yet be accomplished.

— ANF 1:40-42



T

]

THE ANTE-NICENE FATHERS

The Church Finds a Voice

hrough the writings of the second- and third-century Fathers,

we can identify a growing emphasis on the sustained, disci-
plined study of the revealed truths of Christianity. What, today, we
call theology was just then emerging. Heretics and pagans forced
the Church and its teachers to be ever clearer in their expression of
faith. To this end, the Fathers struggled to find an appropriate
vocabulary and method. For some, like St. Justin and St. Clement
of Alexandria, the language of Greek philosophy, especially Platon-
ism, suited their purposes adequately well. Others, such as Tertul-
lian, believed the pagan science had nothing to offer Christians, and
so resisted the movement toward “Hellenization.” What indeed,
demanded Tertullian, has Athens to do with Jerusalem?

The Hellenizers prevailed, for several reasons. First, because
Greek was the common language of the educated and merchant
classes in the eastern empire, and these classes needed to be evan-
gelized. But perhaps the most pressing reason was the inadequacy
of any terminology — outside of the most rarefied philosophical
language — in dealing with the basic facts of Christianity. How was
God one and yet three? How could Jesus be both God and man?
How can grace coexist with free will? To address these questions,
teachers needed to define what they meant by person, substance,
will, essence, and nature, a task that Greek philosophers had already
done remarkably well.

St. Justin Martyr undertook the task of making Christianity
intelligible to philosophically oriented Greeks. Others followed in his
path. But some went too far in Hellenizing and merely layered Greek

thought, of Pythagoras or Plato, with a veneer of Christianity. To this
73
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latter group, “knowledge” (in Greek, gnosis) was the real subject of
religion. To some of these “Gnostics,” the goal was magical power
or pscudo-mystical knowledge; to others, mere rationalism. St. Ire-
naeus made it his great work to correct the errors of those who over-
Hellenized and made their “Christianity” a sort of Platonism run
amok.

Theology increasingly became the province of the schools,
especially those that arose in Alexandria, Egypt; Antioch, Syria;
and Caesaria in Palestine. From the late second century on, many
of the outstanding Fathers were associated with these three schools
as alumni or faculty.

Persecution continued intermittently through the second and
third centuries, and many controversies arose over how Christians
should respond. Should believers turn themselves in? Should they
seek martyrdom? When is it legitimate to flee persecution? Should
the Church forgive those who give in under torture and renounce
their Christian faith? Gradually, the Church came to understand
and teach that Christians were not obligated to seek martyrdom; in
fact, those who, at first, actively sought to die often failed in their
courage at the moment of crisis.

The more acrimonious debate was over forgiveness for the
lapsi, those who had renounced their faith but later repented their
failure. Some Christians, especially those who themselves had been
tortured, thought that the /zpsi should be most severely punished
— denied the sacraments until the moment of their death. Others
thought that the /apsi should never be readmitted, that they had
committed the unforgivable sin, the sin against the Holy Spirit, and
so had permanently removed themselves from the source of salva-
tion. The Church, again gradually, came to accept the /apsi back
into the fold, after a time of penance.

ST. MELITO OF SARDIS

St. Melito of Sardis was one powerful preacher — who has been
woefully misunderstood in modern times.
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Most of his words were, in fact, lost to most of Christian his-
tory. Only in the mid-twentieth century was an almost-complete
text of Melito found — in the manuscript collections of the Uni-
versity of Michigan, of all places. The rediscovered text was titled
Peri Pascha — which means both “On Passover” and “On Easter,”
since in the ancient languages both holidays share the same name.

The manuscript preserves a rhetorical masterpiece. Scholars
are divided over whether Melito composed the text as a homily or
as a liturgy. In any event, it is stunning: a rich, poetic meditation on
salvation history, from creation to Christ, and on the metaphysical
and theological underpinnings of that history.

Who was St. Melito, who preached up this rhetorical storm?
He was a bishop in Sardis, a city in Asia Minor (modern-day
Turkey), whose church merits its own letter and angel in the Bible’s
Book of Revelation. History records that Melito consecrated him-
self to virginity at an early age and lived an exemplary and holy life.
Shortly after Melito’s death (around the year 190), the bishop of
Ephesus wrote to the pope saying that Melito’s “entire walk was in
the Holy Spirit.” St. Jerome and Tertullian testified that many
Christians considered Melito a prophet.

Melito was a prolific author, but almost all of his works have
vanished. Eusebius gives us the names of his books and even a few
precious quotations. In the ancient Church, Melito was best known
for his “Apology for the Christian Faith” (written around 175),
which was an examination of the false accusations against Churis-
tians, addressed to the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius.

Today, however, all we have is Peri Pascha, which is, all by
itself, a remarkable legacy. It is the work of a virtuoso in the classi-
cal rhetorical methods of Greek-speaking Asia. It is also the work
of a man steeped in the history of Israel.

Some modern readers have misunderstood and condemned
Melito as “anti-Jewish” — an accusation that probably would have
stunned and horrified Melito himself. For it is likely that he was
himself a convert from Judaism. He was, in any event, a profound
student of the Hebrew Scriptures. And he lived in a time when
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rabbinic Judaism and Christianity presented two different, newly
emerging responses to the destruction of Jerusalem and its temple
in A.D. 70. It was a time of crisis. Both the ancient rabbis and the
Church Fathers saw their respective traditions as a continuation of
the tradition and history of Israel. Both the rabbis and the Fathers
recognized that the old order was giving way to something new.
Where Christians and Jews differed was on the nature and form of
the new order.”

Like the rabbis (and the prophets before them), Melito some-
times exhorted the Jews to repentance. Yet — again like the rabbis
and prophets — he called upon the Jews not as a foreign people,
but as his people, family members who were estranged. Yes, he saw
the fall of Jerusalem as a chastisement for the sins of Jews; but so did
the ancient rabbis. Melito saw the disputes between Jews and Chris-
tians as essentially a family quarrel. This does not mean it was
always a courteous quarrel. As any policeman can tell you, domes-
tic disputes are the most volatile and prone to violence.

Eusebius records that Melito had a profound interest in the
Hebrew Bible. He journeyed to Palestine to study Scripture on its
home turf and in its native tongue.” When Melito addressed the
emperor on the subject of the “philosophy” of the Christians, he
says that this philosophy “flourished first” among the Jews. We
know, too, that Melito was among the most ardent advocates of the
ancient practice (called “quartodecimian”) of observing Easter on
the same day as the Jewish Passover, rather than on the Sunday fol-
lowing. All of these facts seem to belie the modern charge of anti-
Judaism, and testify instead that Melito was a “Jewish Christian”
and a man of his time.

His Peri Pascha is a poetic presentation of the Fathers” “typolog-
ical” reading of biblical history. The Catechism of the Catholic
Church (nn. 128 and 130) explains this method in clear terms.

The Church, as early as apostolic times,” and then constantly
in her Tradition, has illuminated the unity of the divine plan
in the two Testaments through typology, which discerns in
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God’s works of the Old Covenant prefigurations of what he
accomplished in the fullness of time in the person of his
incarnate Son. . .. Typology indicates the dynamic movement
toward the fulfillment of the divine plan when “God [will] be
everything to everyone.” Nor do the calling of the patriarchs
and the exodus from Egypt, for example, lose their own value
in God’s plan, from the mere fact that they were intermedi-
ate stages.

In Melito’s life, and in Peri Pascha, we sce these principles at
work. He saw the special dignity of the old, even as he evangelized
for the new.

THE OLD PASSOVER AND THE NEW

Melito offers analogies to explain the unfolding of biblical typology. This
passage from Peri Pascha has been adapted from the translation of
Campbell Bonner, in The Homily on the Passion (London: Christo-
phers, 1940), pages 171-173.

A pattern of something to come,

a pattern of wax or clay or wood,

is made for this reason:

that the thing to come —

loftier in height, and mightier in power,

beautiful in form, and rich in adornment —

may be seen through the small, perishable pattern.
But when the thing foretold arises,

the pattern is destroyed as useless,

yielding to the truth of nature the image of that truth.
What was once precious becomes useless,

when the naturally precious is revealed.

To each thing its own time:
for the type its own time, for the fulfillment its own time.
Of the truth you make the prototype —



78

THE FATHERS OF THE CHURCH

You want to, because in it you see the image of what is to
come.

You fashion the material according to the pattern;

You want to, because of what is to arise in it.

You prepare the work; this alone you love,

in it alone beholding the type and the truth.

Therefore, as it is with cotruptible models,

so also with things incorruptible;

as in earthly things, so with things in the heavens.
For indeed the salvation and truth of the Lord
were foreshadowed in the people,

and the ordinances of the Gospel

were proclaimed beforechand by the Law.

So the people became the pattern of the Church,
and the Law the writing of a parable,

and the Gospel the setting-forth and fulfillment of the Law,
and the Church the reservoir of truth.

The type, then, was precious before the truth came,

the parable was wondrous before its interpretation.

The people were held in honor before the Church arose,

and the Law was wondrous before the light of the Gospel was
shed abroad.

But since the Church arose

and the Gospel was shed abroad upon men on earth,

the type is made void,

giving over the image to the natural truth,

and parables are fulfilled,

being made clear by the interpretation.

So then the Law, too, was fulfilled

when the light of the Gospel was spread abroad,

and the people became of no account

when the Church was raised on high,

and the type was done away

when the Lord was made manifest.
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Today things once precious are become worthless,
since those things which are truly precious are revealed.
Once the sacrifice of the sheep was held in honor;

now it is worthless because of the life of the Lord.
Honored was the death of the sheep,

but now it is worthless because of the Lord’s salvation.
Precious was the blood of the sheep,

now of no worth because of the Spirit of the Lord.
Precious was the dumb lamb,

but now of no worth because of the unblemished Son.
Precious the temple here below,

now worth nothing because of the Christ above.
Precious was the Jerusalem here below,

but now of no esteem because of the Jerusalem above.
Precious the new inheritance,

now of no value because of encompassing grace.

For the glory of God is not established in one place,
nor in a paltry form,

but His grace is poured out to all the ends of the world,
and there almighty God has taken up His dwelling,
through Christ Jesus, to whom be glory for the ages. Amen.

ST. JUSTIN MARTYR

The first Christians were signs of contradiction. They prayed for the
emperor, but refused to burn incense before him. They loved every-
one, even as they taught that all men were sinners. Turned out by
pious Jews, they claimed to be heirs to a spiritual Israel.

Thus, they were misunderstood by both pagans and Jews, both
of whom accused Christians of a variety of crimes, including athe-
ism, cannibalism, infanticide, and sedition. The most hysterical
charges spread through the empire, reaching the capital. The
Roman emperors and Senate responded with decrees that Chris-
tians should be persecuted.
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Yet much of Rome’s “received wisdom” on Christianity was
gossip and hearsay. At the beginning of the second century, a move-
ment of Christian teachers spoke up to set the record straight. They
are known as the “apologists,” and perhaps the greatest of their first
generation was St. Justin (c. 100-c. 165).

The apologists set out to give reasoned explanations of Chris-
tian doctrines. They were not so much preachers as debaters. Amid
a hostile and confused culture, they methodically explained and
defended all that Christians really believed.

Justin was well prepared for this task. As a young man, a pagan
of Samaria, he was an intense seeker looking for wisdom in all the
usual places in the ancient world. He studied philosophy, rhetoric,
history, and poetry. He was, by turns, a Stoic, a Peripatetic, a
Pythagorean, and a Platonist. He pushed his inquiries to ultimate
questions, to first principles, but no master was able to satisfy him.
(Justin abandoned one sage who demanded cash in advance from
his disciples.)

One day during his Platonist phase, he was walking along a
beach, where he met an old man. The young Justin engaged the
man in conversation, and before long, like Plato before him, Justin
found himself taken up into a dialogue. Justin identified himself as
a philosopher.

“Does philosophy, then, make happiness?” asked the old man.

“Surely,” said Justin, “and only philosophy.”

“What, then, is philosophy?” the man asked. “And what is
happiness?”

“Philosophy,” replied Justin, “is the knowledge of what really
exists, and a clear perception of the truth; and happiness is the
reward of such knowledge and wisdom.”

“But what do you call God?” said the old man.

From there, the old man led Justin to see that, if he sincerely
sought truth and sought the God who really exists, he needed to
consult the prophets. “They alone,” said the mysterious stranger,
“both saw and announced the truth to men.. ., not influenced by
a desire for glory, but filled with the Holy Spirit. Their writings are
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still extant, and he who reads them gains much in his knowledge
of ... all a philosopher ought to know.””

Justin lit out at once to find these books, and on reading he
found much more: “Immediately a flame was kindled in my soul;
and I was possessed by a love of the prophets, and of those men who
are friends of Christ. . . I found this philosophy alone to be safe and
profitable.” Tradition indicates that he was baptized in Ephesus.

Studying Christian doctrine, he discovered that much of what
he had learned about Christianity — in his days as a Stoic, a Pla-
tonist, and so on — was uttetly false. He was further distressed that
these rumor campaigns were leading to the persecution of Chris-
tians. So he dedicated himself to the refutation of these errors,
explaining and defending his adopted faith before pagans and Jews.
Two of his defenses, or “apologies,” are addressed to the emperor
Antoninus Pius and the Roman Senate. Another is a dialogue con-
cerning Jesus’ fulfillment of the Jewish law and prophets.

St. Justin continued to identify himself as a philosopher, wear-
ing the traditional cloak. He saw everything that was good and true
in pagan philosophy as a glimpse of the truth and goodness of God
revealed in Jesus Christ. St. Justin traveled to Rome, where he
established a school of Christian philosophy. In the capital city, he
was charged with impiety toward the gods and, with six compan-
ions, was scourged and beheaded about the year 165.

To THE EMPEROR ANTONINUS P1Us

The following passages come from the longer of Justin’s two famous
“Upologies.” Here, Justin challenges the emperor to live up to Rome’s high
ideals of justice. We can see implicit in Justin the teaching of the Sec-
ond Vatican Council: “Whatever good is in the minds and hearts of
men, whatever good lies latent in the religious practices and cultures of
diverse peoples, is not only saved from destruction but is also cleansed,

raised up and perfected unto the glory of God” (Lumen Gentium, 17).

By the mere application of a name, nothing is decided, either good
or evil. . .. For, from a name, neither praise nor punishment could
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reasonably spring, unless some excellent or base action may be
proved. ..; but in our case you receive the name as proof against
us. ... If anyone acknowledges that he is a Christian, you punish
him on this account.

Justice requires that you inquite into the life of him who con-
fesses and of him who denies. Thus, by deeds it may be apparent
what kind of man each is. For some who have been taught by the
Master, Christ, not to deny Him, give encouragement to others
when they are put to the question, and so, in all probability, do
those who lead wicked lives [encourage] those who . .. accuse all
Christians of impiety and wickedness.

This is not right. For some assume the name and the garb of
philosopher who do nothing worthy of their profession; and you
know that the ancients, whose opinions and teachings were quite
diverse, still share the one name “philosopher.” And some of them
taught atheism; and the poets who have flourished among you raise
a laugh out of the impurity of Jupiter with his own children. Those
who now take such instruction are not restrained by you; on the
contrary, you bestow prizes and honors upon those who beautifully
insult the gods.

Why should this be? In our case — who pledge ourselves to do
no wickedness nor to hold these atheistic opinions — you do not
examine the charges made against us; but, yielding to unreasoning
passion, and to the instigation of evil demons, you punish us with-
out consideration or judgment. For the truth shall be spoken: for
ages, these evil demons, making apparitions of themselves, defiled
women, corrupted boys, and showed such fearful sights to men,
that those who did not use their reason in judging the actions done
were struck with terror; and, carried away by fear, and not know-
ing that these were demons, they called them gods, and gave to each
the name that each demon had chosen for himself. When Socrates
tried, by reason and examination, to bring these things to light, and
deliver men from the demons, then the demons themselves, by
means of men who rejoiced in evil, brought about his death, as an
atheist and a blasphemer, on the charge that “he was introducing
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new divinities.” In our case, they act in a similar way. For . . . in obe-
dience to [Christ], we not only deny that those who did such things
are gods, but we insist that they are wicked and impious demons,
whose actions do not compare even with men who desire virtue.

Hence are we called atheists. And we confess that we are athe-
ists, so far as gods of this sort are concerned, but not with respect
to the most true God, the Father of righteousness, temperance,
and the other virtues, who is free from all impurity. But Him, and
the Son — who came forth from Him and taught us these things...
— and the prophetic Spirit, we worship and adore, knowing them
in reason and truth, declaring them to everyone, without exception,
who wishes to learn as we have been taught.

— ANF 1:163-164

To THE ROMAN SENATE

After the bebeading of three Christians, Justin wrote his “Second Apol-
ogy.” from which the following is taken, this time addressing the impe-
rial Senate.

Our doctrines, then, appear to be greater than all human teaching;
because Christ, who appeared for our sakes, became the whole
rational being — body, reason, and soul. For whatever lawgivers or
philosophers said well, they elaborated by finding and contemplat-
ing some part of the Word. But since they did not know the whole
of the Word, which is Christ, they often contradicted themselves.
And those who by human birth were more ancient than Christ,
when they attempted to consider and prove things by reason, were
brought before the tribunals as impious persons and busybodies.
Socrates, who was more zealous in this way than all of them,
was accused of the very same crimes as we are. For they said that he
was introducing new divinities, and did not consider as gods those
recognized by the state. But he cast out from the state both Homer
and the rest of the poets, and taught men to reject wicked demons
and those who did the things the poets related; and he exhorted
them to become acquainted with the God who was to them
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unknown, by means of the investigation of reason, saying, “That it
is neither easy to find the Father and Maker of all, nor, having
found Him, is it safe to declare Him to all.”

But our Christ did these things through His own power. For no
one trusted in Socrates to the point of dying for his doctrine. But in
Christ, who was partially known even by Socrates — for He was and
is the Word who is in every man ... — not only philosophers and
scholars believed, but also craftsmen and people entirely unedu-
cated, despising glory, fear, death; since He is a power of the ineffa-
ble Father, and not the mere instrument of human reason.

— ANF 1:191-192

ST. IRENAEUS OF LYONS

St. Irenaeus (c. 125-c. 202) was a pivotal figure in the history of the
Church’s intellectual life. Some scholars count him among the apol-
ogists; others call him “the Father of theology.” Actually, his work
seems to mark a transition from one movement to another, or from
one phase to another, a deepening of the Church’s consideration of
God.

Irenaeus did write apologetics. His most hefty work, and most
famous, is his great defense Against the Heresies, also called Against
Those Falsely Called ‘Gnostics.” Yet in this defense, he goes further
than the apologists before him in his consideration of the nature of
God, the workings of Providence, and the interrelation among the
Persons of the Blessed Trinity.

Perhaps the Church can “thank” the Gnostic heretics for creat-
ing an urgent need for the science of theology. The Gnostics were
famous for their wild speculation about God, cosmology, the soul,
and human redemption. One historian called the Gnostic phenom-
enon, “Platonism run amok.” Valentinus, Marcion, Basilides, Simon
— and many others — all spun intricate systems of thought, fantas-
tic mythologies. They made extravagant promises of visionary expe-
rience, not just faith but gnosis, real knowledge, an immediate
experience of the divine. Often, the Gnostic teachers did all of this
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in the name of “Jesus Christ” — not a Jesus recognizable by ortho-
dox Christians, but rather a “savior” designed to appeal to the intel-
lectual and esthetic sensibilities of a leisured and bored elite class.

Gnostic claims demanded the response of a trained, disciplined,
subtle mind. And, in due time, Providence sent Irenaeus to Lyons.

He had been born in Smyrna about the year 125, and spent a
spiritually privileged childhood in the presence of men who had
lived with the Apostles. He received much of his formation from St.
Polycarp, and would spend his adulthood meditating on the ven-
erable bishop’s intimate recollections of his own master, St. John the
Apostle. Some traditions tell us that it was St. Polycarp who sent Ire-
naeus, then a young priest, away to the mission territory of Gaul
(modern-day France).

Once in Gaul, Irenaeus lived up to his name, which means
“peace,” by trying to settle disputes among Christians. He pleaded
with the popes for clemency for the Montanists, who, though mis-
guided in their emphasis on ecstasies, still held to the apostolic
faith, and for those Christians who held to the “Eastern” tradition
of celebrating Easter on a fixed date.

But in his opposition to the Gnostics he was unstinting. For
their errors were not only schismatic — violating the unity of the
Church — but heretical. They attacked the very nature and identity
of God and Jesus Christ. They denied the goodness of the Creator
and declared all creation a prison. Against them, he marshaled all the
forces at his command: sustained arguments, sharp satire, open
ridicule, and chains of authority reaching back to the Apostles.

St. Irenaeus wrote volumes of doctrinal works, even as he
administered the Church of Lyons. Later Fathers wrote that he
died a martyr, but there is no early testimony to substantiate that
claim.

UNION WITH GOD

In a brief space at the beginning of Book 5 of Against the Heresies, St.
Irenaeus defends the doctrines of Creation and Fall, Trinity and Incar-
nation, prophecy and Fucharist. In doing so, he reveals the great dignity



86  THE FATHERS OF THE CHURCH

of our redemption in Christ: It is true “divinization,” a sharing of God’s
life in a communion of real flesh and blood.

We could never have learned the things of God unless our Teacher,
existing as the Word, had become man. No other being had the
power to reveal to us the things of the Father, except His very own
Word. What other person “knew the mind of the Lord,” or who
else “has been his counselor” (Rom 11:34)? We could have learned
in no other way than by seeing our Teacher and hearing His voice
with our own ears. Then, when we have become imitators of His
works and doers of His words, we may have communion with
Him, receiving growth from the perfect One, from Him who exists
before all creation.

We were but lately created by Him who is most excellent and
good, who has the gift of immortality. We have been formed after
His likeness — when we did not exist, we were predestined, accord-
ing to the foreknowledge of the Father, to come into being and
become the first-fruits of creation. We now have received, in the
times known beforehand, the blessings of salvation, according to
the ministry of the Word, who is perfect in all things, as both the
mighty Word and true man. He redeemed us by His own blood in
a reasonable way. He gave Himself as a redemption for those who
had been led into captivity. . . .

The Lord has redeemed us through His own blood, giving His
soul for our souls, His flesh for our flesh. He has poured out the
Spirit of the Father for the union and communion of God and man.
He has truly given God to men by means of the Spirit. And He has
brought man to God by His own incarnation. At His coming, he
has given us lasting and true immortality by means of communion
with God. Before these truths, all the doctrines of the heretics fall
to ruin,

Empty indeed are those who say that He only seemed to appear.
For these things did not merely seem to happen; they really hap-
pened. If He was not a man when He appeared to be a man, the Holy
Spirit could not have rested upon Him — an occurrence which did
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actually take place — as the Spirit is invisible. Nor, if He wasn't what
He seemed to be, was there any measure of truth in Him.

But I have already remarked that Abraham and the other
prophets beheld Him in a prophetic way, foreseeing in a vision what
would happen in the future. If such a being has now appeared in
this way, but is not what He seems to be, then there has been
another prophetical vision made to the people; and we should
expect another coming, in which He shall be the fulfillment of
these latter prophecies.

It is the same thing to say that He merely seemed to appear and
to say that He received nothing at all from Mary. For He would not
have truly had flesh and blood — by which He redeemed us —
unless He had summed up in Himself the ancient form of Adam.

Empty, then, are the disciples of Valentinus, who put forth
this opinion, in order that they may exclude all flesh from salvation,
and cast aside what God Himself has fashioned.

Empty, too, are the Ebionites, who do not receive by faith into
their soul the union of God and man, but who remain in the old
leaven of the natural birth. They choose not to believe that the Holy
Spirit came upon Mary, and that the power of the Most High over-
shadowed her, so that what was born of her was something holy, the
Son of the Most High God. The Father of all caused the incarna-
tion of this being, and showed forth a new kind of birth. By the old
birth we inherited death, but by this new birth we inherit life.

For the same reason these men reject the mingling of water
with the heavenly wine. They wish instead for the cup to hold only
worldly water. Thus they do not receive God so as to have union
with Him. Instead they remain in that Adam who had been con-
quered and was expelled from Paradise. They do not see that the
same breath of life that proceeded from God at the beginning of our
formation in Adam gave life to man because it was united to what
God had fashioned. So, to0o, in these end times, the Word of the
Father and the Spirit of God, having become united with the
ancient substance of Adam’s formation, have rendered man living
and perfect, receptive of the perfect Father. As in the natural Adam
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we all were dead, so in the spiritual man we may all be made alive.
For never at any time did Adam escape those hands of God, which
the Father speaks of when He says, “Let us make man in our image,
after our likeness” (Gen 1:26). This is why, in these last times, His
hands formed a living man not by the will of the flesh, nor by the
will of man, but by the good pleasure of the Father, in order that
Adam might be created again after the image and likeness of God.

— ANF 1:526-527

AGAINST THE HERETICS: A SATIRE OF GNOSTICISM

In a lighter moment in his screed Against the Heresies, Trenaeus offers
readers ironic guidance for fabricating their own Gnostic mythology.

Since certain men have set aside the truth, to favor lying words and
pointless genealogies — which, as the Apostle says, “promote spec-
ulations rather than the divine training that is in faith” (1 Tim 1:4)
— and since, by means of their cleverly crafted speculation, they
lure away the minds of the inexperienced and take them captive, I
have felt constrained, dear friend, to write the following, in order
to expose and counteract their plots.

These men falsify the oracles of God, and prove themselves evil
interpreters of the good word of revelation. They overthrow the
faith of many, luring them away, under a pretense of superior
knowledge, from Him who rounded and adorned the universe; as
if they had something more excellent and sublime to reveal than
God, who created heaven and earth and all things within. . . .

Let us now look at the inconsistent opinions of those heretics. . ..
The first of them, Valentinus, adapted the principles of the heresy
called “Gnostic” to the peculiar character of his own school, and
taught as follows: He maintained that there is a certain Dyad (twofold
being), who is inexpressible by any name, of whom one part should
be called Arrhetus (unspeakable), and the other Sige (silence). But of
this Dyad a second was produced, one part of whom he names Pater,
and the other Aletheia. From this Tetrad, again, arose Logos and Zoe,
Antlyropos and Ecclesia. These constitute the primary Ogdoad. He
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next states that from Logos and Zoe ten powers Were produced, as we
have before mentioned. But from Anthropos and Fcclesia proceeded
twelve — one, separating from the rest and falling from its original
condition, produced the rest of the universe. He also supposed two
beings of the name of Horos, the one of whom has his place between
Bythus and the rest of the Pleroma, and divides the created Aeons from
the uncreated Father, while the other separates their mother from the
Pleroma. Christ also was not produced from the Aeons within the
Plevoma, but was brought forth by the mother who had been
excluded from it, in virtue of her remembrance of better things, but
not without a kind of shadow. He, indeed, as being masculine, hav-
ing severed the shadow from himself, returned to the Pleroma; but his
mother being left with the shadow, and deprived of her spiritual sub-
stance, brought forth another son, namely, the Demiurge lor Crearor],
whom he also styles the supreme ruier of all those things which are
subject to him. ... Sometimes, again, he maintains that Jesus was pro-
duced from him who was separated from their mother. ... And he
declares that the Holy Spirit was produced by Aletheia for the inspec-
tion and fructification of the Aeons, by entering invisibly into them,
and that, in this way, the Aeons brought forth the plants of truch. ...

Phew! Well may we exclaim at his unabashed boldness in coin-
ing names for his system of falsehood. ... It is obvious that he
speaks of things of his own invention, and that he himself has given
pames to his scheme of things. ... . It is obvious, too, since he alone
has had the boldness to coin such names, that, unless he had
appeared in the world, the truth would still have been deprived of
2 name! But, in that case, nothing keeps anyone else from giving
such names as the following:

“There is a certain Proarche, royal, surpassing all thought, a
power existing before every other substance, and extended into
space in every direction. But along with it there exists a power
which I term a Gourd; and along with this Gourd there exists a
power which again 1 term Utter-Emptiness. This Gou rd and
Emptiness, since they are one, produced (and yet did not simply pro-
duce, so as to be apart from themselves) a fruit, everywhere visible,
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catable, and delicious, which fruic-language calls a Cucrmber. Along
with this Cucumber exists a power of the same essence, which again
Ueall a Melon. These powers, the Gourd, Utter-Empriness, the
Cucumber, and the Melon, brought forth the remaining multitude
of the delirious melons of Valentinus.” .. If anyone may assign
names at his pleasure, who shall prevent us from adopting these
names? They are much more credible than the others,

— ANF 1:315-318

MARY, THE NEw EVE

Again from Irenaeuss Against the Heresies, these are the Churchs
classic statements considering Mary as the “new Eve,”

In accordance with design, Mary the Virgin is found obedient, say-
ing, “Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord; let it be to me accord-
ing to your word” (Lk 1:38). But Eve was disobedient; for she did
not obey when as yet she was a virgin. ... Thus it was that the knot
of Eve’s disobedience was loosed by the obedience of Mary. For
what the virgin Eve had bound fast through unbelief, this did the
virgin Mary set free through faith. . . .

For just as the former was led astray by the word of an angel —
so that she fled from God when she had transgressed His word —
so did the latter, by an angelic communication, receive the glad tid-
ings that she should bear God, being obedient to His word, And if
the former did disobey God, yet the latter was persuaded to be obe-
dient to God, in order that the Virgin Mary might become the
patroness of the virgin Eve.

Thus, as the human race fell into bondage to death by means
of a virgin, so is it rescued by a virgin, Virginal disobedience was
balanced in the opposite scale by virginal obedience. For in the same
way the sin of the first created man receives amendment by the cor-
rection of the First-begotten, and the coming of the serpent is con-
quered by the harmlessness of the dove, unloosing those bonds by
which we had been bound to death.

— ANF 1:455, 547
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THE FEUCHARIST, PLEDGE OF OUR RESURRECTION

In a passage of Against the Heresics evocative of John 6:54, Irenaeus
speaks of the Holy Eucharist as a pledge of the resurrection of the body,
a doctrine denied by many Gnostic sects.

Directing His disciples to offer God the first-fruits of His own cre-
ation — not because He stood in need of them, but that they
themselves might be neither unfruitful nor ungrateful — He took
that created thing, bread, and gave thanks, and said, “This is my
body” (Mt 26:26). And the cup likewise, which is part of that cre-
ation to which we belong, He confessed to be His blood, and
taught the new oblation of the new covenant. This the Church has
received from the Apostles, and offers now to God throughout all
the world. . ..

Then how can they say that the flesh, which is nourished with
the Body of the Lord and with His Blood, goes to corruption and
does not partake of life? Let them, therefore, either alter their opin-
ion, or cease from offering the things just mentioned. But our
opinion s in accordance with the Eucharist, and the Eucharist in
rurn establishes our opinion. For we offer to Him His own,
announcing consistently the fellowship and union of the flesh and
Spirit. For as the bread, which is produced from the earth, when it
receives the invocation of God, is no longer common bread, but the
Fucharist, consisting of two realities, carthly and heavenly, so also
our bodies, when they receive the Fucharist, are no longer corrupt-
ible, having the hope of the resurrection to eternity.

— ANF 1:484, 486

e ——————

TERTULLIAN

No one ever accused Tertullian of excessive tact. Though, like St.
Justin before him, he wrote apologetical works, he showed no inter-
est in accommodating Christian doctrine to the categories of pagan
philosophy. On the contrary, he gloried in all that was scandalous
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in his adopted religion: that God s three and yet one; that Christ
i$ man and yet God; that God, eternal and omnipotent, could suf-
ferand die. One of his most quoted lines might serve as a summary
of his faith: “It is to be beljeved because it is absurd.”s*

Though himself a learned man, perhaps the most renowned
lawyer in the empire, Tertullian (c. 155-c. 222) judged his rich clas-
sical culture of little use in propagating or defending the Gospel.
“What indeed,” he asked, “has Athens to do with Jerusalem? . . .
Away with all attempis to produce a mottled Christianity of Stoic,
Platonic, and Dialectic composition. We want no curious disputation
after possessing Christ Jesus, no research after enjoying the Gospel!”
St. Justin could argue persuasively that Roman persecutions violated
the established legal rights of Christians who were Roman citizens.
Tertullian would rather call his persecutors inhuman, godless, and
damned, aunting them, moreover, to kill more Christians, if they
dared. The persecutions, he pointed out, merely increased the
Church’s numbers: “The blood of Ch ristians is seed.”

Pithy lines like that gave his arguments remarkable rhetorical
force. His style was explosive and confrontational. He once wrote
a tract on patience, and joked along the way that he was like an
invalid writing about health, He was constitutionally unsuited to
suffering fools or obstinate pagans.

Inspired by the courage of Christian martyrs, Tertullian con.
verted to the faith when he was in his late thirties. Even by then, his
fame as a legal scholar had spread far beyond his home in North
Alrica. Once in the Church, he wielded his pen like a blazing
brand, to expose error by the light of zruth (one of his favorite
words), and to immolate falsehood with the flames of his invective,
It was Tertullian who first used the Latin word Trinitas (Trinity) to
describe God.®

Problems arose when he encountered infidelities, apostasy, cow-
ardice, lukewarmness, and immorality among his own people. He
came, more and more, to excoriate those who called themselves
Christian but who fell into mortal sin. Calling for a purer Church,
he fell under the influence of the schismatic Montanus, who
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claimed to speak by the power of the Holy Spirit. In time, Tertul-
lian came to invent a distinction between the “spiritual church” and
the “church of a bunch of bishops.” He joined the Montanist sect
— though, ultimately, he would find even them unsatisfactory. He
then founded his own sect, the Tertullianists, which would survive
il St. Augustines day. Terrullian died about 222, separated from
the Catholic Church he had spent passionate years to build up.

TuE Love OF CHRISTIANS

The following passage comes from Tertullian’ Apology addressed to the
Raman governors, who were then directing severe persecutions of Chris-
tians in their provinces. The Apology contains perhaps the most fre-
quently quoted description of the ancient Church: “See those Christians,
how they love one another.”

We are the same to emperors as to our ordinary neighbors. For we
are equally forbidden to wish ill, do ill, speak ill, think ill of all men.
The thing we must not do to an emperor, We must not do to any-
ane else: what we would not do to anybody, perhaps we should not
do to him whom God has been pleased to exalt so highly. If we are
enjoined to love our enemies, whom have we to hate? If injured, we
are forbidden to retaliate, lest we become as bad ourselves. Who can
suffer injury at our hands?

Think about your own experiences. How often you inflict gross
cruclties on Christians, partly because it is your own inclination, and
partly in obedience to the laws! How often, too, the hostile mob, pay-
ing no regard to you, takes the law inro its own hand, and assails us
with stones and flames! With the frenzy of Bacchanalia, they do not
even spare the Christian dead, but rear them, now sadly changed, no
longer entire, from the rest of the tomb, from the asylum we might
say of death, cutting them in picces, rending them asunder.

Yet, banded together as we are — €ver s0 ready to sacrifice our
lives — what single case of revenge for injury are you able to point
to, though, if we believed it right to repay evil by evil, a single night
with a torch or two could achieve an ample vengeance?
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But away with the idea of a divine sect avenging itself by
human fires, or shrinking from the sufferings in which it is tried. . . .

One All-Embracing Commonwealth

Ought not Christians, therefore, to receive not merely a some-
what milder treatment, but to have a place among !aw-abiding
societies, since they are not chargeable with any crimes? . .. For,
unless I mistake the matter, the prevention of such associations is
based on a prudential regard to public order, that the state may not
be divided into parties, which would naturally lead to disturbance
in the electoral assemblies, the councils, the courts, the special con-
ventions, even in the public shows by the hostile collisions of rival
parties — especially when now, in pursuit of gain, men have begun
to consider their violence an article to be bought and sold.

But as those in whom all ardor in the pursuit of glory and
honor is dead, we have no pressing need to take part in your pub-
lic meetings; nor is there anything more foreign to us than affajrs
of state. We acknowledge one all-embracing commonwealth —
the world. We renounce all your spectacles. . .. Among us nothing
is ever said, or seen, or heard, which has anything in common with
the madness of the circus, the immodesty of the theater, the atroc-
ities of the arena, the useless excrcises of the wrestling-ground. Why
do you take offense at us because we differ from you in regard to
your pleasures? If we will not partake of your enjoyments, the loss
is ours, not yours — if there is any loss. We reject what pleases you,
You, on the other hand, have no taste for what is our delight. The
Epicureans were allowed by you to decide for themselves one true
source of pleasure — [ mean equanimity. The Christian, on his
part, has many such enjoyments — what harm in that?. .,

See Those Christians

We are a body knit together as such by a common religious pro-
fession, by unity of discipline, and by the bond of a common hope.
We meet together as an assembly and congregation, that, offering
up a united prayer, we may wrestle with Him in our supplications.
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This violence God delights in. We pray, too, for the emperors, for
their ministers and for all in authority, for the welfare of the world,
for the prevalence of peace, for the delay of the final consumma-
tion. . . . In the same place also exhortations are made, rebukes and
sacred censures are administered. For with a great seriousness is the
work of judging carried on among us, as is proper to those who are
sure they are in the sight of God. And you have the most notable
example of judgment to come when anyone has sinned so griev-
ously as to require his severance from us in prayer, in the congrega-
tion and in all sacred worship.

The tried men of our elders preside over us, gaining that honor
not by purchase, but by established character. There is no buying
and selling of the things of God. Though we have our treasure
chest, it is not made up of purchase-money, as of a religion that has
its price. On the monthly day, if he likes, each puts in a small
donation; but only if he wishes it, and only if he is able: for there
is no compulsion; all is voluntary. These gifts are piety’s deposit
fund. For they are not taken thence and spent on feasts and drink-
ing bouts, but to support and bury poor people, to supply the
wants of boys and girls destitute of means and parents, and of old
persons confined now to the house; those who have suffered ship-
wreck; and any who are in the mines, or banished to the islands, or
shut up in the prisons for nothing but their fidelity to the cause of
God’s Church. They become the nurslings of their confession.

But it is mainly the deeds of a love so noble that lead many to
put a brand upon us. “See,” they say, “how they love one another,”
for they themselves are animated by mutual hatred; “how they are
ready even to die for one another,” for they themselves will sooner
put to death.

— ANF 3:45-46

ATHENS AND JERUSALEM

Tertullian wrote a comprebensive Prescription Against Heretics. 1o
bim, “heresy” included all non-Christian thought, including classical
philosophy. Tertullian represents the extreme of Christian resistance to the
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influence of Greek philosophy and culture. Other Fathers, such as St
Clement of Alexandria and Origen, eagerly applied the methods and lan-
guage of ‘pagan” science to their understanding of the Christian Jaith.

These are the doctrines of men and of demons, produced for itch-
ing ears of the spirit of this world’s wisdom! This the Lord called
folly, and “chose what is foolish in the world” (1 Cor 1:27) to con-
found even philosophy itself. For philosophy is the material of the
world’s wisdom, the rash interpreter of the narure and the dispen-
sation of God. Indeed heresies are themselves instigated by philos-
ophy. From this source came the Aeons, and I know not what
infinite forms, and the trinity of man in the system of Valentinus,
who was of Plato’s school. From the same source came Marcion’s
better god, with all his tranquility; he came of the Stoics. Then,
again, the opinion that the soul dies is held by the Epicureans;
while the denial of the restoration of the body is taken from the
aggregate school of all the philosophers. Also, when matter is made
equal to God, then you have the teaching of Zeno; and when any
doctrine is alleged touching a god of fire, then Heraclitus comes in.
The same subject marter is discussed over and over again by the
heretics and the philosophers; the same arguments are involved.
Whence comes evil? Why is it permitted? What is the origin of
man? And in what way does he come? Besides the question which
Valentinus has very lately proposed — Whence comes God? Which
he settles with the answer: From enthymesis and ectroma.
Unhappy Aristotle, who invented for these men dialectics, the
art of building up and pulling down, an art so evasive in its propo-
sitions, so farfetched in its conjectures, so harsh in its arguments, so
productive of contentions — embarrassing even to itself, retracring
everything, and really treating of nothing! Whence spring those
“myths and endless genealogies” (1 Tim 1:4), and “unprofitable”
questions (11 3:9), and talk that will “eat its way like gangrene” (2
Tim 2:17)? From all these, when the Apostle would restrain us, he
expressly names philosophy as that which he would have us be on
our guard against. Writing to the Colossians, he says, “See to it that
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no one makes a prey of you by philosophy and empty deceit,
according to human tradition” (Col 2:8) and contrary to the wis-
dom of the Holy Spirit. He had been at Athens, and had in his
interviews (with its philosophers) become acquainted with that
human wisdom which pretends to know the truth, while it only
corrupts it, and is itself divided into its own manifold heresies, by
the variety of its mutually repugnant sects.

What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem? What concord
is there between the Academy and the Church? What between
heretics and Christians? Our instruction comes from the Portico of
Solomon (see Acts 3:11), who had himself taught that the Lord
should be sought in simplicity of heart (see Wis 1:1). Away with all
attempts to produce a mottled Christianity of Stoic, Platonic, and
dialectic composition! We want no curious disputation after pos-
sessing Christ Jesus, no inquisition after enjoying the Gospel! With
our faith, we desire no further belief.

— ANF 3:246

ST. HIPPOLYTUS OF ROME

An old saying goes that “the Church is not a hotel for saints, but a
hospital for sinners.” To modern Christians, the statement might
seem self-evident. But in the time of the Fathers, it was a disputed
point. In fact, the Fathers themselves argued vigorously over
whether the Church should dispense forgiveness freely or sparingly,
and whether priests should impose heavy or light penances.

Hippolytus of Rome most certainly stood in the “hotel for
saints” camp.

Hippolytus was a Greek-speaking priest, perhaps from Egypt,
serving in Rome during the late second and early third century.
Early histories tell us that he was a sometime student of St. Irenaeus.

He became a noted theologian in his own right. He wrote bib-
lical commentaries and a comprehensive Refutation of Heresies. The
great prodigy Origen traveled from Egypt to Rome to sit at the feet
of this cranky master.
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Hippolytus seems to have thrived in Rome. Yet he was not
pleased with the way the Church was administered. Eventually, in
fact, he concluded that Pope St. Callistus I (217-222) had invali-
dated his authority by excessive leniency toward heretics and sinners.

Well, if Callistus’s papacy was invalid, the Church was in dire
need of a pope. And who might that be?

Hippolytus had himself elected “pope” by a group of influen-
tial Roman priests. He extended his claim through the reign of three
legitimate popes. Thus, history knows him as the first “antipope.”

Persecution, however, brings together strange cellmates. In 235,
the imperial authorities sentenced both Hippolytus and the recently
resigned Pope St. Pontian to exile on the island of Sardinia. While
working side by side in the salt mines, Hippolytus and Pontian rec-
onciled, and Hippolytus made his peace with the Church. The two
men died in exile, and their bodies were transferred together to
Rome for burial.

It seems that the Church venerated Hippolytus almost imme-
diately. A third-century monument honors him with an allegorical
representation of wisdom and a listing of many of his literary works.

Hippolytus’s life, though it ended violently, had been long and
productive. He is best known today for his liturgical manual, 7he
Apostolic Tradition. When the Catholic Church was revising its rites
after the Second Vatican Council, it drew much from the Mass set
down by Hippolytus. Eucharistic Prayer II in today’s missal is based
on the central prayer in The Apostolic Tradition.

St. Hippolytus’s feast day, which he shares with Pope St. Pon-
tian, is August 13.

MILK AND HONEY

Every now and then, the Fathers give us a precious glimpse of liturgi-
cal customs that vanished long ago. During the Easter Vigil Mass, for
example, the Roman Church would dispense a chalice of milk and
honey along with the eucharistic elements. This symbolized the newly
baptized Christians entrance into the true promised land through the
sacraments. The following passage is adapted from Gregory Dix’s trans-
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lation of The Apostolic Tradition by St. Hippolytus (London: SPCK,
1937), pages 40-42.

The deacons immediately bring the offering to the bishop, who, by
giving thanks, shall make the bread into an antitype of the body of
Christ, and the cup of wine mixed with water into the likeness of
His blood, which is shed for all who believe in Him. Milk and
honey shall be mixed together in fulfillment of the promise given
to the patriarchs, of a land flowing with milk and honey. This is
Christ’s flesh, which He gave, by which those who believe are nour-
ished like babies. He sweetens the bitterness of the heart by the gen-
tleness of His word. Water is brought as a sign of the washing, in
order that the inner part of man, which is spiritual, may receive the
same as the body. The bishop shall explain the reason of all these
things to those who partake. And when he breaks the bread and dis-
tributes the fragments he shall say: “The heavenly bread in Christ
Jesus.” And the recipient shall say, “Amen.”

The priests — or if there are not enough priests, the deacons
— shall hold the cups, and stand with reverence and dignity; first
the one who holds the water, next the milk, then the wine. The
recipients shall taste three times from each. He who gives the cup
shall say: “In God the Father Almighty” And the recipient shall say,
“Amen.” Then: “In the Lord Jesus Christ.” And he shall say,
“Amen.” Then: “In the Holy Spirit and Holy Church.” And he shall
say, “Amen.” So it shall be done to each. And when these things are
completed, let each hasten to do good and please God and live
rightly, devoting himself to the Church, practicing what he has
learned, advancing in the service of God.

Wispom’s HOUSE AND WisDOM’S BANQUET

In a Scripture commentary, Hippolytus depicted the Eucharist as Wis-
dom’s banquet, foreshadowed allegorically in the Old Testament.

“Wisdom has built her house, she has set up her seven pillars”
(Prov 9:1). This means Christ, the wisdom and power of God the
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Father, has built His house, His nature in the flesh derived from the
Virgin. It is just as John said: “And the Word became flesh and
dwelt among us” (Jn 1:14). So the wise prophet also testifies:
Wisdom that was before the world, and is the source of life, the infi-
nite Wisdom of God, has built her house, by a mother who knew
no man — that is, as He assumed the temple of the body.

“She has set up her seven pillars,” and these are the fragrant
grace of the all-holy Spirit, as Isaiah says: “And the seven spirits of
God shall rest upon him” (cf. Is 11:2). But others say that the seven
pillars are the seven divine orders that sustain creation by His holy
and inspired teaching: the prophets, the Apostles, the martyrs, the
bishops, the hermits, the saints, and the righteous. . . .

The passage goes on to say, “She has mixed her wine, she has
also set her table” (Prov 9:2). “She has mixed her wine” means that
the Savior, uniting His Godhead, like pure wine, with the flesh in
the Virgin, was born of her. He was simultaneously God and man,
without confusion of the one in the other. “She has also set her
table”: This denotes the promised knowledge of the Holy Trinity;
it also refers to his honored and undefiled body and blood, which
day by day are administered and offered sacrificially at the spiritual
divine table, as a memorial of that first and ever-memorable table
of the spiritual divine supper.

It goes on: “She has sent out her maids.” Wisdom has done so
— Christ has done so — “to call from the highest places in the
town, “Whoever is simple, let him turn in here!’ ” So she says, in an
obvious reference to the holy Apostles, who traveled the whole
world, summoning the nations, with their lofty and divine preach-
ing, to the knowledge of Him in truth.

The passage continues, “To those who want understanding she
says” — to those, that is, who have not yet received the power of the
Holy Spirit — “Come, eat of my bread and drink of the wine I have
mixed.” By this is meant that He gave His divine flesh and precious
blood to us, to eat and to drink for the remission of sins.

— ANF 5:175-176
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ST. CYPRIAN OF CARTHAGE

Is it right for the Church to welcome prodigal children home
again . .. and again? And, if so, how many times? Is there a limit to
the mercy the Church should dispense in the name of Jesus Christ?

For North African Christians of the second and third centuries,
those were essential questions. An individual’s answer placed him
either with the Catholic Church or with one of the fast-multiplying
schismatic sects: the Montanists, Tertullianists, and many others who
taught that Christians who lapsed into mortal sin should not be
readmitted to the Church, even if they were repentant.

The persecutions of Decius and Valerian forced the issue to a
crisis. Some Christians proved unable or unwilling to withstand the
tortures, or even the threat of torture. Caving in to Roman pressure,
they agreed to renounce their faith and offer sacrifice to the gods.
Such weak believers were termed /apsi, “the lapsed.”

Yet most of the /apsi had given in reluctantly and were imme-
diately filled with regret. Their anguish was only heightened as
they watched more courageous Catholics persevering under torture,
even to death. Repentant, they wanted to return to the Church, to
be fortified by the sacraments and preaching, should they need to
face the torturers again.

Should they be allowed to return? Christians were divided on
the question. Some said no; the /zpsi had committed the sin against
the Holy Spirit, the unforgivable sin. Others said yes, but the lpsi
should only be readmitted once; repeat offenders should be shut out.

St. Cyprian (c. 200-258), as bishop of Carthage, stood ready to
welcome any Christian who was willing to confess his sins and do
penance. Born to a wealthy pagan family, a successful lawyer, he
gave all his fortune to the poor when he accepted Christianity. He
considered Tertullian his master in theology, but looked to Jesus as
His master in charity.

In short order, he was ordained to the priesthood, and about
248 was elected bishop by the people. (In the early Church, it was
the custom, when a bishop died, for the local people or local clergy
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to choose his successor.) When the emperor Decius decreed a per-
secution in 250, Bishop Cyprian faced a decision: Should he face
martyrdom as an exemplar for his flock? Or should he go into hid-
ing, so that, through the time of trial, he might continue to lead the
Christians of Carthage? He chose to flee, a decision bitterly resented
by some of his priests.

After the Decian persecution, which had claimed Pope Fabian,
the Church of Rome called Bishop Cyprian to account for his
action. He replied, dutifully and admirably, sending the Roman
clergy copies of all the many pastoral letters he had written during
his years in hiding.

When peace returned to Carthage, St. Cyprian tried mightily
to restore unity to a flock divided over suspicions and allegations of
treachery committed during the persecution. Some who had undet-
gone torture were reluctant to forgive the lgpsi. To aggravate the sit-
uation, heretical sects made inroads with both groups, with some
offering welcome to the lapsi, while others offered congregational
purity to the steadfast.

St. Cyprian surmised that the intetlude between persecutions
would be brief, and he knew that a divided Church could not well
withstand such a trial. He wrote voluminously — to settle the
squabbles, to convert heretics — and his mildness won over many
of his most defiant foes.

He also won praise from the pagans, as, during the devastating
worldwide epidemic of 251, he exhorted his flock to serve Chris-
tians and non-Christians alike.

This was not enough, however, to stave off Valerian’s persecu-
tion, which came in 257, as St. Cyprian was in the midst of a
rather intense disagreement with Pope Stephen. Within a year, their
differences would not matter. Pope Stephen was executed and
Cyprian exiled. St. Cyprian was beheaded near Carthage in 258.

To PoreE CORNELIUS

Pope Cornelius was a longtime correspondent and great supporter of St.
Cyprian. Both men would die as martyrs. In the following letter,
Cyprian consults with the pope in preparation for a coming persecution.
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We had decided some time ago, dearest brother, after consulting
each other, that those who, in the fierceness of persecution, had
been overthrown by the adversary and had lapsed, and had polluted
themselves with unlawful sacrifices, should undergo a long and full
repentance; and if the risk of sickness should be urgent, should
receive peace on the very point of death. For it was not right — nei-
ther did the love of the Father nor divine mercy allow — that the
Church should be closed to those who knock, or the help of the
hope of salvation be denied to those who mourn and entreat, so that
when they pass from this world, they should be dismissed to their
Lord without communion and peace; since He Himself who gave
the law, that things which were bound on carth should also be
bound in heaven, allowed, moreover, that things might be loosed
there which were here first loosed in the Church.

But now we see the day of trouble again drawing near. And we
are admonished by often-repeated intimations that we should be
prepared and armed for the struggle that the enemy announces to
us, that we should also prepare the people committed to us. .. by
our exhortations, and gather together from all parts all the soldiers
of Christ who desire arms, anxious for the battle within the Lord’s
camp. Compelled by this need, we have decided that peace is to be
given to those who have not withdrawn from the Church of the
Lord, but have not ceased from the first day of their lapse to repent,
and to lament, and to beseech the Lord; and we have decided that
they ought to be armed and equipped for the battle which is at
hand....

For, in days of peace and tranquillity, it was reasonable to pro-
long the repentance of the mourners for a lengthier time, and to
give help only to the sick in their departure. ... But now peace is
necessary, not for the sick, but for the strong. ... And, as the
Eucharist is appointed a safeguard to those who receive, we need it
in order to arm, with the protection of the Lord’s abundance, those
whom we wish to be safe against the adversary. For how do we teach
or provoke them to shed their blood in confession of His name, if
we deny to those who are about to enter warfare the Blood of
Christ? How do we make them fit for the cup of martyrdom, if we
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do not first admit them to drink, in the Church, the cup of the
Lord by the right of Communion?

We should make a distinction, dearest brother, between — on
the one hand — those who either have apostatized and. . . are liv-
ing heathenish lives, or have become deserters to the heretics. . . and
— on the other hand — those who do not depart from the
Church’s threshold, who, constantly and sorrowfully imploring
divine and paternal consolation, profess that they are now prepared
for the battle, and ready to stand and fight bravely for the name of
their Lord and for their own salvation.

In these times we grant peace, not to those who sleep, but to
those who watch. We grant peace, not amid indulgences, but amid
arms. We grant peace, not for rest, but for the field of battle. If,
according to what we hear, and desire, and believe of them, they
shall stand bravely, and shall overthrow the adversary with us in the
encounter, we shall not repent of having granted peace to men so
brave.

— ANF 5:336-337

ON THE UNITY OF THE CHURCH

Controversy over the reconciliation of lapsed Catholics led to schisms in
the Church of Carthage. In 251, Cyprian convened a council to settle
the matter, and there he read his famous tract On the Unity of the
Church, from which the following is taken.

The office of bishop is one, and each part of it is held by each one for
the whole. The Church also is one, though spread far and wide into
a multitude by an increase of fruitfulness. As there are many rays of
the sun, but one light; and many branches of a tree, but one strength,
based in its tenacious root; and since from one spring flow many
streams, although the multiplicity seems diffused in the generosity of
an overflowing abundance, yer the unity is still preserved in the
source. Separate a ray of the sun from its body of light, its unity does
not allow a division of light; break a branch from a tree — when bro-
ken, it will not be able to bud; cut off the stream from its fountain,
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and that which is cut off dries up. Thus also the Church, shone over
with the light of the Lord, sheds forth her rays over the whole world,
yet it is one light that is everywhere diffused; nor is the unity of the
body separated. Her fruitful abundance spreads her branches over the
whole world. She broadly expands her rivers, liberally flowing, yet her
head is one, her source one; and she is one mother, plentiful in the
results of fruitfulness: from her womb we are born, by her milk we
are nourished, by her spirit we are animated.

The spouse of Christ cannot be adulterous; she is uncorrupted
and pure. She knows one home; she guards with chaste modesty the
sanctity of one couch. She keeps us for God. She appoints the sons
whom she has borne for the kingdom. Whoever is separated from
the Church and is joined to an adulteress is separated from the
promises of the Church; nor can he who forsakes the Church of
Christ attain to the rewards of Christ. He is a stranger; he is pro-
fane; he is an enemy. He can no longer have God for his Father,
who has not the Church for his mother. . ..

The Lord says, “I and the Father are one” (Jn 10:30). Again, it
is written of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, “And
these three agree” (1 Jn 5:8). Does anyone believe that this unity,
which thus comes from the divine strength and coheres in celestial
sacraments, can be divided in the Church and can be separated by
the parting asunder of opposing wills? He who does not hold this
unity does not hold God’s law, does not hold the faith of the Father
and the Son, does not hold life and salvation. . ..

Unanimity formerly prevailed among the Apostles; and thus
the new assembly of believers, keeping the Lord’s commandments,
maintained its charity. Divine Scripture proves this when it says,
“Now the company of those who believed were of one heart and
soul” (Acts 4:32). And again: “All these with one accord devoted
themselves to prayer, together with the women and Mary the
mother of Jesus, and with his brethren” (Acts 1:14). And thus they
prayed with effectual prayers; thus they were able with confidence
to obtain whatever they asked from the Lord’s mercy.

— ANF 5:423, 429
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ST. CLEMENT OF ALEXANDRIA

“Knowledge” had a nasty reputation among some Christians by the
end of the second century. The heretical Gnostics used the term to
mean secret gnosis reserved for a spiritual elite, and the Gnostic sects
kept a stubborn presence, especially in intellectual circles.

Christian teachers and pastors tended to react in one of two
ways. One might be called the anti-intellectual approach, favored
by polemicists like Tertullian. Those who took this approach
declared that Jerusalem had nothing to do with Athens, and that
faith had nothing to do with knowledge. They were suspicious of
philosophy, which seemed only to lead to trouble. Faith was supe-
rior to reason and, therefore, superseded any need for philosophy.

The second way, favored by St. Clement of Alexandria (150-
215), was to make distinctions. The gnosis of the heretics was bogus,
yes, but there was a gnosis, a knowledge, that could prepare the
mind for revelation. “Greek philosophy purifies the soul,” Clement
wrote, “and prepares it to receive the faith on which truth constructs
knowledge.” What is more, philosophy gave Christians a language
for articulating their more elevated doctrines. How else to describe
the incarnation of the Word without mastery of metaphysical con-
cepts such as time, eternity, being, and substance? Clement’s atti-
tude is best summed up in the later axiom that secular philosophy
is “theology’s handmaid.”

Clement, presiding over the famous school at Alexandria, tried
to rescue gnosis from its heretical associations. “God is love,” he
wrote, “and He is knowable to those who love Him.” Clement put
to use his encyclopedic knowledge of the Scriptures, as well as of
pagan poctry, philosophy, and the sciences. He wrote many theo-
logical, spiritual, and catechetical works, as well as his own works
of philosophy and poetry, which were influential among the later
Fathers. Clement was one of the tutors of the boy genius Origen.

Clement fled Alexandria during the persecution of Septimus
Severus, early in the third century. He died abroad, possibly in
Cappadocia.
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He was subject to occasional disfavor throughout the Patristic
Era, partly because of his perceived Gnostic associations.

TRUE GNOSTICS AND FALSE GNOSTICS

In this passage taken from bis Stromata, or “Carpets,” St. Clement con-
trasts the true knowledge of the Christian with the false gnosis of the
heretic. The Christian is the true Gnostic, and the heretic is not even wor-
thy to be called a “knower.” The Christian Gnostic enjoys true freedom,
even as he is bound to the witness of Scripture and the rule of the Church.

The [Christian] Gnostic receives the closest likeness to the mind
that the Master possessed and which He commanded and recom-
mended to His disciples and to the prudent. Understanding this as
the Teacher wished, and receiving it in all its greatness, he teaches
worthily from “the housetops” (Mt 10:27) those who are capable of
being built to a lofty height. He begins to live by what is spoken,
in accordance with the example of life. For Christ commanded
only what is possible. And, in truth, the kingly man and Christian
ought to be a ruler and a leader. For we are commanded to be lords
over not only the wild beasts around us, but also over the wild pas-
sions within ourselves.

Knowing the difference between a bad and a good life, the
Gnostic is saved, understanding and executing “[more than] the
scribes and Pharisees” (Mt 5:20). ...

But the things that cooperate in the discovery of truth are not
to be rejected. The kind of philosophy, for example, that proclaims
a providence, and the reward of a life lived well, and the punish-
ment of a life of misery, teaches a comprehensive theology. Still, it
does not preserve accuracy and particular points. For neither
respecting the Son of God, nor respecting the economy of provi-
dence, does it treat similarly with us; for it did not know the wor-
ship of God.

The same goes for the heresies of barbarian philosophy.
Although they speak of one God and they sing the praises of Christ,
they speak without accuracy, not in line with the truth. They
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discover another God, and receive Christ not as the prophecies
deliver. Their false dogmas are against us and opposed to conduct
that accords wich the truth.

Consider Paul, who circumcised Timothy because of the Jews
who believed, so that those who had been trained in the law might
not revolt from the faith because he broke such points of the law as
were understood in a more fleshly way. He knew quite well that cir-
cumcision does not justify; for he professed that “all things were for
all” by conformity, preserving those of the dogmas that were essen-
tial, “that he might win all” (cf. 1 Cor 9:19). Similarly, Daniel,
under the king of the Persians, wore “the chain” (Dan 5:7), though
he had sympathy for the afflictions of the people.

The real liars, then, are not those who for the sake of the scheme
of salvation conform, nor those who err in small points, but those
who are wrong in essentials, and reject the Lord, and do their best
to deprive the Lord of the true teaching. They do not quote or
deliver the Scriptures in a manner worthy of God and of the Lord;
for the deposit rendered to God, according to the teaching of the
Lord by His Apostles, is the understanding and the practice of the
godly Tradition. “What I tell you in the dark” — that is, in a hid-
den manner, and in a mystery — “proclaim,” He says, “upon the
housetops.” That is, understand them sublimely, and deliver them
in a lofty way, and according to the rule of the truth explaining the
Scriptures. For neither prophecy nor the Savior Himself announced
the divine mysteries simply so that they could be easily apprehended
by everyone. They spoke, instead, in parables. The Apostles say that
the Lord told all things “to the crowds in parables; indeed he said
nothing to them without a parable” (Mt 13:34). ... “All [things are]
straight,” says the Scripture, “to him who understands (Prov 8:9)” —
that is, to those who receive and observe, according to the Church’s
rule, the interpretation of the Scriptures explained by Him. And the
Church’s rule is the concord and harmony of the law and the
prophets in the covenant delivered at the coming of the Lord.

Knowledge is then followed by practical wisdom, and practical
wisdom by self-control. It may be said that practical wisdom is
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divine knowledge, and exists in those who are deified; but that self-
control is mortal, and subsists in those who philosophize, and are not
yet wise. But if virtue is divine, so is also the knowledge of it, while
self-control is a sort of imperfect wisdom that aspires after wisdom,
with laborious exertion, and is not contemplative. Human right-
eousness is a common thing, subordinate to holiness, which subsists
through the divine righteousness; for the righteousness of the perfect
man does not rest on civil contracts, or on the prohibition of law, but
flows from his own spontaneous action and his love to God.

— ANF 2:507-509

A HYMN TO CHRIST THE SAVIOR

Clement was a versatile writer, capable of high degrees of abstraction
and sublime poetry. His poetry, in translation, is still found in hymnals
today.

I.
Bridle of colts untamed,
Over our wills presiding;
Wing of unwandering birds,
Our flight securely guiding.
Rudder of youth unbending,
Firm against adverse shock;
Shepherd, with wisdom tending
Lambs of the royal flock:
Thy simple children bring
In one, that they may sing
In solemn lays
Their hymns of praise
With guileless lips to Christ their King.

II.
King of saints, almighty Word
Of the Father highest Lord;
Wisdom’s head and chief;
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Assuagement of all grief;

Lord of all time and space,

Jesus, Savior of our race;
Shepherd, who dost us keep;
Husbandman, who tillest,

Bit to restrain us, Rudder

To guide us as Thou willest;

Of the all-holy flock celestial wing;
Fisher of men, whom Thou to life dost bring;
From evil sea of sin,

And from the billowy strife,
Gathering pure fishes in

Caught with sweet bait of life:
Lead us, Shepherd of the sheep,
Reason-gifted, holy One;

King of youths, whom Thou dost keep,
So that they pollution shun:

Steps of Churist, celestial Way;
Word eternal, Age unending;

Life that never can decay;

Fount of mercy, virtue-sending;
Life august of those who raise
Unto God their hymn of praise,
Jesus Christ!

1.
Nourished by the milk of heaven,
To our tender palates given;
Milk of wisdom from the breast
Of that bride of grace exprest;
By a dewy spirit filled
From fair Reason’s breast distilled;
Let us sucklings join to raise
With pure lips our hymns of praise
As our grateful offering,
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Clean and pure, to Christ our King.
Let us, with hearts undefiled,
Celebrate the mighty Child.
We, Christ-born, the choir of peace;
We, the people of His love,
Let us sing, nor ever cease,
To the God of peace above.

— ANF 2:295-296

ORIGEN

Origen (185-254) lived with an intensity matched by few figures in
history, and it drove him to most remarkable achievements.

The child of Christian parents, Origen was educated at home
and at the famous school of Alexandria, receiving a comprehensive
classical and Christian training. At seventeen, he lost his father to
the persecution of the emperor Severus. Origen himself was spared
only because his mother had hidden his clothing, so that he could
not go outside to present himself to the authorities, as indeed he
wanted to do. The example of his father remained with him all his
life, in a burning desire for martyrdom.

With his father’s arrest, the state confiscated the family’s prop-
erty, and Origen was forced to take up teaching to support his
mother and many younger siblings. This he did masterfully, and he
soon attracted many students. At age eighteen, he was appointed
rector of the school of Alexandria, which was then the most presti-
gious Christian institute in the world.

Alexandria had, in the first century, been home to the great
Jewish philosopher Philo, a Greek-speaking Platonist who inter-
preted the Old Testament allegorically. As Christianity arose in that
city, Christian scholars took up the method of Philo and applied it
to the Christian Scriptures, discerning both “literal” and “spiri-
tual” senses. The spiritual sense was sometimes seen as operating on
several levels; a text could simultaneously relate a historical event,
foretell a truth about the Messiah, teach a moral lesson, and make
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a promise about heaven. Origen is usually credited with developing
this method of scriptural interpretation into a science. Some schol-
ars also number him among the first systematic theologians.

He excelled in many academic disciplines, but his greatest love
was Scripture. He gave himself over to the most exacting, word-by-
word study of the books of the Bible. He learned the original lan-
guages and brought together the first critical edition of the Bible,
including six versions in parallel columns. He studied philology,
history, philosophy, and physics, all so that he could apply these sci-
ences to Holy Writ.

And he could teach. We know this from the surviving testi-
monies of his students. Origen gained such a reputation for peda-
gogy that the emperor’s mother summoned him to tutor her, as did
the Roman governor of Arabia and the bishops of Palestine. One of
his students was a wealthy man who had been a heretic. Grateful to
Origen for steering him right, he wished many more people the
same grace, so he pledged to fund seven stenographers to serve
Origen, along with seven copyists and several calligraphers. This
remarkable secretarial pool helped to make Origen phenomenally
productive. When all was said and done, Origen had, with the
help of his stenographers, written more than six thousand books.

Being a pioneer in any field has its dangers, however; being first
in speculative theology and the scientific study of Scripture is per-
haps most perilous of all. Origen’s speculations sometimes took
him into uncharted waters, and he did not always sail as surely as
those who came after him. Though he always sought to think and
write only with the Church, subsequent generations would judge
him to have fallen into serious error on several points.

Contrary to Church teaching that was only later expressed
explicitly, he taught the Platonic doctrine that the soul existed
before the creation of the body; and that all creatures, even Satan
and the demons, would be restored in Christ at the end of time.
Later Fathers would make an important distinction here: that,
though Origen had taught error, he himself was never a heretic,
because he had never wished to teach heresy; he had spoken his
errors in ignorance.
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Once, while he was in Palestine teaching the clergy there, the
bishops got carried away with their enthusiasm and ordained Ori-
gen a priest. This infuriated his bishop back in Alexandria, who
issued sharp and swift disciplinary actions; he called a synod that
removed Origen from the priesthood and sent him into exile.

Origen responded by establishing a school in Caesarea, Pales-
tine, where the bishops were friendlier to him. It was there that he
taught many future bishops, future martyrs like St. Pamphilus, and
future Church Fathers like St. Gregory the Wonderworker.

Origen spent his later years in frequent transit, partly because he
was in demand as a teacher, and partly because he was hounded by
envious clerics who charged him with all manner of infidelity. The sit-
uation was complicated by the most bizarre action of his life. Taking
Matthew 19:12 far too literally — “There are eunuchs who have
made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven” —
Origen castrated himself. (He would surely have been better served
by an allegorical reading.) In any event, some priests rightly charged
that such mutilation was a grave offense against the body; they even
argued that the action invalidated Origen’s ordination.

Taken prisoner during the persecution of the emperor Decius,
Origen suffered the most excruciating tortures. From the effects of
these, the good Christian whom Fusebius later called the “Man of
Steel” died in 254, a martyr, as he had wished.

Origen worked with a singular passion. But his passion does
not manifest itself in oratorical flourishes. He wrote many volumes
of highly technical scholarship, in careful though colotless prose. In
style, he is most unlike the Fathers who were rhetoricians, Tertul-
lian and St. Augustine, and more like that much later master-
builder of theology, St. Thomas Aquinas. He will be more
appreciated for his accomplishments — the breadth, depth, and vo/-
ume of his writing — than read for entertainment.

To A YOUNG CHRISTIAN INTELLECTUAL

In an affectionate letter, Origen offers advice to a star pupil, who
would one day be canonized and deemed a Church Father, St. Gregory
of Pontus, ofien called “the Wonderworker.”
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Greetings in God, my most excellent sir, and venerable son Gregory,
from Origen. . .. Your natural good qualities might make you a fin-
ished Roman lawyer or a Greek philosopher of one of the schools
in high reputation. But I am anxious that you should devote all the
strength of your natural good qualities with Christianity as your
goal; and so I wish to ask you to extract from Greek philosophy
what may serve as a course of study or a preparation for Christian-
ity, and from geometry and astronomy what will serve to explain
the sacred Scriptures, so that all that the sons of the philosophers say
about geometry and music, grammar, rhetoric, and astronomy, as
fellow-helpers to philosophy, we may say about philosophy itself in
relation to Christianity. '

Perhaps something of this kind is foreshadowed in what is
written in Fxodus. From the mouth of God, the children of Israel
were commanded to ask from their neighbors, and those who dwelt
with them, vessels of silver and gold, and raiment, in order that, by
depriving the Egyptians, they might have material to fashion things
pertaining to the service of God. For from all the things the chil-
dren of Israel took from the Egyptians, the vessels in the holy of
holies were made — the ark with its lid, and the cherubim, and the
mercy seat, and the golden coffer, where was the manna, the angels’
bread. These things were probably made from the best of the Egypt-
ian gold. . ..

My son, diligently apply yourself to the reading of the sacred
Scriptures. Apply yourself, I say. For we who read the things of God
need much application, lest we should say or think anything too
rashly about them. And applying yourself thus to the study of the
things of God, with faithful prejudgments that are well pleasing to
God, knock at its locked door, and it will be opened to you by the
porter, of whom Jesus says, “To him the gatekeeper opens” (Jn
10:3). And applying yourself thus to the divine study, seek aright,
and with unwavering trust in God, the meaning of the holy Scrip-
tures, which so many have missed. Do not be satisfied with knock-
ing and seeking; for prayer is of all things indispensable to the
knowledge of the things of God. For to this the Savior exhorted,
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and said not only, “Knock, and it will be opened to you” and Seek,
and you shall find,” but also, “Ask, and it will be given you” (Mt
7:7).

My fatherly love to you has made me bold; but whether my
boldness be good, God will know, and His Christ, and all partak-
ers of the Spirit of God and the Spirit of Christ. May you also be a
partaker, and be ever increasing your inheritance, that you may say
not only, “for we share in Christ” (Heb 3:14), but also in God.

— ANF 9:295-296

THE SENSES OF SCRIPTURE

I bis work On First Principles, Origen set out his method for discern-
ing the “Senses” of Scripture — both the literal-historical sense and the
spiritual (or mystical) sense. In later wrisers, like St. John Cassian, this
interpretive method would be fleshed out as Scriprures fourfold sense,”
including the literal, allegorical, moral, and anagogical senses.

Having spoken briefly on the divine inspiration of the holy Scrip-
tures, it is necessary to proceed to the manner in which they should
be read and understood. Many fall into error because they have not
discovered the method by which the holy documents ought to be
examined. For both the hardened in heart and the ignorant persons
who belong to the circumcision have not believed in our Savior,
thinking that they are following the language of the prophecies
respecting Him, and not perceiving in a manner palpable to their
senses that He had proclaimed liberty to the captives, nor that He
had built up what they truly consider the city of God, nor cut off
the chariots of Ephraim, and the horse from Jerusalem, nor eaten
butter and honey, and before knowing or preferring the evil, had
selected the good. Thinking, moreover, that it was prophesied that
the wolf — the four-footed animal — was to feed with the lamb,
and the leopard to lie down with the kid, and the calf and bull and
lion to feed together, being led by a little child. .. and seeing none
of these things visibly accomplished during the advent of Him who
is believed by us to be Christ, they did not accept our Lord Jesus.
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Instead, believing that He called himself Christ improperly, they
crucified Him. . ..

Now the cause, in all these points listed, of the false opinions,
and of the impious statements or ignorant assertions about God,
appears to be nothing more than the lack of understanding of the
Scripture according to its spiritual meaning, favoring instead its
merely literal interpretation. . . .

Now, everyone — even the most simple of those who adhere
to the word — believes that there are certain mystical economies
made known by holy Scripture. But honest and modest individu-
als confess that they do not know what these are. If, then, one were
to be perplexed about the intercourse of Lot with his daughters, and
about the two wives of Abraham, and the two sisters married to
Jacob, and the two handmaids who bore him children, they can
return no other answer than this: that these are mysteries we do not
understand. Also, when they read the description of the construc-
tion of the tabernacle, they believe that what is written is a proto-
type and seek to adapt what they can to each particular related
about the tabernacle. Now, they are not wrong in believing that the
tabernacle is a type of something, but they err sometimes as they
seek to apply the description . . . to some special thing in a manner
worthy of Scripture. . . .

We consider the following to be the way that seems correct for
the understanding of Scriptures and for the investigation of their
meaning. ... In the Proverbs of Solomon we find the following
rule laid down for consideration of holy Scripture: “Describe these
things to yourself in a threefold manner, in counsel and knowledge,
that you may show what is right and true, that you may give a true
answer to those who sent you” (cf. Prov 22:20-21).

Each one, then, ought to describe in his own mind, in a three-
fold manner, the understanding of the divine words:

— First, by the very body of Scripture, or what we would call
that common and historical sense, so that all the more simple indi-
viduals may be edified.
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— If some have begun to make considerable progress, and are
able to see something more, they may be edified by the very sou/ of
Scripture.

— Finally, those who are mature — who resemble those of
whom the Apostle says, “among the mature we do impart wisdom,
although it is not a wisdom of this age or of the rulers of this age,
who are doomed to pass away. But we impart a secret and hidden
wisdom of God, which God decreed before the ages for our glori-
fication” (1 Cor 2:6-7). These may be edified by the spiritual law
itself, which has a shadow of good things to come, as if by the Spirit.

As man is said to consist of body, soul, and spirit, so also does
sacred Scripture, which has been granted by the divine bounty for
the salvation of man. . ..

— ANF 4:355-356, 359

A SNIPPET OF ALLEGORY

Origen sometimes finds the literal reading of the Gospels problematic,
as when Jesus violently drives the moneychangers from the Jerusalem
Temple. And so he finds many allegorical and symbolic ways to under-
stand the event. This is one of many he offers in his Commentary on

John.

The natural temple is the soul skilled in reason. Because of its
inborn reason, it is higher than the body, to which Jesus ascends
from Capernaum, the lower-lying place of less dignity. There,
before Jesus™ discipline is applied to it, are found earthly, senseless,
and dangerous tendencies, — things that have the name but not the
reality of beauty — things that are driven away by Jesus with His
word plaited out of doctrines of demonstration and rebuke. All this
takes place so that His Father’s house may no longer be a house of
merchandise but may receive, for its own salvation and that of oth-
ers, the service of God performed according to heavenly and spiri-
tual laws. The ox is symbolic of earthly things, for he is a
husbandman. The sheep, of senseless and brutal things, because it
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is more servile than most of the creatures without reason. The dove
is a symbol of empty and unstable thoughts. The small change is a
symbol of things that are thought good but are not.

— ANF 9:394

WHEN IT’Ss TOUGH TO READ THE BIBLE

Even the third centurys most brilliant Scripture scholar knew that
Bible reading can sometimes be arduous. He offered advice for just such
occasions. This passage was preserved by Sts. Basil and Gregory in their
anthology, The Philocalia of Origen, translated by George Lewis
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1911), page 156.

If any of you have ever seen an asp or some other venomous crea-
ture under the spell of the charmer, I would have you take that as
an illustration of the Scripture. If it is read and not understood, the
hearer sometimes grows listless and weary. Yet let him believe that
the asps and vipers within him are weakened through the charms
of the charmers — that is to say, by wise Moses, wise Joshua, the
wise and holy prophets.

Let us not grow weary when we hear Scriptures that we do not
understand; but let it be unto us according to our faith (see Mt
9:29), by which we believe that all Scripture is inspired by God and
profitable (see 2 Tim 3:16). For you must admit one of two things
about these Scriptures: either they are not inspired because they are
not profitable, as an unbeliever might suppose; o, as a believer, you
must allow that because they are inspired they are profitable.

We must, however, know that we often profit without perceiv-
ing it. This happens, for example, when we go on a special diet to
improve our eyesight. We do not, while we are eating, notice that
our eyesight is getting better, but after two or three days, when the
beneficial food is assimilated, experience convinces us of the fact.
And the same remark applies to other foods that benefit other parts
of the body.

Well, then, have the same faith with regard to divine Scripture.
Believe that your soul profits from the mere reading, even though
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your understanding does not receive the fruit of profiting from
these passages. Our inner nature is charmed; its better elements are
nourished; the worse are weakened and brought to nothing.

ST. GREGORY OF PONTUS: ON ORIGEN, MY TEACHER

At the end of bis school days in Caesarea, Gregory paid tribute to his

most influential tutor.

How shall I give account of what he did for us, in instructing us in
theology and devout character? And how shall T enter into the real
disposition of the man, and show with what judiciousness and
careful preparation he would have us familiarized with all discourse
about the Divinity, guarding us sedulously against any peril with
respect to what is the most necessary thing — namely, the knowl-
edge of the Cause of all things?

For he deemed it right for us to study philosophy this way:
that we should read with utmost diligence all that has been writ-
ten, both by the philosophers and by the poets of old, rejecting
nothing, and repudiating nothing (for, indeed, we did not yet pos-
sess the power of critical discernment), except only the productions
of the atheists, who, in their conceits, lapse from the general intel-
ligence of man and deny that there is either a God or a providence.
From these he would have us abstain, because they are not worthy
of being read, and because the soul within us, which is meant for
piety, might be defiled by listening to words contrary to the wor-
ship of God. ...

He did not introduce us to any one exclusive school of philos-
ophy; nor did he judge it proper for us to go away with any single
class of philosophical opinions, but he introduced us to all, and
determined that we should be ignorant of no kind of Grecian doc-
trine. And he himself went on with us, preparing the way before us,
and leading us by the hand, as if on a journey, whenever anything
tortuous and unsound and delusive came in our way. And he helped
us like a skilled expert who has had long familiarity with such sub-
jects. ... Thus did he deal with us, selecting and setting before us
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all that was useful and true in all the various philosophers, and
putting aside all that was false. And this he did for us, both in other
branches of man’s knowledge, and most especially in all that con-
cerns piety.

— ANF 6:33-36



The Golden Age of Doctrine

I n retrospect, we call the Nicene Era, the fourth Christian century,
a “golden age.”

We look back at a time of great teachers. It was then that St.
Athanasius gave our Trinitarian faith its definitive expression. The
same saint also created something of a sensation by writing a biog-
raphy of St. Anthony of Egypt and inspiring thousands of men and
women to flee the world and become hermits, monks, and nuns. In
Cappadocia, the great bishop St. Basil directed rich development in
monasticism, liturgy, theology, and charitable work. The fourth
century was the time of the great Church historian Eusebius, and
of the great catechetical bishops, St. Cyril of Jerusalem, St. Ambrose
of Milan, and St. Gregory of Nyssa.

Two events precipitated this cultural flowering of Christianity.
They were, we might say, some good news and some bad news. First
came the long-awaited peace with the Roman Empire. The third
century had ended with the persecution launched by the emperor
Diocletian, perhaps the cruelest and bloodiest of all. Yet Christian-
ity continued to grow, unabated, in spite of dungeon, fire, and
sword. In fact, the Church seemed to grow most quickly when it
was persecuted most ruthlessly. Tertullian, it seems, was right to say
that “the blood of Christians is seed.” In 311, the empire attempted
yet another persecution, but the futility of the project was soon
apparent. In 313, the new emperor, Constantine, whose mother
was Christian, issued his Edict of Milan, which decreed universal
toleration of Christianity.

121
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Peace had come, but it would not last. In 318, Arius of Alexan-
dria began to preach his heresy — that Jesus was not truly divine
or co-eternal — and soon Arianism was sweeping the Church.
With an alarming suddenness, Arius won over a great number of
bishops, theologians, and imperial officials. As St. Jerome wrote,
“The world awoke with a groan to find itself Arian.”®

It was this controversy, which involved the core Christian doc-
trines of the Trinity and the Incarnation, that forced the fourth cen-
tury to be a golden age. There was no alternative. The only way the
Church could counter the eloquence and apparent reasonableness
of Arius was with more eloquent, more reasonable, and most impor-
tantly, more holy men.

The Arian heresy would fuel further heresies, both spin-offs
and overcorrections, for another three centuries or more. But, from
the Council of Nicaea in 325 onward, the Church spoke clearly and
consistently against the Christological errors.

Meanwhile, as Church and state embraced in concord, a new
set of questions arose, regarding which things rightly belong to
Caesar, and which to God and His vicars.

EUSEBIUS OF CAESAREA

Eusebius of Caesarea (263-340) is one of those historical oddities:
a historian who made history. His most famous work, the Ecclesz-
astical History, shaped the way Christians would look at the past for
centuries to come. More, Eusebius put forth a compelling vision of
the future at a time of tremendous upheaval in both Church and
state.

Eusebius received his eatly training in Caesarea, Palestine, from
St. Pamphilus, a disciple of Origen and eventually a martyr. Euse-
bius himself was hunted down and jailed for his faith during one of
the last gasps of Roman imperial persecution. In the same year that
the emperor Constantine declared a lasting peace for Christians, the
Church of Caesarea elected Eusebius as its bishop.
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Having suffered for the faith, Eusebius saw Constantine’s
decree of toleration as a singular grace. It inspired in him a vision
of an integrated Church and state, working together to bring about
the kingdom of God on earth. To Eusebius, Constantine and the
Roman Empire were nothing less than the chosen instruments of
Providence. Eusebius spoke of Constantine as “our divinely favored
emperor,” who directs “in imitation of God Himself, the world’s
affairs.” Eusebius saw the emperor as an icon of God the Father and
Christ the King. In an oration in praise of Constantine, he said this
explicitly. The idea is implicit throughout his historical works,
which emphasize events that prepared the way for the Christianiza-
tion of the empire.

With his history, Eusebius managed to produce a voluminous
and comprehensive record of the ancient Church. He preserved
thousands of texts that would otherwise have been completely lost.

Yet, while the Church made peace with its longtime enemy
outside, a new enemy arose within: the heresy of Arianism.

Arius, like Eusebius, was a historical oddity. A priest of the
Church of Alexandria, he had been trained in the rival school of
Antioch, which emphasized a literal reading of Scripture. Arius’s lit-
eralism tended toward rationalism. He saw no way that the Divine
Word could proceed from the Father yet still be co-eternal. So he
proposed that Jesus was merely a creature, as was the Holy Spirit,
though both were created to be semidivine, the greatest of God’s
creatures. Arius’s heresy very quickly won an astonishingly large
portion of the Church’s intelligentsia, clergy, and bishops. Those
who upheld the orthodox position were almost relegated to a fac-
tion in the Church. The situation threatened not only the new-
found peace of the Church, but even the peace of the empire, a
majority of whose population was, by this time, Christian.

Eusebius was heartsick to see the Church polarized this way.
The emperor, for his part, was anxious to restore order before the
controvetsy sparked a civil war. Constantine called a council at
Nicaea (in what is now Turkey) to discern the cotrect teaching on
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the Trinity and the Incarnation. As a bishop, Eusebius would take
an active part in the council’s proceedings.

Eusebius saw good intentions on both sides, and he doubted
that any one side could triumph peaceably over the other. Yet he
desired peace. Rejecting both the explicitly “subordinationist” lan-
guage of the Arian party and the explicitly “co-equal and co-eternal”
language of St. Athanasius, he proposed common ground: a state-
ment that was biblical, but sufficiently vague as to satisfy both par-
ties.

The Council of Nicaea rejected the Eusebian compromise in
favor of St. Athanasius’s formulation: that Jesus was “one in being
with the Father.” Eusebius accepted the council’s conclusions
because the emperor Constantine had approved them.

Yet he was not satisfied, and he spent the following years assist-
ing in the efforts to persecute St. Athanasius. In 335, he played a
leading role in the Synod of Tyre, which excommunicated Athana-
sius. This time, the Father of Church History failed to read the signs
of the times. History gives Eusebius mixed reviews.

IN PRAISE OF CONSTANTINE

Eusebius delivered a long tribute to Constantine on the thirtieth
anniversary of the beginning of his reign. This is a brief excerpt.

Today is the festival of our great emperor: and we his children
rejoice, feeling the inspiration of our sacred theme. He who presides
over our solemnity is the Great Sovereign Himself; He, I mean, who
is truly great. . . . I remember that our own victorious emperor ren-
ders praises to this Mighty Sovereign. I do well to follow [Constan-
tine], knowing as I do that to Him alone we owe that imperial
power under which we live. The pious Caesars, instructed by their
Father’s wisdom, acknowledge Him as the source of every blessing;
the soldiery, the entire body of the people, both in the country and
in the cities of the empire, with the governors of the several
provinces, assembling together in accordance with the precept of
their great Savior and Teacher, worship Him. In short, the whole
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family of mankind, of every nation, tribe, and tongue, both collec-
tively and severally, however diverse their opinions on other sub-
jects, are unanimous in this one confession; and, in obedience to the
reason implanted in them, and the spontaneous and uninstructed
impulse of their own minds, unite in calling on the One and only
God.

This only-begotten Word of God reigns, from ages that had no
beginning to infinite and endless ages, the partner of His Father’s
kingdom. And our emperor, ever beloved by Him, who derives the
source of imperial authority from above, and is strong in the power
of his sacred title, has controlled the empire of the world for along
period of years. Again, that Preserver of the universe orders these
heavens and earth, and the celestial kingdom, consistently with
His Father’s will. Even so our emperor whom He loves, by bring-
ing those whom he rules on earth to the only-begotten Word and
Savior, renders them fit subjects of His kingdom. . ..

— NPNF2 1:582-583

ON CHURCH HISTORY

Eusebiuss most valuable contribution to posterity is his Church history.
This passage serves as something of a mission statement for that great
work.

[t is my purpose to write an account of the successions of the holy
Apostles, as well as of the times that have elapsed from the days of
our Savior to our own; and to relate the many important events that
are said to have occurred in the history of the Church; and to men-
tion those who have governed and presided over the Church in the
most prominent parishes, and those who in each generation have
proclaimed the divine word either orally or in writing, It is my pur-
pose also to give the names and number and times of those who,
through love of innovation, have run into the greatest errors and,
proclaiming themselves discoverers of knowledge falsely so-called

(see 1 Tim 6:20), have like fierce wolves unmercifully devastated the
flock of Christ.
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It is my intention, moreover, to recount the misfortunes that
immediately came upon the whole Jewish nation in consequence of
their plots against our Savior, and to record the ways and the times
in which the divine word has been attacked by the Gentiles, and to
describe the character of those who at various periods have con-
tended for it in the face of blood and of tortures, as well as the con-
fessions that have been made in our own days, and finally the
gracious and kindly consolation that our Savior has given them all.
Since I propose to write of all these things, I shall begin my work
with the beginning of the dispensation of our Savior and Lord
Jesus Christ.

But at the outset I must crave for my work the indulgence of
the wise, for I confess that it is beyond my power to produce a per-
fect and complete history, and since I am the first to enter upon the
subject, I am attempting to traverse a lonely and untrodden path.
I pray that I may have God as my guide and the power of the Lord
as my aid, since I am unable to find even the bare footsteps of those
who have traveled the way before me, except in brief fragments, in
which some in one way, others in another, have transmitted to us
particular accounts of the times in which they lived. From afar
they raise their voices like torches, and they cry out, as from some
lofty and conspicuous watchtower, admonishing us where to walk
and how to direct the course of our work steadily and safely.

Having gathered therefore from the matters mentioned here
and there by them whatever we consider important for the present
work, and having plucked like flowers from a meadow the appro-
priate passages from ancient writers, we shall endeavor to embody
the whole in a historical narrative, content if we preserve the mem-
ory of the successions of the Apostles of our Savior; if not indeed
of all, yet of the most renowned of them in those churches which
are the most noted, and which even to the present time are held in
honor.

This work seems to me of special importance because I know
of no ecclesiastical writer who has devoted himself to this subject;
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and I hope that it will appear most useful to those who are fond of
historical research.
— NPNF2 1:81-82

ST. ATHANASIUS

You can tell a lot about a Father by the enemies he took on. Dur-
ing much of his lifetime, St. Athanasius (297-373) was known
throughout the world primarily as the opponent of the arch-heretic
Arius.

For this opposition, he suffered exile five times (for six years, he
hid among the monks of the Egyptian desert), he was castigated by
bishops and emperors, and he was a constant (though elusive) tar-
get for would-be assassins.

For St. Athanasius, the Arian heresy was an urgent, profes-
sional, and personal matter. Arius (256-336) was a senior priest of
Alexandria, the same diocese as Athanasius. According to most
accounts, Arius was a man of apparent piety and great outward
asceticism. He had studied abroad, at the renowned school of Anti-
och, and displayed far more eloquence and intellectual subtlety
than his bishop, Alexander.

Arius held Bishop Alexander in contempt. He probably also
had little use for the allegorical teachings of the school of Alexan-
dria, which, to a proud alumnus of Antioch, must have seemed like
so much mystical claptrap. One day, while listening to Bishop
Alexander expound on the Trinity, Arius could stand it no more. He
stood up and denounced his bishop’s teaching as heresy.

Arius had his own ideas about the Trinity, which he saw as far
superior to his bishop’s. Since 318 or so, he had been publicly
teaching that Jesus was not divine, that Christ and the Holy Spirit
were merely creatures. He saw this as the only way around such
apparent follies as the claim that God is three and yet one, or that
infinity and eternity — the fullness of divinity! — could be con-
tained in a man from Palestine.
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Arius was a rational man, and many of his brother priests mis-
took his rationalism for reason, and they accepted his Trinitarian
doctrine over that of their bishop. The young priest Athanasius,
himself a profound theologian, watched with horror as this hap-
pened. But he did not just watch. Around the same time Arius had
begun preaching his heresy, Alexander had appointed Athanasius
his secretary.

Arianism spread, far beyond Alexandria and Egypt, and at a
rate that was alarming to many. In order to keep peace, the emperor
Constantine summoned a council of all the bishops, to be convened
at Nicaea in 325. There, Athanasius played a key role as adviser to
his bishop, who had to deliver the opening deposition to the coun-
cil on the case of Arius. At Nicaea, the Church adopted the lan-
guage proposed by Athanasius: that Jesus was “consubstantial” with
the Father, true God from true God, begotten, not made. The
council fathers excommunicated Arius.

Orthodoxy had won the great battle, but the war was far from
over. Though the Arians were suppressed, they remained to be con-
vinced. Upon Alexander’s death in 327, Athanasius was elected
bishop of Alexandria. From that office, he faced continual opposi-
tion from persistent Arians — and some of these heretics had
friends in high places. In 330, they prevailed upon Constantine to
order Athanasius to readmit Arius, who was unrepentant, to com-
munion. Athanasius refused, and so infuriated the Arians that they
initiated a rumor campaign against him. So effective were they that
Athanasius was called to stand trial for his alleged crimes before the
emperor himself!

The hard times continued as Arian sympathizers arranged a
council exclusively for the purpose of denouncing Athanasius —
which it did — exiling him to Germany in 336. After Constantine’s
death, Arian fortunes rose and fell as emperors came and went.
Thus, Athanasius found himself intermittently restored to Alexan-
dria. Ultimately, his case went before a synod presided over by the
pope, who vindicated Athanasius. But all that was to little effect, as
the east of the empire was ruled by an Arian. The emperor Constan-



THE NICENE ERA 129

tius called puppet councils to condemn Athanasius, and then forced
the pope to concur. Athanasius suffered further denunciations
under the pagan revival of the emperor Julian and under later
emperors who were Arian.

After long years of fight and flight, he was restored to his office
in 366 (by an Arian emperor!), and he spent seven peaceful years in
Alexandria before his death.

So closely identified with the fight against Arianism, St.
Athanasius rarely receives the credit he deserves for promoting
monasticism, a movement that was just emerging in the Church.
His biography of St. Anthony of Egypt was something of a best-
seller in the fourth-century Church, enticing many Christians to
retreat to the desert or the forests.

In the Greek Church, St. Athanasius is called the “Father of
Orthodoxy.” The Catholic Church has named him one of the eight
“Great Fathers.”

WE WORSHIP THE WORD MADE FLESH

Bishop Adelphius of Onuphis was Athanasiuss ally in the struggle
against Arianism. This letter gave the bishop, who had once been exiled
Jor the cause, both consolation and apologetical arguments.

We have read what Your Excellency has written to us, and genuinely
approve your piety toward Christ. And above all we glorify God,
Who has given you such grace as not only to have right opinions,
but also, so far as that is possible, not to be ignorant of the devices
of the devil. But we marvel at the perversity of the heretics, seeing
that they have fallen into such a pit of impiety that they no longer
retain even their senses, but have their understanding corrupted on
all sides. . . .

We do not worship a creature. Far be the thought. For such an
error belongs to heathens and Arjans. But we worship the Lord of
Creation, Incarnate, the Word of God. For if the flesh also is in itself
a part of the created world, yet it has become God’s body. And we
neither divide the body from the Word and worship it by itself, nor
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when we wish to worship the Word do we set Him far apart from
the flesh. But knowing, as we said above, that “the Word was made
flesh,” we recognize Him also as God come in the flesh.

Testimony From Scripture

Who is so senseless as to say to the Lord: “Leave the Body that
I may worship You”; or so impious as to join the senseless Jews in
saying, on account of the Body, “Why do you, being a man, make
yourself God?” (cf. Jn 10:33). But the leper was not one of this sort,
for he worshiped God in the Body, and recognized that He was God,
saying, “Lord, if you will, you can make me clean” (Mt 8:2). Neither
by reason of the flesh did he think the Word of God a creature: nor
because the Word was the maker of all creation did he despise the
flesh which He had put on. But he worshiped the Creator of the uni-
verse as dwelling in a created temple, and he was cleansed.

These things happened, and no one doubted, as the Arians now
venture to doubt, whether one is to believe the incarnate Word. Just
looking at the man, they recognized that He was their maker, and
when they heard a human voice, they did not, because it was
human, say that the Word was a creature. On the contrary, they
trembled, and recognized nothing less than that it was being uttered
from a holy Temple. How then can the impious fail to fear lest
“since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up
to a base mind and to improper conduct” (Rom 1:28)?

Creation does not worship a creature. Nor again did she, on
account of His flesh, refuse to worship her Lord. But she beheld her
maker in the Body, and “at the name of Jesus every knee” bowed
and “should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and
every tongue confess’ — whether the Arians approve or not —

“that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil
2:10-11).

Redeemer of the Flesh

For the flesh did not diminish the glory of the Word; far be the
thought: on the contrary, it was glorified by Him. Nor, because the
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Son that was in the form of God took upon Him the form of a ser-
vant was He deprived of His Godhead. On the contrary, He has
thus become the Deliverer of all flesh and of all creation. And if
God sent His Son, brought forth from a woman, the fact causes us
no shame, but, on the contrary, glory and great grace.

For He has become Man, that He might deify us in Himself!
And He has been born of a woman, and begotten of a Virgin, in
order to transfer to Himself our erring generation, and that we
may become henceforth a holy race, and “partakers of the divine
nature,” as St. Peter wrote (2 Pet 1:4). “For God has done what the
law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: sending his own Son in
the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the
flesh” (Rom 8:3).

Seeing then that flesh was taken by the Word to deliver all men,
raise all from the dead, and make redemption for sins, must not
they appear ungrateful, and be worthy of all hatred, who make
light of the flesh, as well as those who on account of it charge the
Son of God with being a thing created or made?. .. For they who
do not wish to worship the Word made flesh are ungrateful for His
becoming man. And they who divide the Word from the flesh do
not hold that one redemption from sin has taken place, or one
destruction of death. But where at all will these impious men find
the flesh that the Savior took, apart from Him? Yet they even ven-
ture to say, “We do not worship the Lord with the flesh, but we sep-
arate the Body, and worship Him alone.” Why, the blessed Stephen
saw in the heavens the Lord standing on [God’s] right hand, while
the angels said to the disciples, He “will come in the same way as
you saw him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11); and the Lord himself says,
addressing the Father, “I will. .. that where I am you may be also”
(Jn 14:3).

Anathema

Surely if the flesh is inseparable from the Word, does it not fol-
low that these men must cither lay aside their error, and for the
future worship the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ? Or,
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if they do not worship or serve the Word who came in the flesh,
they must be cast out on all sides. . ..

If they wish to live by their impieties, let them alone take their
fill of them, and let them gnash their teeth like their father, the
devil, because the faith of the Catholic Church knows that the
Word of God is creator and maker of all things; and we know that
while “in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with
God” (Jn 1:1), now that He has become also man for our salvation,
we worship Him.

— NPNF2 4:575-578

ON THE DEATH OF ARIUS

Athanasius wrote the following account in a letter to his fellow Egyptian
bishop and onetime head of the school at Alexandyia, St. Serapion of
Thmuis.

You have asked me to make known ... the manner of the death of
Arius. ... I debated with myself for a long time, fearing lest anyone
should suppose that I was exulting in the death of that man. Yet since
a dispute about this heresy has arisen among you — raising the
question whether Arius died after communicating with the Church
— I felt the need to give an account of his death, thinking that the
question would then be set to rest. By making this known, I should
at the same time silence those who are fond of contention. For 1
believe that when the wonderful circumstances connected with his
death become known, even those who questioned it before will no
longer doubt that the Arian heresy is hateful in the sight of God.

I was not at Constantinople when he died, but Macarius the
Presbyter was, and I heard the account of it from him. Arius had
been invited by the emperor Constantine, through the interest of
Eusebius and his fellows. [Editor’s note: Athanasius speaks here of
Eusebius of Nicomedia, not the famous historian from Caesarea.]
When he entered the presence, the emperor asked him whether he
held the faith of the Catholic Church. And he declared upon oath
that he held the right faith, and gave an account of his faith in writ-
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ing, suppressing the points for which he had been cast out of the
Church by the bishop Alexander, and speciously alleging expres-
sions out of the Scriptures.

When he swore that he did not profess the opinions for which
Alexander had excommunicated him, [the emperor] dismissed him,
saying, “If your faith is right, you have done well to swear; but if
your faith is impious, and you have sworn, may God judge you
according to your oath.”

When he emerged from the presence of the emperor, Eusebius
and his fellows, with their accustomed violence, wanted to bring
him into the Church. But Alexander, the bishop of Constantinople
of blessed memory, resisted them, saying that the inventor of the
heresy ought not to be admitted to communion. Then Eusebius
and his fellows threatened, declaring, “As we have caused him to be
invited by the emperor, in opposition to your wishes, so tomorrow,
contrary to your desire, Arius shall have Communion with us in
this church.” Tt was the Sabbath when they said this.

Intrigues and Prayers

When Bishop Alexander heard this, he was greatly distressed,
and entering into the church, he stretched forth his hands to God,
and bewailed himself. And casting himself upon his face in the
chancel, he prayed, lying upon the pavement. Macarius also was
present, and prayed with him, and heard his words: he asked two
things, saying, “If Arius is brought to Communion tomorrow, let
me, Your servant, depart, and do not destroy the pious with the
impious. But if You will spare Your Church (and I know that You
will), look upon the words of Eusebius and his fellows, and do not
give your inheritance to destruction and reproach. And remove
Atrius, lest if he enter into the Church, the heresy also may seem to
enter with him, and henceforward impiety be accounted for piety.”

When the bishop had thus prayed, he retired in great anxiety;
and a wonderful and extraordinary circumstance took place. While
Eusebius and his fellows threatened, the bishop prayed. But Arius,
who had great confidence in Eusebius and his fellows, and talked
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very wildly, was urged by the necessities of nature and withdrew.
Then, suddenly, in the language of Scripture, “falling headlong he
burst asunder in the midst,” and immediately expired as he lay, and
was deprived at once of Communion and of his life. . . .

For the Lord himself, judging between the threats of Eusebius
and his fellows and the prayer of Alexander, condemned the Arian
heresy, showing it to be unworthy of communion with the Church.
He showed to all that, although it receive the support of the
emperor and of all mankind, yet it was condemned by the Church
herself.

— NPNF2 4:564-565

ST. APHRAHAT THE SAGE

St. Aphrahat gives us a glimpse of a lost world, a crucial stage in the
development of the Church. In the work of this Persian monk-
bishop, we see early Christianity, isolated from Roman and Greek
influence — and very clearly in continuity with its Jewish roots.
We possess very few of the writings of Aphrahat, only twenty-
three of his homilies, called Demonstrations. Most of these are
defenses of the faith, but they are unusual — and even unique —
among the ancient works of apologetics. Aphrahat aims most of his
Demonstrations not at heretics who perverted Christian doctrine,
nor at pagans who persecuted Christian people, but at Jews who
rejected Christianity’s development of the religion of Israel.
Aphrahat’s world was far different from the world of the Greek-
speaking Fathers. He wrote not in Greek or Latin, but in Syriac, a
Semitic language related to the Aramaic spoken by Jesus. And his
distinctiveness is not merely linguistic. He lived not in the Roman
Empire, but just over the border in the Persian Empire, where
Christians were ruthlessly persecuted long after Rome’s decrees of
toleration. Local tradition places Aphrahat at a monastery on the
banks of the Tigris, near the city of Mosul in modern Iraq.
Christianity in Persia probably emerged from the well-estab-
lished Jewish community there. Syriac Christianity bears many
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resemblances to Mesopotamian Judaism. It is likely that a fair num-
ber of Jews followed the new “Way” of Jesus as it spread eastward.
It is clear, however, that many Jews did not. And so between the two
groups there was some growing rivalry, tension, and competition for
minds and hearts.

Jews were socially prominent in fourth-century Persia. They had
lived and thrived there since the Babylonian exile almost nine cen-
turies before. But the empire distinguished between Jews and Chris-
tians and chose to persecute the latter while tolerating the former. It
seems that the Persians were encouraged in this by leaders of the Jew-
ish community, who may have misrepresented Christian doctrine.

The Jews attacked certain aspects of Christianity that they
regarded as breaks with Jewish law and tradition. Christians, they
said, did not observe the ancient dietary laws or rest on the seventh
day of the week. Christians did not circumcise their sons or cele-
brate Passover in the traditional way. Christian priests and monks
observed celibacy rather than marrying, as was the custom for all
pious Jewish men. Above all, Christians worshiped a Messiah whom
these Jews declared illegitimate.

Aphrahat sought to remedy the situation by directly addressing
Jewish arguments on Jewish terms. His sermons are primarily his-
torical rather than theological, and he draws overwhelmingly from
facts of history that the Jews held sacred and could not dispute.

He demonstrated, for example, that many heroes of the Old Tes-
tament — Moses, Joshua, Jeremiah, Elijah, and Elisha — were celi-
bate, at least for part of their lives and ministry. He showed, too, how
Jesus did not abolish but fulfilled the ancient law and prophecies.

We do not know when or how Aphrahat died. Christianity has
never flourished in the lands of the former Persian Empire. But the
Christian minority has always venerated this ancient monk, whom
they call “Aphrahat the Sage.”

In modern times, there has been a resurgence of interest in
Aphrahat, thanks in part to the scholarship of Rabbi Jacob Neusner,
who finds in the Persian sage a model —“remarkable and exem-
plary” — for Jewish-Christian dialogue. Aphrahat is, says Rabbi
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Neusner, “an enduring voice of civility and rationality amid the
g
cacophony of mutual disesteem.”*

ON PERSECUTION

A Persian Jew argued that the Christians misfortune was a sign of God’s
disfavor toward them. Aphrahat answered this charge in his twenty-first
Demonstration.

One day a man whom the Jews call wise questioned me, saying,
“Jesus, your teacher, wrote for you that ‘if you have faith as a grain
of mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, “Move hence to
yonder place,” and it will move’ (Mt 17:20). So it seems that there
is, in all your people, not one wise man whose prayer is heard, and
who asks God that your persecutions should cease from you. For it
is clearly written for you in that passage, ‘nothing will be impossi-
ble to you.” ”

I saw that he was blaspheming and speaking against the Way,
and my mind was disturbed. I understood that he would not
acknowledge the interpretation of the words that he quoted to me.
So I also questioned him on sayings from the law and from the
prophets. I said to him: “Do you believe that even when you are dis-
persed God is with you?”

And he professed to me, “God is with us, because God said
unto Israel: “Yet for all that, when they are in the land of their ene-
mies, I will not spurn them, neither will I abhor them so as to
destroy them utterly and break my covenant with them’ (Lev
26:44).”

[ answered him, saying, “Very good is this that I have heard
from you, that God is with you. Against your words, too, will I
speak to you. For the prophet said to Israel, as from the mouth of
God: “When you pass through the waters I will be with you; and
through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you; when you walk
through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not con-
sume you. For I am the LORD your God, the Holy One of Israel,
your Savior’ (Is 43:2-3). Thus there is not one righteous, good, and
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wise man out of all your people; for none could pass through the
sea and live and not be drowned, or through the river without its
overflowing him; or who could walk over fire and not be scorched
and burned by the flame. If you offer me an explanation, I will not
be persuaded, just as you are unmoved by my interpretation of the
words about which you have questioned me.” . ..

Those who reproach us, saying, “You are persecuted and are not
delivered,” should be ashamed of themselves. Many times they,
too, have been persecuted, even for many years before they were
delivered. They were enslaved in Egypt two hundred and twenty-
five years. And the Midianites made Israel serve in the days of
Barak and Deborah. The Moabites ruled over them in the days of
Ehud; the Ammonites in the days of Jephthah; the Philistines in the
days of Samson, and also in the days of Eli and of Samuel the
prophet; the Edomites in the days of Ahab; the Assyrians in the days
of Hezekiah.

The king of Babylon uprooted them from their place and dis-
persed them; and after he had tried and persecuted them much,
they did not improve, as He said to them: “In vain have I smitten
your children, they took no correction” (Jer 2:30). And again He
said: “I have hewn them by the prophets, I have slain them by the
words of my mouth” (Hos 6:5). And to Jerusalem He said: By
afflictions and plagues “be warned, O Jerusalem, lest I be alienated
from you; lest I make you a desolation, an uninhabited land” (Jer
6:8). But they abandoned Him and worshiped idols, as Jeremiah
said concerning them: “For cross to the coasts of Cyprus and see,
or send to Kedar and examine with care; see if there has been such
a thing, Has a nation changed its gods, even though they are no
gods? But my people have changed their glory for that which does
not profit. Be appalled, O heavens, at this, be shocked, be utterly
desolate, says the LORD, for my people have committed two evils:
they have forsaken me, the fountain of living waters, and hewed out
cisterns for themselves, broken cisterns, that can hold no water” (Jer
2:10-13). The broken cisterns are the fear of images and idols. And
He calls the heavens to astonishment, because they worshiped the
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hosts of the heavens. The heavens receive as a penalty that they shall
be rolled up as a scroll, and all the host of them shall fall down.
All this discourse I have written to you, my beloved, becausc a Jew
reproached the children of our people. But now I will instruct you, as
best I can, about the persecuted, that they have received a great
reward, while the persecutors have come to scorn and contempt. ...
Hear, my beloved, these names of martyrs, of confessors, and
of the persecuted. Abel was murdered, and his blood cried out
from the earth. Jacob was persecuted, and fled and became an exile.
Joseph was persecuted, and sold and cast into a pit. Moses was per-
secuted, and fled to Midian. Joshua the son of Nun was perse-
cuted, and made war. Jephthah and Samson and Gideon and Barak
— they, 00, were persecuted. Yet it is they of whom the blessed
Apostle said: “Time would fail me to tell” their victories (Heb
11:32). David also was persecuted at the hands of Saul, and he fled
in the mountains and in dens and caves. Samuel was persecuted,
and mourned over Saul. Hezekiah was persecuted, and bound up
in affliction. Elijah was persecuted, and wandered in the desert.
Elisha was persecuted and became an exile; and Micaiah was per-
secuted, and cast into prison. Jeremiah was persecuted, and they
cast him into the pit of mud. Daniel was persecuted, and cast into
the pit of lions. Hananiah and his brethren were persecuted, and
cast into the furnace of fire. Mordecai and Esther and the children
of their people were persecuted at the hands of Haman. Judas Mac-
cabee and his brothers were persecuted, and they too endured
reproach. The seven brothers, sons of the blessed woman, endured
torments by bitter scourgings, and were confessors and true mar-
tyrs. And Eleazar, old and advanced in years as he was, proved a
noble example and made his confession and became a true martyr.
Great and excellent is the martyrdom of Jesus. He surpassed in
affliction and in confession all who were before or after. And after
Him was the faithful martyr Stephen, whom the Jews stoned.
Simon Peter, too, and Paul were perfect martyrs. And James and
John walked in the footsteps of their Master Christ. The other

Apostles in far-flung places confessed and proved true martyrs.
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And to our brothers and sisters in the West, in the days of Dio-
cletian, there came great affliction and persecution to the whole
Church of God throughout their region. The churches were over-
thrown and uprooted, and many confessors and martyrs professed the
faith. But the Lord turned in metcy to them after they were per-
secuted.

In our days, too, these things happened to us on account of our
sins — but also that what is written might be fulfilled, even as our
Redeemer said: “This must take place” (Mt 24:6). The Apostle also
said: “We are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses” (Heb
12:1). This is our honot, in which many give witness and are slain.

— NPNF2 13:392, 395, 401-402

ST. EPHREM OF SYRIA

In St. Ephrem we hear theology in a new key.

Ephrem was a profound theologian and a dazzling poet, who
did not see these vocations as separate or contradictory. He sang his
theological explorations. He chanted them in the Syriac language’s
rhythmic measures. He could move from metaphysics to praise in
the bricfest interval. He could soar from history to allegory without
pausing for a rest.

Ephrem was born in Nisibis (now Nusaybin, Turkey) in the
carly years of the fourth century. His biographies tell conflicting sto-
ries. Some say he was raised in a pagan family, the son of a heathen
priest; but the autobiographical passages in Ephrem’s poems seem
to imply a Christian upbringing.

He surely attended the catechetical schools and applied himself
to a deep and wide study of the Scriptures. Foremost among his
teachers was St. James of Nisibis, who attended the Council of
Nicaea. Under James, Ephrem was ordained a deacon and
appointed a teacher.

Ephrem wrote voluminously, in both poetry and prose. In
prose, he favored a literal-historical treatment of the Scriptures. In
poetry, he tended to allegory. He excelled in both methods.
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Even during his lifetime, Ephrem became a celebrity through-
out the Christian world. This was extremely unusual, since the
Syriac Christian world was somewhar enclosed — isolated by lan-
guage and by political boundaries, as most Syriac-speaking Chris-
tians lived within the Persian Empire.

Nisibis, however, was a border town, often battled for, often
under siege. During Ephrem’s early life, it was in Roman territory.
Rome was, by then, tolerant of Christianity; Persia was not. So the
border wars had tremendous consequences for East Syrian Chris-
tians. Three times in Ephrems life, Nisibis fell under siege; once the
Persians even dammed up the river to flood the perimeter of the
city. History records that Ephrem, with his preaching and his songs,
buoyed the weary spirits of the citizens.

In the year 363, the emperor Julian, an ex-Christian, was mor-
tally wounded while in battle with the Persians. Julian’s successor,
Jovinian, sought to broker a treaty rather than continue the bloody
fighting far from home. In the settlement, however, the city of Nis-
ibis was conceded to Persia, and the Christians were expelled.

Ephrem spent the last ten years of his life in Edessa (modern-day
Urfa, Turkey), where, according to some sources, he helped establish
that city’s theological school, which would rise to greatness in the fol-
lowing centuries. He died in 373. He is a Doctor of the Church.

A SONG FOR CHRISTMAS

Ephrems third Nativity Hymn explodes with the paradoxes of the Incar-
nation — Word made flesh, God become man. It is ar once mystical and
sensuous, and profoundly eucharistic,

Glory to the Voice that became a Body,

and to the Word of the Most High, which became Flesh!
Hear Him also, O ecars, and see Him, O eyes,

and feel Him, O hands, and eat Him, O mouth!

You limbs and senses, give praise to Him,

who came and gave life to the whole body!
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Mary bore the silent baby,

while in Him were hidden all tongues!

Joseph bore Him, and in Him was hidden

a nature more ancient than anything old!

The Most High became like a little child,

and in Him was hidden a treasure

of wisdom sufficing for all!

Though He was Most High, He sucked milk from Mary,
and of His goodness all creatures suck!

He is the Breast of Life, and the Breath of Life;
the dead suck from His life and revive.
Without the breath of the air no man lives,
without the Might of the Son no man subsists.
On His living breath that gives life to all,
depend the spirits that are above

and all that are beneath.

When He sucked the milk of Mary,

He was suckling all with Life.

While He was lying upon His Mother’s breast,
in His bosom were all creatures lying.

He was silent as a baby, and yet He was making
His creatures carry out His every command.
For without the Firstborn no man can approach
unto the Essence, to which He is equal.

For thirty years He was on the earth,

who was ordering all creatures,

and receiving the offerings of praise

from those above and those below.

He was wholly in the depths and wholly in the highest!
He was wholly with all things and wholly with each.
While His body was forming within the womb,

His power was fashioning all members!

While conceived, the Son was fashioned in the womb;
Yet He Himself was fashioning babes in the womb.
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Yet not as His body was weak in the womb
was His power weak in the womb!

And not as His body was feeble on the cross
was His might also feeble on the cross. . . .
While on the cross He gave life to the dead,

so while a Babe He was fashioning babes.
While He was slain, He opened the graves;
while He was in the womb, He opened wombs.

Come hear, my brothers,

of the Son of the hidden One,

who was revealed in His body,

while His power was concealed! . ..

It was by power from Him that Mary was able

to bear in her bosom who bears all things up!. ..

She gave Him milk from Himself who prepared it,

she gave Him food from Himself who made it!

He gave milk to Mary as God,

and He sucked it from her, as the Son of Man. . ..

He the Lord of all gives all to us.

He who pays riches to all asks interest from all.

He gives to all things as wanting nothing,

and yet requires interest of all as if needy.

He gave us herds and flocks as Creator,

yet asked of us sacrifices as though in need.

He made the water wine as Maker,

and yet he drank of it as a poor man.

Of His own He mingled wine in the marriage feast,

His wine He mingled and gave to drink when He was a
guest. . . .

Of His own all that give have made their vows;

of His own treasures they placed upon His table.

— NPNF2 13:232-234,
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ST. BASIL THE GREAT

Holiness was the greatness in St. Basil the Great (329-379). He had
significant intellectual gifts; yet he showed, beyond intelligence, a
wisdom to search out the deep secrets of the mysteries of God. As
bishop, he was an effective and efficient administrator; but, more,
he was a just judge, a mild father. Confronted with an imperial
demand for assent to heresy, St. Basil showed courage in refusing;
but his courage was still greater in showing pure love, both for
God and those in heresy.

St. Basil came from good Christian stock. Born at Caesarea in
Cappadocia (in what is now Turkey), he was the grandson of a mar-
tyr. Both of his parents, Basil and Emmelia, are considered saints,
as are his grandmother Macrina and three of his siblings, his sister
Macrina and brothers Peter of Sebaste and Gregory of Nyssa (also
a Father of the Church).

After receiving an excellent classical education from his father
and grandmother, Basil pursued advanced studies in Caesarea,
Constantinople, and Athens. At Athens, he studied alongside St.
Gregory of Nazianzus, a childhood friend whose friendship Basil
would treasure all his life. From Athens, Basil went to work teach-
ing rhetoric in his hometown, where he underwent a profound
conversion.

He recalled the experience in a letter: “Much time had I spent
in vanity, and had wasted neatly all my youth acquiring the sort of
wisdom made foolish by God. Then once, like a man roused from
deep sleep, I turned my eyes to the marvelous light of the truth of
the Gospel, and I perceived the uselessness of ‘the wisdom of the
princes of this world, that come to naught.” I wept many tears over
my miserable life, and I prayed that I might receive guidance to
admit me to the doctrines of true religion.”

Turning to the Gospel, he read that the way to perfection is to
sell all one’s goods, give to the poor, and follow Christ. In this pas-
sage, Basil discerned his monastic vocation. He visited monasteries
throughout Palestine, Syria, and Egypt, but could not find 2 home
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in any of them. He took up the hermit’s life by the Iris River in Pon-
tus (in what is today Turkey).

But he was not alone for long. Basil gained a reputation for
holiness, wisdom, and the ability to teach. Many Christians came
to Pontus seeking his counsel. Some stayed on as his disciples, and
soon Basil found that he had founded a monastery. There he sought
to imitate the community life of the early Church in Jerusalem. In
short order, he composed a “Rule” of life for monastic communi-
ties, and then another, and he put them to use in the founding of
many monasteries.

His friendship with Gregory of Nazianzus endured. Together
they compiled an anthology of the writings of Origen. And when
Gregory felt overwhelmed by the Arian heresy in his own diocese,
he turned to Basil for advice and assistance.

Named bishop of Caesarea in 370, Basil again took up the
work of a founder, this time establishing hospitals, poorhouses,
and hostels. He taught and preached prodigiously, fighting the
stubborn heresy of Arianism by constant persuasion. Thus, he was
a thorn in the side of the Arian emperors, who desperately tried to
make him recant. Basil sent home all the imperial emissaries with
the message that the bishop of Caesarea was not afraid of the “con-
fiscation of goods”; he had already given up everything, Nor was he
afraid of exile or “fire, sword, beasts, and instruments of torture.”
Amazingly, the emperors backed down and left Basil alone.

Basil saw the Church of his day torn apart by envy, rivalry,
heresy, and political intrigue. He wrote and worked and pleaded for
unity. From the accounts of his life, it seems that he worked him-
self to an early grave. But Basil’s teaching laid the groundwork for
the anti-Arian decisions of the Council of Constantinople, which
convened in 381, two years after his death.

Basil is one of the Great Fathers of the Church, and he is num-
bered one of the three “Cappadocian Fathers,” with his brother St.
Gregory of Nyssa and his friend St. Gregory of Nazianzus,
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ON His CONVERSION
In a letter to a friend, Basil described bis sudden change from luke-

warmness to repentance and fervor.

Much time had I spent in vanity, and had wasted nearly all my
youth acquiring the sort of wisdom made foolish by God. Then
once, like 2 man roused from deep sleep, I turned my eyes to the
marvelous light of the truth of the Gospel, and I perceived the use-
lessness of the “wisdom . .. of the rulers of this age, who are doomed
to pass away” (1 Cor 2:6). I wept many tears over my miserable life
and I prayed that I might receive guidance to admit me to the doc-
trines of true religion.

First of all, I thought to make some mending of my ways, long
perverted as they were by my intimacy with wicked men. Then I
read the Gospel, and I saw that a great means of reaching perfection
was to sell one’s goods, share them with the poor, giving up of all
care for this life and refusing to allow the soul to be turned by any
sympathy to things of earth.

I prayed that I might find one of the brethren who had chosen
this way of life, that with him I might cross life’s short and troubled
strait. And I found many in Alexandria and in the rest of Egypt, and
others in Palestine, Syria, and Mesopotamia.

I admired their continence in living, and their endurance in
toil. I was amazed by their perseverance in prayer, and at their tri-
umphing over sleep. Subdued by no natural necessity, they ever kept
their souls’ purpose high and free, in hunger, thirst, cold, nakedness,
never yielding to the body. They were never willing to waste atten-
tion on it. As if living in a flesh that was not theirs, they showed in
very deed what it means to sojourn for a while in this life, and what
it means to have one’s citizenship and home in heaven.

All this moved my admiration. I called these men’s lives blessed,
in that they indeed showed that they were “carrying in the body the
death of Jesus” (2 Cor 4:10). And I prayed that I, too, might imi-
tate them.

— NPNF2 8:263
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A PLEA TO THE POPE

Basil looked around him and saw the Eastern churches in disarray. He
believed the only remedy to be a personal visit from Pope St. Damasus,
which he begged for in a letter to the pontiff:

To renew laws of ancient love, and once again to restore to vigor-
ous life that heavenly and saving gift of Christ, which in course of
time has withered away — the peace, I mean, of the Fathers — is
a labor necessary and profitable to me. But it is pleasant, too, as |
am sure it will seem to your Christ-loving disposition.

For what could be more delightful than to behold all, who are
separated by distances so vast, bound together by the union effected
by love into one harmony of members in Christ’s body? Nearly all
the East (I include under this name all the regions from Illyricum
to Egypt) is being agitated, right honorable father, by a terrible
storm and tempest. The old heresy, sown by Arius the enemy of the
truth, has now boldly and unblushingly reappeared. Like some
sour root, it is producing its deadly fruit and is prevailing, The rea-
son is that in every district the champions of orthodoxy have been
exiled from their churches by calumny and outrage, and the con-
trol of affairs has been handed over to men who are leading captive
the souls of the simpler brethren. I have come to see the visit of your
mercifulness as the only possible solution of our difficulties.

In the past, I have ever been consoled by your extraordinary
affection; and for a short time my heart was cheered by the gratify-
ing report that we shall be visited by you. But, as I was disap-
pointed, I have been constrained to beg you by letter to be moved
to help us, and to send some of those who are like-minded with us,
either to conciliate the dissidents and bring the churches of God
back into friendly union, or at all events, to make you see more
plainly who are responsible for our unsettled state, that it may be
clear to you, for future reference, with whom it befits you to be in
communion. In this I am by no means making any novel request,
but am only asking what has been customary in the case of men



THE NICENE ERA 147

who, before our own day, were blessed and dear to God, and con-
spicuously in your own case.

For I well remember learning from the answers made by our
fathers when asked, and from documents still preserved among us,
that the illustrious and blessed Bishop Dionysius, conspicuous in
your see as well for soundness of faith as for all other virtues, vis-
ited by letter my Church of Caesarea, and by letter exhorted our
fathers, and sent men to ransom our brethren from captivity. But
now our condition is yet more painful and gloomy and needs more
careful treatment. We are lamenting no mere overthrow of earthly
buildings, but the capture of churches. What we see before us is no
mere bodily slavery, but a carrying away of souls into captivity,
perpetrated day by day by the champions of heresy.

If you are not, even now, moved to console us, before long all
will have fallen under the dominion of the heresy, and you will find
none left to whom you may hold out your hand.

— NPNF2 8:166-167

ON THE HoOLY SPIRIT

Perbaps Basils most famous doctrinal work is his teaching On the Holy
Spirit, from which the following is drawn.

He is called Spirit, as “God is Spirit” (Jn 4:24), and “the breath of
our nostrils, the LORD’s anointed” (Lam 4:20). He is called holy, as
the Father is holy, and the Son is holy, for to the creature holiness
was brought in from without, but to the Spitit holiness is the ful-
fillment of nature, and it is for this reason that He is described not
as being sanctified, but as sanctifying. He is called good, as the
Father is good, and He who was begotten of the Good is good, and
to the Spirit His goodness is essence. He is called upright, as “the
LORD is upright” (Ps 92:15), in that He is Himself truth, and is
Himself righteousness, having no divergence nor leaning to one side
or to the other, on account of the immutability of His substance.
He is called Paraclete, like the Only Begotten, as He Himself says,
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“I'will pray the Father, and he will give you another Counselor” (Jn
14:16).

Thus names are borne by the Spirit in common with the Father
and the Son, and He gets these titles from His natural and close
relationship. From what other source could they be derived?

Again He is called royal, Spirit of truth, and Spirit of wisdom.
“The spirit of God,” it is said, “has made me” (Job 33:4), and God
filled Bezalel with “the Spirit of God, with ability and intelligence,
with knowledge and all craftsmanship” (Ex 31:3). Such names as
these are supereminent and mighty, but they do not transcend His
glory.

And His operations, what are they? For majesty ineffable, and for
numbers innumerable. How shall we form a conception of what
extends beyond the ages? What were His operations before that cre-
ation whereof we can conceive? How great the grace which He con-
ferred on creation? What the power exercised by Him over the ages
to come? He existed; He preexisted; He coexisted with the Father and
the Son before the ages. It follows that, even if you can conceive of
anything beyond the ages, you will find the Spirit yet further above
and beyond. ... Is it Christ’s advent? The Spirit is forerunner. Is there
the incarnate presence? The Spirit is inseparable. Working of miracles
and gifts of healing are through the Holy Spirit. Demons were driven
out by the Spirit of God. The devil was brought to naught by the
presence of the Spirit. Remission of sins was by the gift of the Spirit,
for “you were washed, you were sanctified . . . in the name of the Lord
Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God” (1 Cor 6:11).

There is close relationship with God through the Spirit, for
“God has sent the Spirit of His Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abbal
Father!" ” (Gal 4:6). The resurrection from the dead is effected by
the operation of the Spirit, for “when you send forth your spirir,
they are created; and you renew the face of the [earth]” (Ps 104:30).

With these thoughts before us, are we to be afraid of going
beyond due bounds in the extravagance of the honor we pay? Shall
we not rather fear, lest, even though we seem to give Him the high-



THE NICENE ERA 149

est names which the thoughts of man can conceive or man’s tongue
utter, we let our thoughts about Him fall too low?
— NPNF2 8:30-31

ST. GREGORY OF NAZIANZUS

St. Gregory of Nazianzus (330-390) was the most reluctant of
Fathers. An accomplished poet and preacher — the bishop of the
imperial city and a world-class orator — he would rather have been
elsewhere.

Gregory was born into an aristocratic family. His father was a
bishop, also named Gregory, and something of an overbearing fig-
ure in the boy’s life. (In the East, married clergy were customary. In
the West, then as now, celibacy was the norm. A married Eastern
priest, upon being chosen as bishop, would customarily begin liv-
ing with his wife as “brother and sister.”)

In boyhood, Gregory made the acquaintance of Basil, as both
were studying at the rhetorical school in Caesarea of Pontus. They
met again at Athens, where their friendship deepened through a
shared love of literature. At Athens, Gregory was also a classmate of
the future emperor Julian, who was then a Christian, but who
would eventually lead a failed revival of paganism in the empire.

Shortly after he returned to Cappadocia, Gregory learned that
Basil had retired to monastic seclusion by the Iris River. Soon, Gre-
gory was among the men who joined Basil to live the contempla-
cive life in community. There he lived a peaceful, joyful life, praying
in solitude and collaborating with Basil.

His bliss was shattered, however, by his ailing father’s sum-
mons to come home. Once home, Gregory discovered his father’s
designs for his life. The elder Gregory insisted on ordaining his son
to the priesthood, quite against the younger Gregory's will. The
bishop put the issue before the congregation, who heartily
approved. And, in what the younger Gregory would later call an
“act of tyranny,” the bishop ordained his son.
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Young Gregory did what came naturally then. He ran back to
Pontus, to the little community by the river, to peaceful conversa-
tion with his best friend. But, ill at easc, he knew he must recurn.
Now he was a priest, and he must minister. On returning, he was
met by an indignant congregation, whom he tried to mollify by
writing an essay explaining his reasons for fleeing,

Yet the temptation would not go away — not even when his
friend Basil insisted, again against Gregory's instincts, that the lat-
ter should be made a bishop. Gregory reluctantly accepted, bur
bound by duties to his father, the young bishop was never able to
enter his tiny see. On his father’s death, Gregory once again with-
drew to monastic seclusion.

Once again, however, he was called away, this time to aid the
beleaguered orthodox minority in the Church of Constantinople.
The city, its bishops and parishes had long been captive to Arians.
Gregory's lively preaching would set the city and its church on doc-
trinally solid ground once again, and just in time for the installation
of an orthodox emperor, Theodosius, in 380.

Gregory was ill-suited for chancery politics, however, and dis-
gusted by the political machinations of his felloyw bishops, he
resigned after only two years in Constantinople. He returned to
watch over the Church of Nazianzus for two years before announc-
ing his retirement. This time it was definitive. The second of the
Cappadocian Fathers withdrew to his family’s estate to write and
pray, till God took him home, about 390,

Wuy I FLeD

On returning to his church, the Young priest Gregory attempted an
explanation for his sudden disappearance. He took responsibility for his
error, vepenting, even as he acknowledged the good things that had lured
him away to the cloistered contemplative life.

I have been defeated, and T own my defeat. . .. As to the cause of my
original revolt and cowardice, in which I ran far away, and remained
away from you for a time, . . . T will set forth the truth. ..
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For to most men I did not at the time seem consistent with
myself, or to be the man they had known, but to have undergone
some breakdown, showing greater resistance and self-will than was
right. The causes of this you have long been wanting to hear.

First, and most important, I was astounded at the uncxpected—
ness of what had occurred, as people are terrified by sudden noises;
and, losing the control of my reason, my self-respect, which had till
then controlled me, gave way. In the next place, there came over me
an eager longing for the blessings of quiet and seclusion, which [
had preferred from the start . . . and which, amid the greatest and
most threatening dangers, I had promised to God, and which T had
also experienced for so long. . .. I could not submit to be thrust into
the midst of a life of turmoil by an arbitrary act of oppression, and
to be torn away by force from the holy sanctuary of such a life as
this.

For nothing seemed to me so desirable as to close the doors of
my senses and escape from the flesh and the world — to recollect
within myself, having no further connection than was absolutely
necessary with human affairs — and to converse with myself and
God, living superior to visible things, and ever preserving in myself
the divine impressions pure and unmixed with the erring tokens of
chis lower world — to be, and to become constantly, more and
more, a real unspotted mirror of God and divine things, as light is
added to light, till what was still dark grew clearer, enjoying already
by hope the blessings of the world to come, roaming about with the
angels, even now being above the earth by having forsaken it, and
stationed on high by the Spirit.

If any of you has been possessed by this longing, he knows what
I mean and will sympathize with my feelings at that time.

— NPNF?2 7:204-206

SOUL AND BODY

Gregory left behind many poems. The following, translated by Elizabeth
Buarrett Browning describes a dialogue between the soul and the body.
It touches on many of the struggles in Gregorys own life. His flesh



152 THE FATHERS OF THE CHURCH

would plead for comfort and Jor esthetic pleasures. But, counters Gre-

gorys soul, ‘I cast earths cares abroad, | Thas day when I turned to
God.”

What wilt thou possess or be?

O my soul, T ask of thee.

What of great or what of small,
Counted precious therewithal?

Be it only rare, and want i,

I'am ready, soul, to grant it.

Wilt thou choose to have and hold
Lydian Gyges’ charm of old,

So to rule us with a ring,

Turning round the jeweled thing,
Hidden by its face concealed,
And revealed by its revealed?

Or preferrest Midas’ fate —

He who died in golden state,

All things being changed (o gold?
Ofa golden hunger dying,
Through a surfeit of “would-I"ing
Wilt have jewels brightly cold,

Or may fertile acres please?

Or the sheep of many a fold,
Camels, oxen, for the wold?

Nay! T will not give thee these!
These to take thou hast not will,
These to give I have nor skill;
Since I cast earth’s cares abroad,
That day when I turned to God. . . .

Go, upon thy wing arise,

Pluméd by quick energies,

Mount in circles up the skies:

And T will bless thy wingéd passion,
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Help with words thine exaltation,
And, like a bird of rapid feather,
Outlaunch thee, Soul, upon the ether.

But thou, O fleshly nature, say,

Thou with odors from the clay,

Since thy presence I must have

As a lady with a slave,

What wouldst thou possess or be,
That thy breath may stay with thee?
Nay, I owe thee nought beside,
Though thine hands be open wide.
Would a table suit thy wishes,
Fragrant with sweet oils and dishes
Wrought to subtle niceness? where
Stringéd music strokes the air. ..
Wilt [thou] have measureless delights
Of gold-roofed palaces, and sights
From pictured or from sculptured art,
With motion near their life; and splendor
Of bas relief, with tracery tender,
And varied and contrasted hues?

Wilt thou have, as nobles use,
Broidered robes to flow about thee?
Jeweled finger? Need we doubt thee?
Gauds for which the wise will flout thee?
I most, who, of all beauty, know

It must be inward, to be so!

And thus I speak to mortals low,
Living for the hour, and o'er

Its shadow, seeing nothing more:
But for those of nobler bearing,
Who live more worthily of wearing
A portion of the heavenly nature —
To low estate of clayey creature,

153
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See, I bring the beggar’s mead,
Nutriment beyond the need!

O beholder of the Lord,

Prove on me the flaming sword!

Be mine husbandman, to nourish
Holy plants, that words may flourish
Of which mine enemy would spoil me,
Using pleasurehood to foil me!

Lead me closer to the tree

Of all life’s eternity;

Which as I have pondered, is

The knowledge of God’s greatnesses:
Light of One, and shine of Three,
Unto whom all things that be

Flow and tend!

In such a guise

Whoever on the earth is wise

Will speak unto himself: and who
Such inner converse would eschew —
We say perforce of that poor wight,
“He lived in vain!” and if aright,

It is not the worst word we might.

ST. GREGORY OF NYSSA

Of the Cappadocian Fathers, Gregory of Nazianzus usually appears
as “the dreamer,” Basil as “the doer,” and Gregory of Nyssa (330-
395) as “the thinker.” He was, by most reckoning, the greatest
speculative and systematic theologian of the three.

Like the other Gregory, he entered the work of the Church by
fits and starts. Educated in early life by his brother Basil and sister
Macrina, he was admitted at a young age to the order of lector in
the Church. But he did not persevere, and instead he married and
took a job teaching rhetoric. This work he found thoroughly
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depressing, and he lamented the apathy and ignorance of his stu-
dents to his friend Gregory of Nazianzus. The Nazianzen persuaded
his younger friend of the consolations of religious life. Thus, when
his wife died young, Gregory of Nyssa entered his brother Basil’s
monastery at Pontus.

Basil first ordained Gregory a priest and later a bishop, appoint-
ing him to the see of Nyssa, in lower Armenia. Arians dominated
the diocese and showed little liking for Gregory. This uncomfort-
able situation seems to have been aggravated by Gregory’s incom-
petence as an administrator, a shortcoming for which his brother
Basil upbraided him. Gregory’s priests denounced his financial mis-
management, and he was deposed in 376. He returned in 378 and,
from then on, distinguished himself in ecclesiastical work. He
played a key role in the Council of Constantinople in 381, which
confirmed the anti-Arian decrees of the Council of Nicaea.

But Gregory is more known for what he thought than for what
he did. He wove the teachings of Origen and Plato into deep works
of systematic and mystical theology. He wrote biblical commen-
taries, manuals for apologetics, and numerous pastoral letters. His
biography of his sister Macrina is an important document for
understanding the leadership and exemplary roles that women,
especially virgins and widows, played in the early Church.

By the time of Gregory’s death in 395, his doctrine was already
revered. In the following decades, it was to have a profound influ-
ence on theology in the Eastern churches. The Second Council of
Nicaea (680-681) called Gregory the “Father of Fathers.”

Wuy Do INFANTS DIE?

Gregory wrote this theological examination at the request of a friend.

You are anxious to know why it is that, while the life of one is
lengthened into old age, another lives only long enough to breathe
one gasp and die. If nothing in this world happens without God,
and all is linked to the divine will, and if the Deity is skillful and

prudent, then it follows necessarily that there is some plan in these
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things bearing the mark of His wisdom and His providential care.
A blind unmeaning occurrence can never be the work of God; for
it is the property of God, as the Scripture says, to make all things
in wisdom (see Ps 104:24).

What wisdom, then, can we trace in the following? A human
being enters on the scene of life. He draws in the air, beginning the
process of living with a cry of pain. He pays the tribute of a tear to
Nature, just tastes life’s sorrows, before any of its sweets have been
his, before his feelings have gained any strength. While he is still
loose in all his joints, tender, pulpy, unset — in a word, before he
is even human (if the gift of reason is man’s peculiarity, and he has
never had it in him) — such a human — with no advantage over
the embryo in the womb except that he has seen the air — after so
short a life, dies and goes to pieces again. . . .

What are we to think about him? How are we to feel about
such deaths? Will a soul such as that behold its Judge? Will it stand
with the rest before the tribunal? Will it undergo its trial for deeds
done in life? Will it receive the just recompense by being purged,
according to the Gospel utterances, in fire. . . ?

But in the case of infants prematurely dying there is nothing of
that sort; but they pass to the blessed lot at once, if those who take
this view of the matter speak truly. . .

Nothing happens without God; we know this from many
sources. And everyone who realizes that God is Reason, Wisdom,
Perfect Goodness, and Truth — and that He could not admit of
anything that is not good and not consistent with His Truth —
everyone who realizes this will admit that God’s dispensations have

no element of chance and confusion. ... It befits us, then, to
acknowledge that these things happen for the best. . . .
— NPNF2 5:373-380

THE MysticAL DEATH

Gregory reveals the layers of meaning in the Rite of Baptism, in this pas-
sage adapted from his Great Catechism. He compares our spiritual
Journey to the threading of a maze.
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The descent into the water, with the threefold immersion, involves
a mystery. Por the means of our salvation received its power not so
much from the words Christ taught as from the deeds He did.
Christ has accomplished an actual fellowship with man, and He has
given life as a living fact. In taking on human flesh, He made
human flesh divine. And in order that everything related to that
flesh may be saved, it was necessary that something in the baptismal
process should produce a kind of resemblance between those who
follow and Him who leads the way.

It is, in fact, impossible for people to reach the same goal unless
they travel by the same routes. People lost in the corridors of mazes
can navigate the twists and turns and blind alleys, if they happen to
find someone who has been through it all before. They can get to
the end by following behind — which they could not do, if they did
not follow their leader step by step. So I beg you to listen: Our
human minds cannot thread the maze of this life unless we pursue
that same path as He did. He was once in it, yet He got beyond the
difficulties that hemmed Him in. By the maze I mean that prison
of death that leaves no exit and encloses the miserable human race.

What, then, have we seen in the case of the pioneer of our sal-
vation (see Heb 2:10, 12:2)? Three days of death and then life
again. Now there must be some sort of plan to malke us resemble
Him in these things. What, then, is that plan? Everything that dies
finds its proper and natural place in the carth in which it is laid and
hidden. Now earth and water have much in common. Alone of the
clements they have weight and gravitate downward; they live in
each other; they confine each other.

In death the Author of life was subject to burial in the earth. So,
in keeping with our common nature, we imitate that death in the
next-closest element.

He, the Man from above, took death upon Himself. He was
buried in the earth, and He returned back to life on the third day.
So everyone who is joined to Him by virtue of His body may look
forward to the same happy ending — I mean, he may arrive at life
by having water, instead of earth, poured over him. Submerged in
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that element three times represents for him the three-days-delayed
grace of the resurrection.

Nature does not allow us an exact and entire imitation, but it
receives now as much as it can receive, while it keeps the rest for a
later time. What, then, is the extent of our imitation? It consists in
suppressing our sins in the sign of death that’s given by water. Sin
is not completely wiped away, but there is a kind of break in the
continuity of evil. By our penance and by our imitation of death,
we are freed from the innate tendency to evil; by penance we move
ahead to a hatred of sin, and by the death we suppress evil. We imi-
tate the transcendent power as far as our poor nature can, by hav-
ing the water three times poured on us and rising again from the
water. Thus we enact that saving burial and resurrection that took
place on the third day.

Keep in mind: We have the power to be in the water and to rise
out of it. He who has the universe at His disposal immersed Him-
self in death — as we immersed ourselves in the water — to return
to His own blessedness. Each in proportion to the measure of his
natural power achieved the results that were within reach. A human
being may touch the water and yet be safe. The divine power, with
infinitely greater ease, can handle death, and even be immersed in
it, and yet not be changed or injured by it.

Notice, then, that we need to rehearse beforehand in the water
the grace of our resurrection. We must come to learn that, as far as
easiness goes, it’s the same thing for us to be baptized with water
and to rise again from death.

— NPNF2 5:502-503

ON THE BUILDING OF A CHURCH

Ostensibly a progress report on the construction of a church, this letter
to Bishop Amphilochus ends with that perennial pastoral coda: a wirty
plea for money.

[ am well persuaded that by God’s grace the business of the Church
of the Martyrs is going well. ... I will try to explain the whole



THE NICENE ERA 159

structure by description. The form of the chapel is a cross, which
has its figure completed throughout, as you would expect, by four
structures. The junctions of the buildings intercept one another, as
we see everywhere in the cruciform pattern. But within the cross
there lies a circle, divided by eight angles (I call the octagonal fig-
ure a circle in view of its circumference), in such a way that the two
pairs of sides of the octagon which are diametrically opposed to one
another, unite, by means of arches, the central circle to the adjoin-
ing blocks of building; while the other four sides of the octagon,
which lie between the quadrilateral buildings, will not themselves
be carried to meet the buildings, but upon each of them will be
described a semicircle like a shell, terminating in an arch above: so
that the arches will be eight in all, and by their means the quadri-
lateral and semicircular buildings will be connected, side by side,
with the central structure. In the blocks of masonry formed by the
angles there will be an equal number of pillars, at once for ornament
and for strength, and these again will carry arches built of equal size
to correspond with those within. And above these eight arches,
with the symmetry of an upper range of windows, the octagonal
building will be raised to the height of four cubits: the part rising
from it will be a cone shaped like a top, as the vaulting narrows the
figure of the roof from its full width to a pointed wedge. ... The
height will be determined in proportion to the width. And the
thickness of the wall, an interval of three fect from inside these
spaces, which are measured internally, will run round the whole
building. . ..

I know that so far as skill and fairness in the matter of wages are
concerned, the workmen in your neighborhood are better for our
purpose than those who follow the trade here. The sculptor’s work
lies not only in the eight pillars, which must themselves be
improved and beautified, but the work requires altar-like base-
moldings, and capitals carved in the Corinthian style. The porch,
too, will be of marble wrought with appropriate ornaments. The
doors set upon these will be adorned with some such designs as are
usually employed by way of embellishment at the projection of the
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cornice. Of all these, of course, we shall furnish the materials; the
form to be impressed on the materials, art will bestow. Besides
these there will be in the colonnade not less than forty pillars: these
also will be of wrought stone.

Now if my account has explained the work in detail, I hope it
may be possible for Your Holiness, on perceiving what is needed, to
relieve us completely from anxiety so far as the workmen are con-
cerned. ... I know that we shall appear to most people to be
wheeler-dealers, in being so particular about the contracts. But I beg
you to pardon me; for Mammon — about whom I have so often
said such hard things — has at last departed from me as far as he
can go, disgusted, I suppose, at the nonsense that is constantly
talked against him, and has fortified himself against me by an
impassable gulf — poverty — so that neither can he come to me,
nor can [ pass to him.

— NPNF2 5:540-541

ST. CYRIL OF JERUSALEM
Forty years a bishop, St. Cyril (315-386) spent almost half those

years banished from his diocese. Such was the peril of living in the
heat of the Arian controversy. St. Cyril was an orthodox bishop, but
he had been ordained by an Arian, and so he often found himself
under a cloud of suspicion.

At one point, indeed, he advocated a compromised wording in
the creed, though he later retracted. Nevertheless, by entertaining
the question, St. Cyril raised, in the minds of some fellow bishops,
indelible questions about his orthodoxy. For this, he would often
suffer the censure of some orthodox bishops.

Yet the Arians knew he was no Arian. And when the heretics
gained control of the eastern empire, they had Cyril exiled, not once
but three times.

During one of his stints at home, St. Cyril delivered a series
of catechetical lectures for which he will forever be famous.
Their precision and poetry have made them powerful instruc-



THE NICENE ERA 161

tion for Christians in all succeeding ages. Cyril emphasized the
supernatural character of the sacraments his candidates were
about to receive. “Already you stand on the frontier of mystery!”
he told them, as the day of their initiation approached. These
lectures are all the more remarkable because they were delivered
extemporaneously, and what we have today are merely a stenog-
rapher’s transcription.

By 379, however, so many bishops had raised suspicions about
St. Cyril that the Council of Antioch appointed St. Gregory of
Nyssa to travel to Jerusalem to investigate the situation. Gregory
went and struck up what would be a lasting friendship with Bishop
Cyril. St. Gregory ended his journey by pronouncing the Jerusalem
diocese a moral and political mess, but its bishop orthodox.

St. Cyril and St. Gregory attended the Council of Constantino-
ple in 381. There the Church definitively settled the Arian contro-
versy. St. Cyril so effectively taught that council’s faith that he has
been declared a Doctor of the Church. He died in 386, having

spent eight consecutive years in Jerusalem.

ON CONFESSION

Archbishop Cyril began his Catechetical Lectures with a rousing call
to repentance and peace.

Now [Lent] is the season of confession. Confess what you have
done in word or deed, by night or day. Confess in an acceptable
time, and in the day of salvation receive the heavenly treasure. . . .
Blot out from your mind all earthly care, for you are running for
your soul. You are utterly forsaking the things of the world. Small
are the things you are forsaking; great what the Lord is giving. For-
sake things present, and put your trust in things to come.

Have you run so many circles of the years bustling vainly about
the world, and have you not forty days to be free for prayer for your
own soul’s sake? “Be still, and know that I am God,” says the Scrip-
ture (Ps 46:10). Excuse yourself from speaking many idle words.
Neither backbite, nor lend a willing ear to backbiters, but rather be
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prompt to prayer. Show in ascetic exercise that your heart is
strengthened. Cleanse your vessel, that you may receive grace more
abundantly. For though remission of sins is given equally to all, the
communion of the Holy Spirit is bestowed in proportion to each
man’s faith. If you have labored little, you receive little; but if you
have worked much, the reward is great. You are running for your-
self; see to your own interest.

If you have anything against any man, forgive it. You come here
to receive forgiveness of sins, and you, too, must forgive him who
has sinned against you. Or how will you say to the Lord, “Forgive
me my many sins,” if you have not yourself forgiven your fellow ser-
vant even his little sins.

Attend diligently the Church assemblies; not only now when
diligent attendance is required of you by the clergy, but also after
you have received the grace. For if, before you have received it, the
practice is good, is it not also good after it is given? If before you are
grafted in, it is a safe course to be watered and tended, is it not far
better after the planting?

— NPNF2 7:7

ON THE EUCHARIST

The culmination of Cyrils teaching is the profound mystery of the Body
and Blood of Jesus Christ.

Even of itself, the teaching of St. Paul is sufficient to give you a full
assurance concerning those divine mysteries, of which you have
been counted worthy, with which you have become of the same
Body and Blood with Christ. For you have just heard him say dis-
tinctly, “That our Lord Jesus Christ on the night he was betrayed,
took bread, and when he had given thanks he broke it, and gave it
to his disciples, saying, “Take, eat, this is my body.” And having
taken the cup and given thanks, he said, “Take, drink, this is my
blood.” ” [Note: Cyril here combines passages from 1 Cor 11 and
Mzt 26.] Since then He Himself declared and said of the Bread,
“This is my body,” who shall dare to doubt any longer? And since
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He has Himself affirmed and said, “This is my blood,” who shall
ever hesitate, saying, that it is not His Blood?

Once, in Cana of Galilee, He turned water into wine, akin to
blood. Is it incredible that He should have turned wine into blood?
When called to a bodily marriage, He miraculously wrought that
wonderful work; yet, on the children of the bridechamber, shall He
not much rather be acknowledged to have bestowed the fruition of
His Body and Blood?

So with full assurance let us partake of the Body and Blood of
Christ. For given to you in the figure of bread is His Body, and in
the figure of wine His Blood; that you, by partaking of the Body
and Blood of Christ, may be made of the same body and the same
blood with Him. For thus we come to bear Christ in us, because
His Body and Blood are distributed through our members; thus it
is that, according to St. Peter, we became partakers of the divine
nature (see 2 Pet 1:4). ...

Consider, then, the Bread and Wine not as bare elements. They
are, according to the Lord’s declaration, the Body and Blood of
Christ. For even though sense suggests this to you, let faith assure
you. Judge not the matter from the taste, but from faith be fully
assured without misgiving, that the Body and Blood of Christ have
been given to you. . ..

— NPNE2 7:151-152

ON REVERENCE AT LITURGY

A practical guide, from the Catechetical Lectures, for receiving Holy
Communion with attention and reverence.

Trust not the judgment to your bodily palate, no, but to unfalter-
ing faith. For those who taste are bidden to taste, not bread and
wine, but the antitypical Body and Blood of Christ.

Do not approach, then, with your wrists extended or your fin-
gers spread; but make your left hand a throne for the right, as for
that which is to receive a king. And having hollowed your palm,
receive the Body of Christ, saying over it, “Amen.” Then, after
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having carefully blessed your eyes by the touch of the holy Body,
consume it — carefully, lest you lose any portion. For whatever you
lose is evidently a loss to you as it were from one of your own
limbs. Tell me, if anyone gave you grains of gold, would not you
hold them with all care, on your guard against losing any? Will you
not keep watch more carefully, then, that not a crumb fall from you
of what is more precious than gold and precious stones?

Then after you have consumed the Body of Christ, draw near
also to the cup of His Blood; not stretching forth your hands, but
bending, and saying with an air of worship and reverence, “Amen.”
Bless yourself by partaking also of the Blood of Christ. And while
the moisture is still upon your lips, touch it with your hands, and
bless your eyes and brow and the other organs of sense. Then wait
for the prayer, and give thanks to God, who has counted you wor-
thy of such great mysteries.

Hold fast these traditions undefiled, and keep yourselves free
from offense. Do not separate yourselves from Communion; do not
deprive yourselves, by the pollution of sins, of these holy and spir-
itual mysteries. . ..

— NPNF2 7:153-157

ST. AMBROSE OF MILAN

Peace brought a new set of difficulties for the Church. When Con-
stantine’s Edict of Toleration ended three centuries of intermittent
persecution, bishops gradually discovered that they had no clear
model for living in a confessionally Christian empire. The new sit-
uation raised serious and urgent questions: What role should a
Christian state play in enforcing Church discipline? What author-
ity did the emperor have in judging doctrinal disputes, especially
when they threatened the civil order?

Eusebius of Caesarea represented one view of Church-state
relations: one that ever more closely identified the throne with the
altar. The Christian king, according to this view, was God’s instru-
ment for bringing about heaven’s kingdom on earth. Eusebius’s
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became the dominant model in the East, as we have seen in the pro-
files of St. Athanasius, St. Cyril of Jerusalem, and Eusebius himself.

St. Ambrose (340-397) could be said to embody the Western
Church’s attitude toward the state. Making a strict distinction
between what is Caesar’s and what is God’s, St. Ambrose insisted
upon the Church’s autonomy in sacred matters. He wrote to the
emperor Valentinian: “When have you heard, most gracious
emperor, that laymen gave judgment concerning a bishop in a mat-
ter of faith? Are we so prostrate through the flattery of some as to
be unmindful of the rights of the priesthood, and do I think that I
can entrust to others what God has given me?”

Again, he was clear about the distinction, saying that he willingly
obeyed Caesar in matters in which Caesar legitimately had authority.
“If a bishop is to be taught by a layman, what will follow? Let the lay-
man argue, and the bishop listen; let the bishop learn of the layman.
But undoubtedly, whether we go through the series of the holy Scrip-
tures, or the times of old, who is there who can deny that, in a mat-
ter of faith — in a matter, I say, of faith — bishops are accustomed
to judge of Christian emperors, not emperors of bishops.”

In the cases of St. Cyril and St. Athanasius, the Eastern emper-
ors claimed the right to appoint and remove bishops, and the bish-
ops tacitly concurred. According to St. Ambrose, it would not be
that way in the West. The difference between Eusebius and
Ambrose illustrates the widening cultural differences between the
Eastern and Western halves of the empire, and the Eastern and
Western halves of the Church.

For service of the Church, the young Ambrose had renounced
a promising career in government. Brilliant, wealthy, and from an
aristocratic family, in his early thirties he was appointed governor
of his province by the emperor. This was in the heat of the Arian
controversy, and the governor found himself pulled ever more into
the midst of it. When the bishop of Milan died in 374, the dispute
threatened to rage out of control. Fearing riots, Ambrose, who was
a believer but as yet unbaptized, went to the cathedral to calm the
crowds.
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In a remarkable turn of events, he was unanimously elected
bishop, winning the votes of both the Arians and the Catholics.
Ambrose, sensibly, refused the honor. The emperor, Valentinian I,
however, confirmed the appointment, forcing Ambrose to accede.

Ambrose gave away all his possessions, including his sizable
family patrimony, keeping back just enough to support his sister, a
nun. Then he applied himself to the study of theology and Scrip-
ture with the same rigor with which he had studied law. And with
the same result: he became a bishop’s bishop.

An intellectual, he could move the movers and shakers of Latin
culture. It was he who finally persuaded the stubborn Augustine to
proceed to Baptism.

An aristocrat, Ambrose operated with case in influential circles.
He did not hesitate to speak his mind to emperors. After Theodo-
sius ordered the massacre of seven thousand people in Thessalonica,
Ambrose refused him the sacraments, demanding of the emperor a
severe and humiliating public penance. Theodosius complied.

Another challenge presented itself when the emperor Valentin-
ian’s mother, who was Arian, moved to Milan and asked her son to
give her control of several churches. The emperor complied, issu-
ing the order. But Ambrose incited the people to fill the churches
and occupy them, singing, until the emperor saw the error of his
ways. Ambrose, of course, prevailed.

Among his other concerns was a resurgent official paganism,
which he successfully advised the emperors to quash.

St. Ambrose was a teaching bishop, himself instructing cate-
chumens and candidates in the mysteries of the Christian religion.
He gave regular, informal conferences to the priests of his diocese,
leading them in the cultivation of wisdom and the virtues. Ambrose
was the first Westerner to encourage congregational hymn-singing
in Church, writing simple hymns himself, and he adapted Eastern
chant for use in Latin churches.

For good reason, he is known as a Doctor of the Church and
one of the eight Great Fathers.
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To THE EMPEROR VALENTINIAN

Ambrose composed the following lester to decline the emperor’s invita-
vion t0 a Church council that, Ambrose believed, an emperor had no
authority to convene. This Church-state wrestling for authority and
power would continue for many centuries.

Dalmatius, the tribune and notary, summoned me by your
orders. . .. He added that there was to be a discussion in the con-
sistory, and that your judgment would give the decision.

To this I make, I think, a suitable answer. No one ought to con-
sider me rebellious when I affirm what your father (of august mem-
ory) not only replied by word of mouth, but also sanctioned by his
laws, that, in a matter of faith, or any ecclesiastical ordinance, the
man should judge who was best suited by office, and not disquali-
fied by equity. These are the words of his rescript.

That is, it was his desire that priests should judge concerning
priests. Moreover, if a bishop were accused of other matters, and a
question of character was to be investigated, it was his will that this
should be reserved for the judgment of bishops.

Who, then, has answered Your Clemency rebelliously? He who
desires that you should be like your father, or he who wishes you to
be unlike him? Unless, perhaps, the judgment of so great an
emperor seems to anyone to be of small account, whose faith has
been proved by the constancy of his profession, and his wisdom
declared by the continual improvement of the state.

When have you heard, most gracious emperor, that laymen
gave judgment concerning a bishop in a matter of faith? Are we so
prostrate through the flattery of some as to be unmindful of the
rights of the priesthood, and do I think that I can entrust to others
what God has given me? If a bishop is to be taught by a layman,
what will follow? Let the layman argue, and the bishop listen; let the
bishop learn of .the layman. But undoubtedly, whether we go
through the series of the holy Scriptures, or the times of old, who
is there who can deny tha, in a matter of faith — in a matter, I say,
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of faith — bishops are accustomed to judge of Christian emperors,
not emperors of bishops.

You will, by the favor of God, atrain to a riper age, and then
you will judge what kind of bishop he is who subjects the rights of
the priesthood to laymen. Your father, by the favor of God a man
of riper age, used to say: “Tt is not my business ro judge berween
bishops.” Your Clemency now says: “I ought to judge.” And he,
though baptized in Christ, tho ught himself unequal to the burden
of such a judgment. Does Your Clemency, who have yet to earn for
yourself the Sacrament of Baptism, arrogate to yourself a judgment
concerning the faith, though ignorant of the sacrament of that
faith? . ..

And how, O Emperor, are we to settle a matter on which you
have already declared your judgment, and have even promulgated
laws, so that it is not open to anyone to judge otherwise? . . .

Ambrose is not of sufficient importance to degrade the priest-
hood on his own account. The life of one is not of so much value
as the dignity of all priests. . . .

If anything has to be discussed I have learned to discuss it in
Church, as those before me did. If a conference is to be held con-
cerning the faith, there ought ro be a gathering of bishops, as was
done under Constantine, the prince of august memory, who did not
promulgate any laws beforchand, bur left the decision to the bish-
ops. ...

['would have come, O Emperor, to your consistory, and have
made these remarks in your presence, if either the bishops or the
people had allowed me, bur they said that maters concerning the
faith ought to be treated in the Church, in presence of the people.

— NPNF2 10:427-428

To THE CATECHUMENS

With Cyril of Jerusalem in the East, Ambrose ranks as the great cate-
chetical instructor of the Patristic Era, The Jollowing excerpt comes from
his series On the Mysteries, delivered to Christians preparing for Bap-
tism. “Mystery” is a synonym for “sacrament.”
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Perhaps you will say, “I see something else; how is it that you assert
that I reccive the Body of Christ?” And this is the point which
remains for us to prove. And what evidence shall we make use of?
Let us prove that this is not what nature made, but what the bless-
ing consecrated, and the power of blessing is greater than that of
nature, because by blessing, nature itself is changed.

Moses was holding a rod; he cast it down, and it became a ser-
pent (see Ex 4:3-4). Again, he took hold of the tail of the serpent,
and it returned to the nature of a rod. You see that, by virtue of the
prophetic office, there were two changes, of the nature of the ser-
pent and of the rod. The streams of Egypt were running with a pure
flow of water; and suddenly, from the veins of the sources, blood
began to burst forth, and none could drink of the river. Again, at
the prophet’s prayer, the blood ceased, and the nature of water
returned (see Ex 7:20fF). The people of the Hebrews were shut in
on every side, hemmed in on the one hand by the Egyptians, on the
other by the sea; Moses lifted up his rod, the water divided and
hardened like walls, and a way for the feet appeared between the
waves (see Ex 14:21ff). Jordan being turned back, returned, con-
trary to nature, to the source of its stream (see Jos 3:16).

Grace Greater Than Nature

Is it not clear that the nature of the waves of the sea and of the
river was changed? The people of the fathers thirsted, Moses
touched the rock, and water flowed out of the rock. Did not grace
work a result contrary to nature, so that the rock poured forth
water, which by nature it did not contain? Marah was a most bit-
ter stream, so that the thirsting people could not drink. Moses cast
wood into the water, and the water lost its bitterness, which grace
suddenly tempered. . ..

We observe, then, that grace has more power than nature, and
yet so far we have only spoken of the grace of a prophet’s blessing,.
But if the blessing of man had such power as to change nature, what
are we to say of that divine consecration where the very words of the
Lord and Savior operate? For the sacrament that you receive is
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made what it is by the word of Christ. But if the word of Elijah had
such power as to bring down fire from heaven, shall not the word
of Christ have power to change the nature of the elements? You read
concerning the making of the whole world: “He commanded and
they were created” (Ps 148:5). Shall not the word of Christ, which
was able to make out of nothing that which was not, be able to
change things which already are into what they were not? For it is
not less to give a new nature to things than to change them.

But why make use of arguments? Let us use the examples He
gives, and by the example of the Incarnation prove the truth of the
mystery. Did the course of nature proceed as usual when the Lord
Jesus was born of Mary? If we look to the usual course, a woman
ordinarily conceives after connection with a man. And this Body
which we make is that which was born of the Virgin. Why do you
seek the order of nature in the Body of Christ, seeing that the Lord
Jesus Himself was born of a virgin, not according to nature? It is the
true Flesh of Christ that was crucified and buried. This is, then,
truly the Sacrament of His Body.

The Lord Jesus Himself proclaims: “This is my body” (Mt
26:26). Before the blessing of the heavenly words, another nature
is spoken of; after the consecration, the Body is signified. He Him
self speaks of His Blood. Before the consecration, it has another
name; after, it is called Blood. And you say: “Amen,” that is, “It is
true.” Let the heart within confess what the mouth utters; let the
soul feel what the voice speaks.

— NPNF2 10:324-325

ON TRUE FORTITUDE

Ambrose regularly met with the clergy of Milan and gave them infor-
mal talks on the virtues or growth in prayer. Here be connects Jortitude
with self-mastery and strength of mind and will

The glory of fortitude does not rest only on the strength of one’s
body or of one’s arms, but rather on the courage of the mind. Nor
is the law of courage exercised in causing, but in driving away all
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harm. He who does not keep harm off a friend, if he can, is as much
in fault as he who causes it. This is why holy Moses gave this as a
first proof of his fortitude in war. For when he saw a Hebrew receiv-
ing hard treatment at the hands of an Egyptian, he defended him,
and laid low the Egyptian and hid him in the sand. Solomon also
says: “Rescue those who are being taken away to death” (Prov
24:11).

It is perfectly clear, then, where Cicero, Panaetius, or even Aris-
totle, got these ideas. For though living before these men, Job had
said: “T delivered the poor who cried, and the fatherless who had
none to help him. The blessing of him who was about to perish
came upon me” (Job 29:12-13). Was not he most brave in that he
bore so nobly the attacks of the devil, and overcame him with the
powers of his mind? Nor have we cause to doubt the fortitude of
him to whom the Lord said: “Gird up your loins like a man. Put on
loftiness and power. Humble everyone who does wrong” (see Job
40:7-12). The Apostle also says that we “have strong consolation”
(cf. Heb 6:18). He, then, is brave who finds consolation in any
grief.

Self-Mastery

And in truth, rightly is that called fortitude when a man con-
quers himself, restrains his anger, yields and gives way to no allure-
ments, is not put out by misfortunes, nor gets elated by good
success, and does not get carried away by every varying change as
by some chance wind. But what is more noble and splendid than
to train the mind, keep down the flesh, and reduce it to subjection,
so that it may obey commands, listen to reason, and in undergoing
labors readily carry out the intention and wish of the mind?

This, then, is the first notion of fortitude. For fortitude of the
mind can be regarded in two ways. First, as it counts all externals
as very unimportant, and looks on them as rather superfluous and
to be despised than to be sought after. Secondly, as it strives after
those things which are the highest, and all things in which one can
see anything moral (or as the Greeks call it, prepon) with all the
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powers of the mind. For what can be more noble than to train your
mind so as not to place a high value on riches and pleasures and
honors, nor to waste all your care on these? When your mind is thus
disposed, you must consider how all that is virtuous and seemly
must be placed before everything else; and you must so fix your
mind upon that, that if anything happens that may break your
spirit, whether loss of property; or the reception of fewer honors, or
the disparagement of unbelievers, you may not feel it, as if you were
above such things — so that even dangers that menace your safety,
if undertaken at the call of justice, may not trouble you.

Fighting for God

This is the true fortitude that Christ’s warrior has, who receives
not the crown unless he strives lawfully. Or does that call to forti-
tude seem to you but a poor one: “Suffering produces endurance,
and endurance produces character, and character produces hope”
(Rom 5:3-4)? See how many a contest there is, yet only one crown!
That call none gives, but he who was strengthened in Christ Jesus,
and whose flesh had no rest. Affliction on all sides, fighting with-
out and fears within. And though in dangers, in countless labors,
in prisons, in deaths, he was not broken in spirit, but fought so as
to become more powerful through his infirmities.

Think, then, how he teaches those who enter upon their duties
in the Church, that they ought to have contempt for all earthly
things: “If with Christ you died to the elemental spirits of the uni-
verse, why do you live as if you still belonged to the world? Why do
you submit to regulations, ‘Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not
touch’ (referring to things which all perish as they are used)” (Col
2:20-22). And further: “If then you have been raised with Christ,
seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right
hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on
things that are on carth” (Col 3:1-2). And again: “Put to death
therefore what is earthly in you” (Col 3:5). This, indeed, is meant
for all the faithful. But you, especially, my son, he urges to despise
riches and to avoid profane and old wives' tales, allowing nothing
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but this: “Train yourself in godliness; for while bodily training is of
some value, godliness is of value in every way” (1 Tim 4:7-8).

Let, then, godliness exercise you unto justice, continence, gen-
tleness, that you may avoid childish acts, and that rooted and
grounded in grace you may fight the good fight of faith. Do not
entangle yourself in the affairs of this life, for you are fighting for
God.

— NPNF2 10:30-31

THE HYMNS OF THE LITTLE HOURS

These are among the earliest congregational hymns sung in the Western
Church. Each hymn marks a different time of day. The “First Hour”
roughly corresponds to sunrise; the “Sixth Hour” is around noon; and
50 on. Venerable Jobn Henry Newman made these translations for
Tracts for the Times, number 75 (1836).

At the First Hour

The star of morn to night succeeds;
We therefore meekly pray,
May God in all our words and deeds,
Keep us from harm this day;
May He in love restrain us still
From tones of strife and words of ill,
And wrap around and close our eyes
To earth’s absorbing vanities.
May wrath and thoughts that gender shame
Ne'er in our breasts abide;
And cheerful abstinences tame
Of wanton flesh the pride:
So, when the weary day is o’er,
And night and stillness come once more,
Strong in self-conquering purity,
We may proclaim, with choirs on high.
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At the Third Hour

Come, Holy Ghost, who, ever one,
Reignest with Father and with Son,
It is the hour, our souls possess
With Thy full flood of holiness.
Let flesh and heart, and lips and mind,
Sound forth our witness to mankind;
And love light up our mortal frame
Till others catch the living flame.
Now to the Father, to the Son,
And to the Spirit, three in one,
Be praise and thanks and glory given,
By men on earth, by saints in heaven.

At the Sixth Hour

O God, who cannot change nor fail,
Guiding the hours as they roll by;

Brightening with beams the morning pale,
And burning in the midday sky.

Quench Thou the fires of hate and strife,
The wasting fever of the heart;

From perils guard our feeble life,
And to our souls Thy peace impart.

At the Ninth Hour

O God, unchangeable and true,
Of all the Light and Power,
Dispensing light in silence through

Every successive hour;

Lord, brighten our declining day,
That it may never wane,
'Till death, when all things round decay,

Brings back the morn again.
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Upon Retiring

Now that the daylight dies away,
By all Thy grace and love,

Thee, Maker of the world, we pray

To watch our bed above.

Let dreams depart and phantoms fly,
The offspring of the night,

Keep us, like shrines, beneath Thine eye,
Pure in our foe’s despite.

This grace on Thy redeemed confer,
Father, co-equal Son,

And Holy Ghost, the Comforter,
Eternal, three in one.

175
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THE POST-NICENE ERA

The Last (and Lasting) Fathers

hough it marks the last of the Fathers, the Post-Nicene Era can

hardly be called a “waning” or “twilight.” This period includes
one of the four Great Fathers from the East and three of the four
Great Fathers of the West, including St. Augustine, who is arguably
the greatest of the Fathers. Indeed, with the very last of the Fathers,
St. John of Damascus, Providence closed the era with a blaze of
glory. As monk, apologist, theologian, and spiritual and intellectual
warrior, St. John brought together the skills and virtues of the gen-
erations of Fathers who had gone before him.

Yet those years, from the fifth century through the eighth, were
waning days of an old world order. As St. Augustine lay dying, the
barbarians were at the gate of his city. Only with difficulty did
Pope St. Leo turn Attila the Hun away from Rome; and he found
it impossible to deter later invasions. Weakened by dissension in its
military, by rebellion in its provinces, and by the sheer unwieldiness
of its size, the Roman Empire gradually crumbled. The great work
of the later Fathers was the continued evangelization of the “barbar-
ian” peoples, the preservation of civil and moral order, and the sal-
vaging of Christian and classical learning.

From 395 onward, the empire was split into two nominally
united halves, East and West, each with its own emperor. It was an
uneasy alliance, sadly reflected in the relations between the Eastern
and Western churches. Disputes arose in these latter centuries,
mostly over issues of authority, but also over doctrinal matters.
East and West disagreed, for example, on whether the Holy Spirit
proceeds “from the Father” (as professed in the East) or “from the
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Father and the Son” (as professed in the West). These disputes
would culminate, tragically, in the Great Schism of 1054, centuries
after the close of the Patristic Era.

The Late Patristic Era also witnessed the rise of Islam, the reli-
gion of Mohammed, which soon swept away several of the Chris-
tian lands of the Near East. Islam’s un-nuanced monotheism, some
Fathers claimed, was an after-effect of the Arian heresy.

ST. JOHN CHRYSOSTOM

John of Antioch (347-407), patriarch of Constantinople, was Midas
in the pulpit. We know this not only from his homilies, of which
hundreds have been preserved, but even from the nickname he
carned — Chrysostom, which means “Golden-Tongued.”

While the school at Alexandria reached its zenith in the alle-
gorical Scripture studies of Clement and Origen, the rival school
of Antioch, which emphasized the literal, historical, and linguistic
analysis of biblical texts, peaked in St. John Chrysostom. Yet St.
John was no ethereal academic. For him, the power in Scripture
was a power to transform the minute particulars of everyday work,
family, and society. The method he learned at Antioch for search-
ing out the concrete historical situations in Jesus™ life he used
equally well in analyzing the concrete existential circumstances of
his congregations. St. John's homilies hit home. They spoke of the
marketplace, the marriage bed, the sports arena, of cooking, invest-
ments, and cosmetics. And they were practical. He not only
described what he saw, but he also prescribed a moral and asceti-
cal course of action.

Yet preaching was, perhaps, the last thing he wanted to do. The
only son of a pious widow, John studied law and rhetoric in Anti-
och. Early on, he was attracted to the solitary contemplative life.
His mother, however, begged him not to make her “a widow again’
by fleeing to the desert. For a time, he respected her wishes by liv-
ing, as much as possible, a life of silence and fasting at home. But
by 374, he had clearly discerned the call to live as a solitary. He
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retired first as a monk and then as a hermit. But years of fasting and
sleeplessness proved the limits of his bodily endurance. In ill health,
John returned to Antioch, where he was ordained a deacon in 381
and a priest in 386.

In the city, John won renown for his preaching and soon found
himself assigned to the most prestigious pulpit. His fame spread far
beyond Syria. And in 398, he received word that he had been named
patriarch of Constantinople. He tried to refuse the position, but the
emperor sent for him with an armed escort. John could not refuse.

In the imperial city, he found a demoralized clergy, many liv-
ing in sin, fornicating and carousing. John set about the reform of
the clergy, renewing the enforcement of priestly disciplines, and
defrocking priests who proved unrepentant. His course of renewal
pleased many in Constantinople who had been disgusted by the
state of their church, but it earned him enemies as well. The foe
who mattered most was the empress Eudoxia, whom John had
specifically targeted in his masterful homilies on vanity. John also
discovered an enemy in the influential archbishop of Alexandria,
Theophilus, who roused other bishops to band together and have
John deposed and exiled.

Theophilus’s maneuverings worked. John was sent away in
403. But the people of Constantinople nearly revolted, and so the
empress herself had him recalled to his see. But shortly after return-
ing, John dared to preach against the public games and celebrations
when the city erected a silver statue of Eudoxia, In 404, he was
exiled to Armenia. He appealed to the pope, who supported him
but was unable to prevail upon the emperor.

In Armenia, St. John continued to win fame for his preaching
and counsel, further infuriating his enemies. They asked the
emperor to banish him to a more severe wilderness on the Black
Sea, which the emperor did. On the way there, John was forced to
march long distances in driving rain and oppressive heat. Never in
good health, he was, at age sixty, little able to withstand thjs torture.
He died en route in 407.
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The pope and the Western Church broke off communion with
the sees that had persecuted John, and restored this communion
only when they had repented. When John's body was returned to
Constantinople, Fudoxia’s son, the emperor Theodosius II, went
out to greet his coffin and begged forgiveness for his mother.

At the Council of Chalcedon in 451, St. John Chrysostom
was named a Doctor of the Church. He is a Great Father of the
Church. Pope St. Pius X, in the twentieth century, named him
patron of preachers.

ON RICHES

The wages of sin might seem high, but St. John warns his congregations
away from such temptations in one of his homilies on 1 Corinthians.

When you see an enemy of God wealthy, with armed attendants
and many flatterers, do not be downcast, but lament, weep, call
upon God, that He may enroll him among His friends. And the
more he prospers being God's enemy, the more you should mourn
for him. For we ought always to weep for sinners, but especially
when they enjoy wealth and good times, even as one should pity the
sick when they eat and drink to excess.

But some who hear these words are made so unhappy that
they sigh bitterly and say, “Tears are due to me. I have nothing.” You
said it well — “I have nothing” — not because you lack what
another has, but because you think that things will make you happy.
For this you are worthy of infinite lamentations. It is as if a healthy
person should call “happy” @ man who is sick and lying on a soft
couch. The latrer is not nearly so wretched and miserable as he,
because he has no sense of his own advantages. Such is the result in
these men’s case as well, and thus our whole life is confounded and
disordered. For these sayings have undone many, and betrayed
them to the devil, and made them more pitiable than those who are
wasted with famine.

— NPNF1 12:240-241
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ON Luxury

St. John Chrysostom saw clearly how a mania Jor investment could
rmake someone inkuman. In this passage, from his series of homilies on
1 Corinthians, be cites the case of @ merchant who prays Jor famine so
that his goods may be more valuable.

Do you see how gold does not allow men to be men, but wild beasts
and fiends? For what can be more pitiful than this rich man whose
daily prayer is that there may be famine so that he may have a ljt-
tle gold? And his passion is now come round to contradict itself, He
is not even happy with his abundant store of the fruits of the earth,
but on this very account he is sad because his possessions are not
infinite! Although one who has much ought to be joyful, this man
is dejected. Do you see?

As I said, the rich do not reap as much pleasure from what is
present as they endure sorrow for what has not yet been added. For
he who has had numberless quantities of wheat grieved and
lamented more than he who suffered hunger. And while the one, on
merely having his necessary food, was crowning himself and leap-
ing for joy and giving thanks to God, the other who had so much
was fretting and thought he was undone.

It is not luxury that causes our pleasure, but a self-controlling
mind, since without this — even though one should obtain and
have everything — he will feel as if deprived of everything and will
mourn, like the man of whom we are now speaking. Even if he had
sold all he had for as large a sum as he wished, again would he have
grieved that it was not for more. And if he could have had more, he
would again have sought another advance, And if he had disposed
of the bushel for a dollar more, he would even then have been dis-
tracted for sorrow, that the half-bushel could not be sold for as
much. And if the price were not set so high at first, do not wonder,
Drunkards, too, are not inflamed at first; but when they have
loaded themselves with wine, then they kindle the flame into
greater fierceness. So these men, by how much more they have
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grasped, find themselves in greater poverty, and they who gain
more than others are the very persons to be the most in want.

I say these things not only to this man, but also to each one of
those who are so diseased — those, I say, who raise the price of their
wares and make a traffic off the poverty of their neighbors. For no
one anywhere takes humanity into account, but everywhere cov-
etous desire brings out many at the time of sale. Oil and wine are
sold by one more quickly, by another more slowly, but neither out
of regard to others. Rather, the one seeks gain, the other to avoid
loss by the spoiling of his produce. Thus, because most men — not
making much account of the law of God — shut up and keep all
indoors, God by other means leads them to humanity. That they
may do something kind, God has infused into them the fear of
greater Joss, not allowing the fruits of the earth to keep any long
time, in order that out of mere dread of the damage from their
spoiling they may expose for sale to the needy, even against their
will, such things as they wickedly bury at home and keep.

But after all this, some are so insatiable that even now they are
not corrected. Many, for example, have gone so far as to empty whole
casks, not giving even a cupful to the poor man, nora piece of money
to the needy. But after the wine has become vinegar, they dash it all
upon the ground and destroy their casks together with the fruit.
Others who would not give a part of a single cake to the hungry have
thrown whole granaties into some river. And because they listened
not to God, who bade them give to the needy, at the bidding of the
moth, even unwillingly they emptied out all they had in their houses,
in utter destruction and waste, drawing down upon their own heads
together with this loss much scorn and many a curse.

Such is the course of their affairs here. But of the hereafter,
what shall we say? As these men in this world cast their moth-eaten
grain, become useless, into rivers, even so the doers of such things
__ on this very account become useless — God casts into the river
of fire. Because as the grain by the moth and worm, so are the souls
devoured by cruelty and inhumanity. And the reason of these things
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is their being nailed to things present and gaping after this life
only.
— NPNFI 12:24]

HusBaNDs, Love Your WIVES

St. John's homilies on the Letter to the Ephesians focused especially on
Christian marriage.

A certain wise man. .. set this down in the rank of a blessing, “A
wife agreeing with her husband” (cf. Sir 25:1). Elsewhere again he
sets it down among blessings that a woman should dwell in har-
mony with her husband (cf, Sir40:23). And indeed from the begin-
ning, God appears to have made special provision for this union;
and discoursing of the twain as one, He said thus, “Male and female
he created them” (Gen {301 5

Indeed, this love is more despotic than any despotism: for oth-
ers indeed may be strong, bur this passion is not only strong, but
unfading. For there is a certain love deeply seared in our nature,
which impercepribly knits together these bodies of ours. Thus even
from the very beginnin g woman sprang from man, and afterwards
from man and woman sprang both man and woman, Do you see
the close bond and connection? . . .

This produces great evils and great benefits, both to families
and to states. For nothing so welds our life together as the love of
man and wife. For this, many will lay aside even their arms; for this
they will give up life itself. . . .

[Paul] proceeds with arguments and says that “the husband is
the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body,
and is himself its Savior. As the church is subject to Christ, so let
wives also be subjecr in everything to their husbands” (Eph 5:23-
24).. ..

You have seen the measure of obedience: now hear the measure
of love. Would you have a wife obedient to you, as the Church is to
Christ? Then take the same provident care for her, as Christ takes for
the Church. Even if it shall be needful for you to give your life for her,
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and to be cut into pieces ten thousand times, and to endure and
undergo any suffering whatsoever — do not refuse. Though you
should undergo all this, yet you will not even then have done any-
thing like Christ. For you are doing it for one to whom you are
already knit; but He for one who turned her back on Him and hated
Him.

In the same way . .. though you see her looking down upon
you, and disdaining and scorning you, yet by your great thought-
fulness for her, by affection, by kindness, you will be able to lay her
at your feet. For there is nothing more powerful to sway than these
bonds, and especially for husband and wife. One can, perhaps,
bind a servant down by fear. ... But the partner of one’s life, the
mother of one’s children, the foundation of one’s every joy, one
ought never to chain down by fear and menaces, but with love and
good temper. For what sort of union is that, where the wife trem-
bles at her husband? And what sort of pleasure will the husband
himself enjoy, if he dwells with his wife as with a slave, and not as
with a freewoman? Though you should suffer anything because of
het, do not upbraid her; for neither did Christ do this. . ..

Praise her, but not for her beauty. Praise and hatred and love
based on physical beauty belong to unchaste souls. Seek instead for
beauty of soul. Imitate the Bridegroom of the Church. Outward
beauty is full of conceit and great license, and throws men into jeal-
ousy, and itself often makes you suspect monstrous things. But has
it any pleasure? For the first or second month, perhaps, or at most
for the year, but then no longer. Familiarity wastes away the admi-
ration. Meanwhile the evils which arose from the beauty still abide,
the pride, the folly, the contemptuousness. But in one who is not
this way, there is nothing of this kind. Since the love began on just
grounds, it remains ardent; its object is beauty of soul, and not of
body.

Tell me what is better than heaven? What is better than the
stars? Tell me of what body you will, yet is there none so fair. Tell
me of what eyes you will, yet are there none so sparkling. When
these were created, the very angels gazed with wonder, and we gaze
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with wonder now — yet not in the same degree as at first. Such is
familiarity; things do not strike us in the same degree. How much
more in the case of a wife! And if disease comes, too, all is at once
fled.

Let us seek in a wife affection, modesty, gentleness; these are the
characteristics of beauty. But let us not seek loveliness of person, or
upbraid her upon these things, over which she has no power.
Rather, let us not upbraid at all (it is rudeness), neither let us be
impatient or sullen. Do you not see how many, after living with
beautiful wives, have ended their lives pitiably, and how many, who
have lived with those of no great beauty, have run on to extreme old
age with great enjoyment. Let us wipe off the “spot” that is within,
let us smooth the “wrinkles” that are within, let us do away the
“blemishes” that are on the soul. Such is the beauty God requires.
Let us make her fair in God’s sight, not in our own. . . .

Show her that you set a high value on her company, and that
you would rather be at home by her side than in the marketplace.
And honor her before all your friends, and above the children who
are born of her, and love these very children for her sake. If she does
any good act, praise and admire it; if any foolish one, such as gitls
may chance to do, advise her and remind her. . . .

Let your prayers be common. Let each go to church; and, once
back home, let the husband ask his wife, and she ask her husband,
what was said and read there. If any poverty should overtake you,
cite the case of those holy men, Paul and Peter, who were more hon-
ored than any kings or rich men; and yet how they spent their lives
in hunger and in thirst. Teach her that there is nothing in life that
is to be feared but offending God. If any marries this way, with
these views, he will be hardly inferior to monks; married, but little
below the unmarried.

— NPNFI 13:143-152

To PARENTS

The homilies on Ephesians move, naturally Jrom marriage to child
rearing.
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Do you wish your son to be obedient? From the first, “but bring
them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord” (Eph 6:4).
Never deem it unnecessary that he should listen diligently to the
divine Scriptures. For there the first thing he hears will be this:
“Honor your father and your mother” (Ex 20:12), so you will win
your reward.

Never say that the reading of Scripture is the business of
monks. Am I making a monk of him? No. There is no need for him
to become a monk. Why be so afraid of a thing so replete with so
much advantage? Make him a Christian. For it is altogether neces-
sary for laymen to be acquainted with the lessons derived from this
source — but especially for children. For theirs is an age full of folly;
and to this folly are added the bad examples derived from the pagan
myths, where they are made acquainted with heroes so admired,
who are slaves of their passions, and cowards with regard to death
— as, for example, Achilles, when he relents, when he dies for his
concubine, when another gets drunk, and many other things of the
sort.

He requires therefore the remedies against these things. Is it not
absurd to send children out to jobs, and to school, and to do all you
can for these objects, and yet, not to “bring them up in the disci-
pline and instruction of the Lord™?

“Bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord”;
do not conspire to make him a politician, but train him instead to
be a philosopher. In the lack of the one, there will be no harm what-
ever; in the absence of the other, all the rhetoric in the world will
be of no advantage. Discipline is needed, not talking; character, not
cleverness; deeds, not words. These gain a man the kingdom. These
confer what are benefits indeed. Whet not his tongue, but cleanse
his soul. T do not say this to prevent your teaching him these things,
but to prevent your attending to them exclusively. Do not imagine
that the monk alone stands in need of these lessons from Scripture.
Of all others, the children just about to enter into the world spe-
cially need them.

— NPNFI 13:154
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ST. CYRIL OF ALEXANDRIA

St. Cyril of Alexandria was a successor to St. Athanasius in more
ways than one. He succeeded Athanasius as patriarch of the great
Egyptian city; but he also succeeded him as defender of the faith —
teaching with clarity, rousing a council of the Church, and defying
even the emperor.

He had a privileged Christian upbringing. He was born in
Alexandria around 375, the nephew of a prominent priest named
Theophilus. Cyril received a thoroughgoing Christian education,
and he maintained correspondence with his teachers throughout his
life. Ordained to the priesthood, Cyril served as assistant to his
uncle Theophilus, who had by then been elevated to patriarch of
Alexandria. In history, Theophilus is notorious as the dogged pros-
ecutor of St. John Chrysostom. Cyril accompanied his uncle to the
infamous Synod of the Oak (403), which deposed St. John.
Theophilus died in 412, but the Alexandrian clergy chose to keep
the patriarchate in his family. They chose Cyril, who was then a rel-
atively young man, in his thirties.

In 428, a man named Nestorius was elevated to be patriarch of
Constantinople. Nestorius was an Antiochene scholar. Something
of a rationalist, he had a penchant for semantic fussiness; he was
fond of the phrase “strictly speaking.” He could not, strictly speak-
ing, accept certain traditional formulas the Church had passed on
from the earlier Fathers. He rejected, for example, the title “Mother
of God” applied to Mary — since, strictly speaking, she did not pre-
cede God in time, as an ordinary mother precedes an ordinary
child. Nestorius favored safer terms, like “Mother of Christ,” opin-
ing that Mary gave birth only to Christ's human nature.

Nestoriuss doctrine did not play well to the congregations,
who nurtured a deep, traditional Marian devotion. Nor did it ring
true for his fellow patriarch, Cyril of Alexandria.

On the subject of the Mother of God, Cyril responded that a
mother does not give birth to a nature, but to a person. Nestorius
seemed to be dividing Christ into two different persons united as
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one. He tried to draw Nestorius out, asking him to clarify what he
meant. But perhaps because of the recent hostilities between Con-
stantinople and Alexandria — or maybe because of the longstand-
ing rivalry between Antioch and Alexandria — Nestorius just got
defensive and dug in. His arrogant intellectualism drove him from
mere idiosyncrasy into explicit heresy.

Cyril prevailed over Nestorius at the Council of Ephesus in 431
— a council that Nestorius himself had asked the emperor to sum-
mon. There the bishops overwhelmingly acclaimed the doctrine
long hallowed by the worship of the Church: that Christ the God-
man is a single subject, and so Mary could be called “Mother of
God.” The title “Mother of God” (in Greek Theotokos, literally
“God-bearer”) was more than an isolated Marian dogma. It pre-
served the integrity of the incarnation of the eternal Word. Cyril
held the day because of his sustained, consistent, and subtle theo-
logical argument. Theological truth won the war, but the victory
belonged to more than the theologians. Throngs of common peo-
ple celebrated the council’s decision by carrying the bishops aloft in
a torchlit procession and singing hymns throughout the night.

Cyril was an inexhaustible teacher and writer. Over the course
of his long tenure as patriarch, he wrote theological studies, com-
mentaries on many of the books of the Bible, and countless letters.

In past centuries, it was a commonplace for historians to dis-
miss Cyril as an irascible, bigoted, and politically motivated
wheeler-dealer. But recent studies — especially those by Robert
Louis Wilken and John Anthony McGuckin — have vindicated his
reputation, as a churchman and a saint.

St. Cyril died in 444, and with his death the glory of Alexan-
drian theology began to wane. He is vencrated as a Doctor of the

Church.

REACHING OUT TO NESTORIUS

The Council of Ephesus adopted Cyril’s Second Letter to Nestorius,
in its entirety, as a statement of the Churchs dogmatic teaching. The let-
ter spells out some important ideas, just then emerging. It explains the
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“hypostatic union” — that Jesus Christ is a single subject, single person,
single “self,” in whom divine and human natures are united. Another
key concept spelled out here (though not named) is the “‘communication
of idioms” — the idea that any statement made of either of Christs
natures can be made of Christ; for example, when we describe the pas-
sion of Christ, we may say that “God suffered and died,” even though
divinity cannot suffer or undergo any change.

Cyril sends greeting in the Lord to the most religious and reverend
fellow-minister Nestorius.

I'understand that there are some who are talking rashly of the
reputation in which I hold Your Reverence, and that this is fre-
quently the case when meetings of people in authority give them an
opportunity. I think they hope in this way to delight your ears, and
so they spread abroad uncontrolled expressions. They are people
who have suffered no wrong, but have been exposed by me for their
own profit, one because he oppressed the blind and the poor, a sec-
ond because he drew a sword on his mother, a third because he stole
someone else’s money in collusion with a maidservant and since
then has lived with such a reputation as one would hardly wish for
ones worst enemy. For the rest I do not intend to spend more
words on this subject in order not to vaunt my own mediocrity
above my teacher and master or above the Fathers. For however one
may try to live, it is impossible to escape the malice of evil people,
whose mouths are full of cursing and bitterness and who will have
to defend themselves before the judge of all.

But I turn to a subject more fitting to myself and remind you
as a brother in Christ always to be very careful about what you say
to the people in matters of teaching and of your thought on the
faith. You should bear in mind that to scandalize even one of these
little ones who believe in Christ lays you open to unendurable
wrath. If the number of those who are distressed is very large, then
surely we should use every skill and care to remove scandals and to
expound the healthy word of faith to those who seck the truth. The
most effective way to achieve this end will be zealously to occupy
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ourselves with the words of the holy Fathers, to esteem their words,
to examine our words to see if we are holding to their faith as it is
written, to conform our thoughts to their correct and irreproach-
able teaching.

Measuring Up to Nicaea

The holy and great synod (the Council of Nicaea), therefore,
stated that

(1) the only-begotten Son, begotten of God the Father
according to nature, true God from true God, the light from
the light, the one through whom the Father made all things,

came down, became incarnate, became man,

(2) suffered, rose on the third day, and ascended to heaven.

We, too, ought to follow these words and these teachings and
consider what is meant by saying that the Word from God took
flesh and became man. For we do not say that the nature of the
Word was changed and became flesh, nor that He was turned into
2 whole man made of body and soul. Rather do we claim that the
Word in an unspeakable, inconceivable manner united to Himself
hyposmtimlly flesh enlivened by a rational soul, and so became man
and was called Son of Man, not by God’s will alone or good pleas-
ure, nor by the assumption of a person alone. Rather did two dif-
ferent natures come together to form a unity, and from both arose
one Christ, one Son. It was not as though the distinctness of the
natures was destroyed by the union, but divinity and humanity
together made petfect for us one Lord and one Christ, together
marvelously and mysteriously combining to form a unity. So He
who existed and was begotten of the Father before all ages is also
said to have been begotten according to the flesh of a woman,
without the divine nature either beginning to exist in the holy Vir-
gin, or needing of itself a second begetting after that from His
Father. (For it is absurd and stupid to speak of the one who existed
before every age, and who is co-eternal with the Father, needing a
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second beginning so as to exist.) The Word is said to have been
begotten according to the flesh, because for us and for our salvation
He united what was human to Himself hypostatically and came
torth from a woman. For He was not first begotten of the holy Vir-
gin, a man like us, and then the Word descended upon Himy but
from the very womb of His mother He was so united and then
underwent begetting according to the flesh, making His own the
begetting of His own flesh.

In a similar way we say thar He suffered and rose again, not that
the Word of God suffered blows or piercing with nails or any other
wounds in His own narure (for the divine, being without a body,
is incapable of suffering), but because the bod y which became His
own suffered these things, He is said to have suffered them for us.
For He was without suffering, while His body suffered. Something
similar is true of His dying. For by nature the Word of God is of
itself immortal and incorruptible and life and life-giving, but since
on the other hand His own body by God’s grace, as the Apostle says,
tasted death for all, the Word is said to have suffered death for us,
not as if He Himself had experienced death as far as His own nature
was concerned (it would be sheer lunacy to say or think that), but
because, as I have just said, His flesh tasted death. So too, when His
fesh was raised to life, we refer to this again as His resurrection, not
as though He had fallen into corruption — God forbid — but
because His body had been raised again.

A Conffession of Faith

So we shall confess one Christ and one Lord. We do not adore
the man along with the Word, so as to avoid any appearance of divi-
sion by using the word “with.” But we adore Him as one and the
same, because the body is not other than the Word, and takes its seat
with Him beside the Father, again not as though there were two sons
seated rogether but only one, united with His own flesh. If; however,
we reject the hypostatic union as being either impossible or too
unlovely for the Word, we fall into the fallacy of speaking of two
sons, We shall have to distinguish and speak both of the man as hon-
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ored with the title of son, and of the Word of God as by nature pos-
sessing the name and reality of sonship, each in his own way. We
ought not, therefore, to split into two sons the one Lord Jesus Christ.
Such a way of presenting a correct account of the faith will be quite
unhelpful, even though some do speak of a union of persons. For
Scripture does not say that the Word united the person of a man to
Himself, but that He became flesh. The Word’s becoming flesh
means nothing else than that He partook of flesh and blood like us;
He made our body His own, and came forth a man from woman
without casting aside His deity or His generation from God the
Father, but rather in His assumption of flesh remaining what He was.

This is the account of the true faith everywhere professed. So
shall we find that the holy Fathers believed. So have they dared to
call the holy Virgin “Mother of God,” not as though the nature of
the Word or His Godhead received the origin of their being from
the holy Virgin, but because there was born from her His holy
body rationally ensouled, with which the Word was hypostatically
united and is said to have been begotten in the flesh. These things
[ write out of love in Christ, exhorting you asa brother and calling
upon you before Christ and the elect angels, to hold and teach these
things with us, in order to preserve the peace of the churches and
that the priests of God may remain in an unbrolken bond of con-
cord and love.

— NPNE2 14:197-198

TRINITY, INCARNATION, FucHARrIST: UNITY

In a profound interpretation of Jesus’ final prayer for unity St. Cyril,
in his Commentary on the Gospel According to St. John, shows how
the Eucharist unites believers to one another, to Christ, and to the
Trinity.

“That they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and T am in
you, may they also be in us” (Jn 17:21).

We must carefully consider what explanation to give here. We
have rightly held that the oneness of believers, in agreement of
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heart and soul, should resemble the divine oneness and essential
identity of the Holy Trinity and the intimate relation of each divine
Person with the others. But here we wishi to point out a sort of nat-
ural unity by which we are joined with each other, and all of us to
God. We approach a kind of physical unity with each other, even
though we are distinguished by having different bodies, and each
one of us returns, so to speak, to his own personal environment and
individuality. For Peter cannot be Paul, or be spoken of as Paul. Nor
can Paul be Peter, even though both are in fact one, because of their
union in Christ,

We take for granted, then, the physical unity that exists
between the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit (for we believe
and glorify One Godhead in the Holy Trinity). Now, let us further
ask in what manner we are proved to be one with each other and
with God, both in a bodily and a spiritual sense.

The only-begotten Son proceeds from the very substance of
God the Father, possessing all of His Begetter in His own nature,
He became flegh, according to the Scripture, blending Himself, as
it were, with our nature by an nexpressible combination and union
with this earthly body. Thus He who is God by nature became, and
is truly, a Man from heaven. He was not merely “inspired,” as some
people imagine, who do not rightly understand the depth of the
mystery. He is, rather, simultaneously God and Man, He unites in
Himself things that are naturally opposed to one another and
unable to be fused together. And thus He enables man to share and
partake in God’s nature.

For the fellowship and abiding presence of the Spirit has reached
even to us. It originated through Christ and in Christ. Yer He has
become like us — that is, a man — receiving anointing and sancti-
fication, even though He is God by nature. He proceeded from the
Father Himself, sanctifying with His own Spirit the temple of His
body as well as all creation — which owes Him irs very being. The
mystery, then, that is in Christ has become a beginning and a way
that we may partake of the Holy Spirit and union with God. For in
Him we are al] sancrified, in the way I have just described.
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We also join together ou rselves. We are blended into unity
with God and with each other. Sill, we keep our individual di ffer-
ences. We each have a distinct individuality of soul and body. In
order that we may join together this way, the Only Begotten has
contrived a means that His own due Wisdom and the Counsel of
the Father have sought out. Through the mystery of the Eucharist,
one body — His own body — blesses those who believe in Him.
He makes us the same body with Himself and with each other. For
who could divide the natural union of those who are knit together
through His holy body, which is one in union with Christ? If we all
share the one bread, we are all made one body (see 1 Cor 10:17);
for Christ cannot be severed.

So the Church becomes Christ’s body, and we are also individ-
ually His members, according to the wisdom of Paul. All of us are
united to Christ through His holy body, because we have received,
in our own bodies, Him who is one and indivisible. Now we owe
the service of our members to Him rather than to ourselves. While
Christ is called the Head, the Church is called the rest of the body,
joined together of Christian members. Paul proves this to us by his
words: . . . so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro
and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the cunning of
men, by their craftiness in deceitful wiles. Rather, speaking the
cruth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the
head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and knit
together by every joint with which it is supplied, when each partis
working properly, makes bodily growth and upbuilds itself in love”
(Eph 4:14-16).

So that those who partake of Ch rist’s holy flesh gain this actual
physical unity with Christ, Paul once more bears witness to the

«

mystery of godliness, ‘which was not made known to the sons of
men in other generations as it has now been revealed to his holy
apostles and prophets by the Spirit; that is, how the Gentiles are fel-
low heirs, members of the same body, and partakers of the prom-
ise in Christ Jesus” (Eph 3:5-6). [f we are all of the same body in

Christ — not only with one another, but also with Him who is in
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us through His flesh — are we not all one, both with one another
and with Christ?

Christ is the bond of union, simultancously God and Man,
Remembering the unity that is by the Spirit, we may follow in the
same track of inquiry, We may say once more that we all receive one
and the same Spitit, the Holy Spirit, and are in some sense blended
together with one another and with God. We are many, but Christ,
who is the Spirit of the Father, and His own Spirit dwell in cach one
of us. Still the Spirit is one and indivisible, binding together the
divided spirits of the individualities of one and all of g into His
own natural unity. He causes us all to be shown forth in Him,
through Himself, and as one, The power of His holy flesh makes
those in whom it abides to be of the same body. So, too, the one
indivisible Spirit of God, who lives in all, binds all together into
spiritual unity.

— LF 48:548-551

N ST. JEROME

Among the Fathers, St. Jerome (342-420) stands our as a sort of
eccentric uncle, A man of singular literary and intellectual gifts, he
had equally unusual personality quirks. He was irascible to a comic
extreme. The poet Phyllis McGinley provides perhaps the best
thumbnail profile of the man: “God’s angry man, His crotchety
scholar, / was Saint Jerome, / the great name-caller, / who cared not
adime / for the laws of libel / and in his spare time / translated the
Bible.”

Growing up in the province of Dalmatia (in wha s today
Croatia), Jerome showed great literary skill carly in life. At age
twelve, he went off to Rome for study at the school of a famous
grammarian. Jerome delighted in his studies of the classics, espe-
cially in Cicero’s ability to shape an argument and turn a clever
phrase. He also seems to have indulged in some immoral activity
during his student years.
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But, probably before he was twenty, he returned to the Chris-
tian faith in which he had been raised, and he accepted Baptism
from the pope. (Delaying Baptism until adulthood was the fashion
at the time.)

Still, Jerome hoped to put his professional skills to use in civil
service. But, while traveling with two friends, he met hermits and
spoke with them about their life. Eastern-style monasticism was
sweeping the West just then, as a result of the popularity of St.
Athanasius’s biography of St. Anthony of Egypt. Inspired by the
hermits dedication, Jerome abandoned all thought of a secular
carcer and set out, with his friends, to find a place in the monastic
life.

At first, they returned to Dalmatia, where they lived in commu-
nity for a while. But perhaps Jerome’s temper had begun to blos-
som. The companions split because of quarrels. With one of the
ascetics, Rufinus, Jerome lit out for the more barren deserts of the
Fast. While traveling, Jerome began to learn the biblical languages,
Hebrew and Greek, and undertook study under some of the world’s
greatest Scripture scholars. A chance encounter with St. Gregory of
Nazianzus renewed Jerome’s appreciation for Origen'’s allegorical
readings of Scripture.

Also while he was abroad, Jerome had a dream that shook him.
He dreamt that he was brought before heaven’s throne, where he
was accused of being a Ciceronian rather than a Christian. Jerome
would cite this as a turning point in his life.

In the early 380s, now laden with great knowledge of the Scrip-
tures, he returned to Rome. There, Jerome became a trusted aide to
Pope Damasus, who commissioned him to revise the Latin (or
“Vulgate”) edition of the four Gospels. While in Rome, he also con-
tinued his Hebrew studies under a rabbi.

As a spiritual director, Jerome won renown, encouraging the
growing number of aristocratic women who were drawn to conse-
crate themselves to God as virgins or widows. Some of these set up
“house monasteries.” Others lived, more or less, as hermits. Jerome
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tutored them in Scripture and theology. They, in turn, became
benefactors for many of his pet projects.

But while Jerome inspired the lives of so many consecrated
women, he tended to alienate Rome’s priests. There was probably
a bit of envy involved. Jerome displayed tremendous intellectual
gifts, had easy access to the pope, and enjoyed the company and for-
tunes of many noblewomen. But surely Jerome aggravated the sit-
uation. He tended to make intemperate comments about the
degenerate state of the clergy and bishops, suggesting that they
might learn from the holy women he directed. Moreover, Rome was
just beginning to see a backlash of hostility against the fashions of
Eastern monasticism. Some priests whispered rumors about Roman
women dying from excessive fasting,

All of these factors made Jerome somewhat unwelcome, but he
seems to have been oblivious. When Pope Damasus died, Jerome
expressed confidence that he himself would be elected to succeed to
the chair of St. Peter,

It did not happen. And Jerome left Rome, going off to sulk and
study in the East. His benefactresses followed, and the pilgrims
from Rome set up a monastic community in Bethlehem, where
Jerome set to work on the biblical translations and commentaries
for which he would become duly famous. Meanwhile, he continued
to war with ever-new enemies, quarrel with his friends, and repu-
diate his former masters, such as Origen. (One of these disputes
brought on Jerome’s bricf excommunication.)

Jerome could be most venomous in his attacks upon former
companions whom he had alienated. He tells one seafaring friend
that the “stench of bilgewater” had addled his brain. As for Rufinus,
the dearest companion of his youth, Jerome spends the conclusion
of a broadside cruelly satirizing the man’s physical features.

In his last years, Jerome bemoaned his tailing health, but con-
tinued to produce prodigiously. He wrote an encyclopedia of Chris-
tian biography, reaching back to biblical times. He fought all
comers, including the emerging heresy of Pelagianism, whose
adherents burned Jerome’s monasteries in 416.
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He died about 420. Phyllis McGinley summed up that he
“served his Master, / though with complaint. / He wasn't a plaster /
sort of saint.”

He is, however, one of the Great Fathers, and a Doctor of the

Church.

ON MARY’S VIRGINITY

Helvidius was a Roman layman, a champion of ascetical laxity who
argued that Mary bore other children after Jesus. In this famous broad-
side, Jerome demolished Helvidiuss arguments — and Helvidius.

Not long ago, I was asked by some of the brethren to reply to a
pamphlet written by a Helvidius. I have delayed doing so — not
because it is a difficult matter to maintain the truth and refute an
ignorant boor who has hardly known the first glimmer of learning
— but because I was afraid my reply might make him appear worth
defeating. . .. But all these good reasons for silence no longer influ-
ence me, because of the scandal caused to the brethren. ... There-
fore, the axe of the Gospel must be now laid to the root of the
barren tree, and both it and its fruitless foliage cast into the fire, so
that Helvidius, who has never learned to speak, may at length learn
to hold his tongue. . ..

His first statement was: “Matthew says, ‘Now the birth of Jesus
Christ took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been
betrothed to Joseph, before they came together she was found to be
with child of the Holy Spirit; and her husband Joseph, being a just
man and unwilling to put her to shame, resolved to send her away
quietly. But as he considered this, behold, an angel of the Lord
appeared to him in a dream, saying, “Joseph, son of David, do not
fear to take Mary your wife, for that which is conceived in her is of
the Holy Spirit” ” ” (Mt 1:18-20). Notice, says Helvidius, that the
word used is betrothed, not entrusted as you say, and of course the
only reason why she was betrothed was that she might one day be
married. And the Evangelist would not have said before they came
together if they were not to come together, for no one would use the
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phrase “before he ate” to describe a man who was not going to eat.
Then, again, the angel calls her wife and speaks of her as united to
Joseph. We are next invited to listen to the declaration of Scripture:
“When Joseph woke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord
commanded him; he took his wife, but knew her not until she had
borne a son; and he called his name Jesus” (Mt 1:24-25).

Before and Until

Let us take the points one by one. ... He admits that she was
betrothed, and in the next breath will have her to be a man’s wife,
whom he has admitted to be his betrothed. Again, he calls her
wife, and then says the only reason why she was betrothed was that
she might one day be married. And, for fear we might not think
that enough, “the word used,” he says, “is betrothed and not
entrusted, that is to say, not yet a wife, not yet united by the bond
of wedlock.” But when he continues, “the Evangelist would never
have applied the words, ‘before they came together’ to persons who
were not to come together,” ... I don’t know whether to laugh or
cry.... If I choose to say, “the Apostle Paul, before he went to
Spain, was put in fetters at Rome” — or (as I certainly might)
“Helvidius, before he repented, was cut off by death” — must Paul
on being released at once go to Spain, or must Helvidius repent
after death. . . ? Must we not, instead, understand that the preposi-
tion before, although it frequently denotes order in time, yet some-
times refers only to order in thought? So that our plans need not be
realized, if sufficient cause intervened to prevent it.

When, then, the Evangelist says “before they came together,”
he indicates the time immediately preceding marriage, and shows
that matters were so far advanced that she who had been betrothed
was on the point of becoming a wife. As if he said, “before they
kissed and embraced, before the consummation of marriage, she
was found to be with child.” And she was found to be so by none
other than Joseph, who watched the swelling womb of his
betrothed with anxious glances, and, at this time, almost the ptiv-

ilege, of a husband.
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Yet it does not follow, as the previous examples showed, that he
had intercourse with Mary after her delivery, when his desires had
been quenched by the fact that she had already conceived. . .. The
passage for discussion now is, “When Joseph woke from sleep, he
did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took his wife, but
knew her not until she had borne a son; and he called his name
Jesus.” Here, first of all, it is quite needless for our opponent to
show so elaborately that the word know has reference to coition,
rather than to intellectual apprehension: as though anyone denied
it, or any sane person could ever imagine the folly that Helvidius
takes pains to refute. Then he would teach us that the adverb until
implies a fixed and definite time, and when that is fulfilled, he says
the event takes place that previously did not take place, as in the
case before us, “and knew her not until she had brought forth a
son.” It is clear, says he, that she was known affer she brought forth,
and that that knowledge was only delayed by her engendering a son.
To defend his position, he piles up text upon text, waves his sword
like a blindfolded gladiator, rattles his noisy tongue, and ends by
wounding no one but himself. ...

With regard to the word until, he is utterly refuted by the
authority of Scripture, which often uses a fixed time (he himself
told us so) to denote time without limitation, as when God by the
mouth of the prophet says to certain persons, “Even to your old age
[am He” (Is 46:4). Will He cease to be God when they have grown
old? And the Savior in the Gospel tells the Apostles, “Lo, I am with
you always, to the close of the age” (Mt 28:20). Will the Lord
then, after the end of the world, forsake His disciples? . .. David also
in the fourth Song of Ascents speaks thus, “Behold, as the eyes of
servants look to the hand of their master, as the eyes of a maid to
the hand of her mistress, so our eyes look to the LORD our God, ll
he have mercy upon us” (Ps 123:2). Will the prophet, then, look
unto the Lord wn#il he obtain mercy — and then, when mercy is
obtained, will he turn his eyes down to the ground? . .. The Evan-
gelist pointed out a circumstance which might have given rise to
some scandal, namely, that Mary was not known by her husband
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until she was delivered, and he did so that we might be the more
certain that she from whom Joseph refrained while there was room
to doubt the import of the vision was not known after her deliv-

ety....
Brothers of the Lord

I must now proceed, if my reply is to follow the order of his
argument, to the third point. He will have it that Mary bore other
sons, and he quotes the passage, “And Joseph also went up from
Galilee, from the city of Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David,
which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and lineage
of David, to be enrolled with Mary his betrothed, who was with
child. And while they were there, the time came for her to be deliv-
ered. And she gave birth to her first-born son” (Lk 2:4-7). From this
he tries to show that the term first-born is inapplicable except to a
person who has brothers, just as he is called on/y-begosten who is the
only son of his parents.

Our position is this: Every only-begotten son is a first-born son,
but not every first-born is an only begotten. By first-born we under-
stand not only one who is succeeded by others, but one who has
had no predecessor. . . . The word of God defines first-born as every-
thing that opens the womb. Otherwise, if the title belongs only to
those who have younger brothers, the priests cannot claim the
firstlings until their successors have been begotten, lest, perchance,
in case there were no subsequent delivery it should prove to be the
first-born and the only-begotten. . .. Scripture thus speaks of the
Savior, “And when the time came for their purification according
to the law of Moses, they brought him up to Jerusalem to present
him to the Lord (as it is written in the law of the Lord, ‘Every male
that opens the womb shall be called holy to the Lord’) and to offer
a sacrifice according to what s said in the law of the Lord, ‘a pair
of turtledoves, or two young pigeons’ ” (Lk 2:22-24). If this law
relates only to the first-born, and there can be no first-born unless
there are successors, no one ought to be bound by the law of the
first-born who cannot tell whether there will be successors! . . .
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The last proposition of Helvidius was this, and it is what he
wished to show when he treated of the first-born, that brethren of
the Lord are mentioned in the Gospels. For example, “Behold, his
mother and his brethren stood outside, asking to speak to him” (Mt
12:46). And elsewhere. .. “He... came to his own country; and his
disciples followed him. And on the sabbath he began to teach in the
synagogue; and many who heard him were astonished, saying,
“Where did this man get all this? What is the wisdom given to
him? What mighty works are wrought by his hands! Is not this the
carpenter, the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses and
Judas and Simon, and are not his sisters here with us? ” (Mk 6:1-
3).... Observe, he says, James and Joses are sons of Mary, and the
same persons who were called brethren by the Jews. ...

In Holy Scripture there are four kinds of brethren — by nature,
race, kindred, love. . .. Moreover they are called brethren by kindred
who are of one family — that is, patria, which corresponds to the
Latin paternitas — because from a single root a numerous progeny
proceeds. In Genesis we read, “Then Abram said to Lot, ‘Let there
be no strife between you and me, and between your herdsmen and
my herdsmen; for we are [brethren]” ” (Gen 13:8).... Yet, cer-
tainly Lot was not Abraham’s brother, but the son of Abraham’s
brother Aram. . . . Jacob, the son of Isaac and Rebecca, when in fear
of his brother’s treachery he had gone to Mesopotamia, drew nigh
and rolled away the stone from the mouth of the well, and watered
the flocks of Laban, his mother’s brother. “Then Jacob kissed
Rachel, and wept aloud. And Jacob told Rachel that he was her
father’s [brother], and that he was Rebekah’s son” (Gen 29:11-12).
Here is an example of the rule already referred to, by which a
nephew is called a brother. . .. Innumerable instances of the same
kind are to be found in the sacred books. . . .

It is clear that Our Lord’s brethren bore the name in the same
way that Joseph was called His father: “Your father and I have been
looking for you anxiously” (Lk 2:48).... Was Joseph His true
father? Dull as you are, you will not venture to say that. Was he His
reputed father? If so, let the same rule be applied to them when they
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are called brethren, that you apply to Joseph when he is called
father ...

Now that I have cleared the rocks and shoals I must spread sail
and make all speed to reach his epilogue. Feeling himself to be a
smatterer, he there produces Tertullian as a witness. . . . Of Tertul-
lian I say no more than that he did not belong to the Church. . . .
Might I not array against you the whole series of ancient writers?
Ignatius, Polycarp, Irenaeus, Justin Martyr, and many other apos-
tolic and eloquent men, who against Ebion, Theodotus of Byzan-
tium, and Valentinus, held these same views, and wrote volumes
replete with wisdom. If you had ever read what they wrote, you
would be a wiser man. ...

— NPNF2 6:335-337, 339-344

ON LusT

In this letter, Jerome counsels Eustochium, a Roman woman consecrated
to virginity, as he recalls his own temptations in the desert.

When [ was living in the desert, in the vast solitude that gives her-
mits a savage dwelling place, parched by a burning sun, how often
[ imagined myself among the pleasures of Rome! I used to sit alone
because I was filled with bitterness. Sackcloth disfigured my
unshapely limbs, and my skin, from long neglect, had become as
black as an Ethiopian’s. Tears and groans were every day my portion;
and if drowsiness chanced to overcome my struggles against it, my
bare bones, which hardly held together, clashed against the ground.
Of my food and drink I say nothing, for even in sickness, the soli-
taries have nothing but cold water — and to eat one’s food cooked
is looked upon as self-indulgence.

Now, although in my fear of hell T had consigned myself to this
prison, where I had no companions but scorpions and wild beasts,
I often found myself amid bevies of girls. My face was pale and my
frame chilled with fasting; yet my mind was burning with desire,
and the fires of lust kept bubbling up before me when my flesh was
as good as dead.
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Helpless, T cast myself at the feet of Jesus. [ watered them with
my tears. I wiped them with my hair. And then I subdued my
rebellious body with weeks of abstinence. I do not blush to avow
my abject misery. Rather I lament that I am not now what once I
was. I remember how I often cried aloud all night till the break of
day and did not stop beating my breast till tranquility returned at
the chiding of the Lotd. I used to dread my very cell as though it
knew my thoughts; and stern and angry with myself, I used to
make my way alone into the desert. Wherever I saw hollow valleys,
craggy mountains, steep cliffs, there I made my oratory, there the
house of correction for my unhappy flesh.

There, also — the Lord Himself is my witness — when I had
shed copious tears and had strained my eyes towards heaven, I
sometimes felt myself among angelic hosts, and for joy and gladness
sang: “Because of the savor of your good ointments we will run after
you” (cf. Song 1:3-4).

Now, if such are the temptations of men who, since their bodies
are emaciated with fasting, have only evil thoughts to fear, how must
it fare with a girl whose surroundings are those of luxury and case?
Surely, to use the Apostle’s words, “She... is dead even while she lives”
(1 Tim 5:6). Therefore, if experience gives me a right to advise, or
clothes my words with credit, I would begin by urging you and
warning you as Christ’s spouse to avoid wine as you would avoid poi-
son. For wine is the first weapon used by demons against the young.
Greed does not shake, nor pride puff up, nor ambition infatuate so
much as this. Other vices we easily escape, but this enemy is shut up
within us, and wherever we go we carry him with us. Wine and
youth between them kindle the fire of sensual pleasure. Why do we
throw oil on the flame — why do we add fresh fuel to a miserable
body which is already ablaze?

— NPNF2 6:24-25

ON OLD AGE

St. Jerome complained to bis disciples Paula and Eustochium about the
advancing infirmities of old age.
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[eave it to others to decide how much I have gained by my unflag-
ging study of Hebrew. What I have lost in my own language, 1
myself can tcll. In addition to this, on account of the weakness of
my cyes and bodily infirmity generally, I do not write with my own
hand; and I cannot make up for my slowness of utterance by greater
pains and diligence, as Virgil is said to have done, when he treated
his books as a bear treats her cubs, and licked them into shape.
Instead [ must summon a secretary and say whatever comes first to
mind. Oy, if I wish to think a little and hope to produce something
better, my helper silently reproaches me, clenches his fist, wrinkles
his brow, and plainly declares by his whole bearing that he has
come for nothing.

— NPNF2 6:497-498

ST. AUGUSTINE OF HIPPO

With St. Augustine (354-430), the patristic achievement reached its
peak. He is, beyond doubt, the most influential theologian in the
history of the Western Church. From the Lateran Councils to the
Catechism of the Catholic Church, he is the most-cited individual,
outside the Bible, in the Church’s dogmatic pronouncements.

So much for his influence on the City of God. His thought has
been just as epoch-making in the City of Man. On any short list of
those who shaped Western civilization, Augustine’s name must
appear.

He was the great synthesizer of the Classical and Patristic Eras.
In his mind and his preaching, he brought together the philosophy
of Plato and the doctrine of Nicaea, the biblical allegories of Alexan-
dria and the historical research of Antioch, the sublimity of Eastern
theology with the pastoral practicality of the West.

For his probing introspection in his Confessions, he is some-
times called the “father of psychology.” The same book sometimes
earns him credit for “inventing” the genre of autobiography. His
work, in general, marks a milestone in the development of Western

philosophy. His book The City of God — with Plato’s Republic and
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Aristotle’s Politics — would become one of the foundational works
in political thought. Augustine’s treatise On the Trinity is the great
systematic summary of the Church's legacy from Nicaea and Con-
stantinople.

It is hard not to slip into hyperbole when discussing Augustine’s
contributions to the Church and to the world.

He was born in Tagaste, North Africa, the son of a pagan
Roman official, Patricius, and a Christian mother, Monica. He was
raised in the Christian faith. At sixteen, he went to the city of
Carthage to study law, and then literature and philosophy. Gradu-
ally, he gave up the practice of his Christian faith. At age seventeen,
he took a mistress, who bore him a son, Adeodatus, in 372. Augus-
tine would live with the woman for the next seventeen years.

A man of deep desires, he had a voracious mind, ambitious to
know all that there was to know. He had a great capacity for friend-
ship, and many friends. And, if we are to believe his own recollec-
tions, his sensual appetites, too, were rather on the strong side. But
in all these ambitions, desires, loves, and longings, Augustine would
one day see glimmers of the human heart’s deepest need, which is
God.

Augustine’s interest in philosophy deepened. Having lost his
faith in God, he took to reflecting on the material world. He was
troubled by the problem of evil. The doctrines of the Manicheans
attracted him, because they purported to explain material phenom-
ena and the existence of evil by denigration of both the creator God
and His creation. Augustine was intrigued, though not quite con-
vinced. Nonetheless, he began to identify himself with the
Manichean heresy.

Meanwhile, he continued to advance in his profession as a
teacher of rhetoric. He taught at Tagaste, Carthage, and then Rome,
where he opened his own school for one frustrating year. From
Rome, he accepted a professorship in Milan. Yet, as his career pro-
gressed, so did his sense of unease. He had satisfied his worldly
desires, one after another — for friendship, for love, for sex, for suc-
cess, for fame, for skill, for knowledge — and still there was a
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gnawing hunger in his heart. Throughout his wanderings, his
mother had continually kept him in prayer and often urged him to
return to Christian faith. And he loved his mother, so he tried. But,
reading the Old Testament unreflectively, he found its teachings
contradictory and its laws absurd, so he abandoned the pursuit.

In Milan, he encountered the bishop, St. Ambrose, who had a
similar ranging intellect, the same love for truth, the same high
degree of professional competence, and perhaps an even greater
capacity for friendship. But Bishop Ambrose had something more:
he had peace, which attracted Augustine. The elder man was
patient, and he gave the rhetorician his precious time in long con-
versation.

Augustine returned to the faith of his childhood in 387, and he
began to live in a somewhat contemplative community with his
mother, brother, and some friends. “Our hearts are restless, O Lord,
until they rest in You,” he would one day write. His heart had
found rest, though he would again know sadness. His mother died
later in 387; his son died in 389.

Augustine returned to North Africa, where the Christians of
Hippo pressed him to receive Holy Orders. In 395, he was ordained
a bishop. Augustine’s literary production was voluminous in the fol-
lowing years, even as he kept a demanding pastoral schedule —
preaching, teaching candidates for Baptism, answering correspon-
dence from throughout the world, and daily receiving the peti-
tions and complaints of local believers in “court.” He was a key
figure in the Church of Africa and the Church universal. He played
an active role, for example, in the regional councils that definitively
set the New Testament canon, at the beginning of the fifth century.

He was phenomenally effective as a pastor. Historians give him
credit for dealing death blows to three major heresies:
Manicheanism, Donatism, and Pelagianism. He also welcomed
home the Tertullianists and Montanists who had gone into schism
centuries before. Augustine most often attracted heretics with char-
ity and truth. He had, after all, once lived in heresy himself. As
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Ambrose and Monica had been patient with him, he would be
patient and perseverant with others.

Augustine was a world-class rhetorician, and like that other
Afican Tertullian, he had a way of coining phrases. Even today, cer-
rain “Augustinisms” are part of the vocabulary of any moderately
educated Christian.

«  “Love, and do what you will.”

e “Give me chastity and continence — but not yet.” (His
prayer while still resisting God.)

e “Too late have I loved You, O Beauty so ancient and so
new.”

e “We make a ladder of our vices, if we trample them under-

foot.”

Augustine died in 430 as barbarians were laying siege to his city.
Rome had already fallen. As one age was ending, he entered a new
one. St. Augustine is a Great Father and one of the principal Doc-
tors of the Church.

ON His MOTHER, MONICA

The ancient world’s most famous eulogy, from Augustines Confes-
sions.

She was brought up modestly and soberly, and made subject by You
to her parents, rather than by her parents to You. When she had
arrived at a marriageable age, she was given to a husband, whom she
served as her lord. And she busied herself to win him over to You,
preaching You by her actions. By this You made her beautiful, and
reverently lovable, admired by her husband. For she so bore the
wronging of her bed as never to have any dissension with her hus-
band on account of it. For she waited for Your mercy upon him,
that by believing in You he might become chaste.

Besides this, as he was earnest in friendship, so he was violent
in anger. But she had learned that an angry husband should not be
resisted, neither in deed, nor even in word. But so soon as he was
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grown calm and tranquil, and she saw a fitting moment, she would
give him a reason for her conduct, should he have been excited
without cause.

In short, while many matrons, who had more gentle husbands,
carried the marks of beatings on their dishonored faces and would
privately blame the lives of their husbands, she would blame their
tongues, admonishing them, but with jest, that from the hour they
heard the marriage vows read to them, they should think of them
as instruments whereby they were made servants; 50, keeping in
mind their condition, they ought not oppose their lords. They
knew what a furious husband she endured, and so they marveled
that it had never been reported, nor appeared by any indication,
that Patricius had beaten his wife, or that there had been any
domestic strife between them, even for a day. When they asked her
confidentially why this was so, she taught them her rule, which I
have mentioned above. Those who observed it experienced the wis-

dom of it, and rejoiced; those who did not were kept in subjection,
and suffered.

Overcoming Gossip

By submission, persevering with patience and meekness, she
also won over her mother-in-law, who was at first prejudiced against
her by the gossip of ill-disposed servants. She told her son about the
tongues of the meddling servants, and how it had disturbed the
domestic peace between herself and her daughter-in-law, and she
begged him to punish them for it. He complied with his mother’s
wish, restoring discipline to his family and ensuring future har-
mony, by correcting with lashes those she had exposed. She prom-
ised a similar reward to any who, in order to please her, should say
anything evil to her about her daughter-in-law. Now, none dared to
do so, and they lived together with a wonderful sweetness of mutual
goodwill.

This great gift You gave — my God, my mercy — to Your good
handmaid, from whose womb You created me: that, whenever she
could, she showed herself a peacemaker between any differing and
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discordant souls. She would hear, on both sides, the most bitter
things — the sort that arises from growing and unsettled discord,
when the crudities of enmity are exhaled in bitter speeches to a pres-
ent friend against an absent enemy. And then she would disclose
nothing about the one to the other, nothing but what might avail
to their reconciliation. This would have seemed a small good thing
to me, if I did not know (to my sorrow) countless persons, who,
through some horrible and far-spreading infection of sin, not only
disclose to enemies mutually enraged the things said in passion
against cach other, but even add some things that were never spo-
ken at all. Whereas, to a generous man, it ought to seem a small
thing not to incite or increase the enmities of men by ill-speaking,
unless he tries, by kind words, to extinguish them. That is how she
was — You, her most intimate Instructor, teaching her in the school
of her heart.

Inspiring Conversions

Finally, toward the end of his earthly life, she won over her hus-
band to You. Yet she did not complain to him, as one of the faith-
ful, about the things she had endured before he had found faith.

She was also the servant of Your servants. Whoever knew her
would praise and honor and love You in her. By the testimony of
her holy conversation, they perceived You in her heart. For she had
been the wife of one man, had repaid her parents, had guided her
house piously, was well spoken of for good works, had brought up
children, laboring in birth for them each time she saw them swerv-
ing from You. Lastly, O Lord (since it is by Your permission we
speak), she loved all of us, the baptized, who lived together before
she rested in You, as if she had been mother of us all, and she
served us as if she had been child of all.

As the day approached on which she was to depart this life (a day
You knew, though we did not), it happened — that is, You, by Your
secret ways, arranged it — that she and I stood alone, leaning in a cet-
tain window, from which we looked upon the garden of the house we
occupied at Ostia. There, away from the crowd, we rested for the voy-
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age, after the fatigues of our long journey. We were conversing alone
very pleasantly, and, “forgetting what lies behind and straining for-
ward to what lies ahead” (Phil 3:13), we were, in the presence of the
truth You are, discussing the nature of the eternal life of the saints,
which eye has not seen, nor ear heard, neither has entered into the
heart of man. We opened wide the mouth of our heart, after those
supernal streams of Your fountain, “the fountain of life,” which is
“with you” (Ps 36:9), that being watered by it according to our capac-
ity, we might in some measure consider so high a mystery.

A Glimpse of Glory

Our conversation arrived at this point: that the highest bodily
pleasure, in the brightest earthly light, seemed unworthy of compar-
ison to the sweetness of that life. Lifting ourselves with a more ardent
affection towards the Selfsame, we gradually passed through all bod-
ily things, and even the heaven itself, whence sun, moon, and stars
shine upon the earth. We soared higher still by inward musing, and
conversation, admiring Your works; and we came to our own minds,
and went beyond them, that we might go as high as that region of
unfailing plenty, where You feed Israel forever with the food of truth,
and where life is that Wisdom by whom all these things are made, all
that have been and are to come; and she is not made, but is as she has
been, and so shall ever be; because to “have been” and “to be in the
future” are not in her, but only “to be,” since she is eternal; for to
“have been” and “to be in the future” are not eternal.

While we were speaking, and straining after her, we slightly
touched her with the whole effort of our heart; and we sighed, and
there left bound “the first fruits of the Spirit” (Rom 8:23). We
returned to the noise of our own mouth, where the word spoken
has both beginning and end. But what is like Your Word, Our
Lord, who remains in Himself without becoming old, and who
“[makes] all things new” (Rev 21:5)?

Lord, You know that, on that day, when we were talking this
way, the world with all its delights grew contemptible to us, even
while we spoke. Then my mother said, “Son, for myself, I no longer
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take pleasure in anything in this life. What I want now, and why I
am here, I do not know, now that my hopes in this world are satis-
fied. There was indeed one thing for which I wished to wait in this
life, and that was that I might see you a Catholic Christian before
I died. My God has exceeded this abundantly, so that I see you
despising all earthly happiness, for you have been made His servant.
What am I doing here?”

— NPNFI 136-138

ON MORALS

A closely reasoned argument for the good life, this tract is usually titled
Of the Morals of the Catholic Church. St. Augustine demonstrates
that humans desire happiness and that the only true and lasting hap-
piness is found in God.

How then, according to reason, should man live? Surely we all
desire to live happily, everyone agrees to that statement almost
before it is made. But the term “happy” cannot, in my opinion,
belong either to him who lacks what he loves, whatever it may be;
or to him who has what he loves, if it is hurtful; or to him who does
not love what he has, although it is good in perfection. For one who
seeks what he cannot have suffers torture; and one who has what is
not desirable is cheated; and one who does not seek what is worth
seeking is diseased.

Now, in all these cases the mind cannot help but be unhappy,
and happiness and unhappiness cannot reside at the same time in
one man. So in none of these cases can the man be happy.

I find, then, a fourth case, where the happy life exists — when
man’s chief good is both loved and owned. For what do we call
enjoyment but having at hand the objects of love? And no one can
be happy who does not enjoy what is man’s chief good; nor is any-
one unhappy who enjoys this. We must, then, have at hand our
chief good, if we want to live happily.

We must now inquire what is man’s chief good, which of course
cannot be anything inferior to man himself. For whoever follows
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after what is inferior to himself becomes himself inferior. But every
man is bound to follow what is best. So man’s chief good is not infe-
rior to man. s it, then, something similar to man himself? It must
be so, if there is nothing above man that he is capable of enjoying,
Bur if we find something that is both superior to man and can be
possessed by the man who loves it, who can doubt that in secking
for happiness man should try to reach what is more excellent than
the being who makes the effort? For if happiness consists in the
enjoyment of the greatest good — the chief good — how can a man
be propetly called happy who has not yet attained to his chief good?
Or how can that be the chief good if something better awaits us
beyond? The chief good, then, must be something that cannot be
lost against the will. For no one can feel confident about a good that
he knows can be taken from him, although he wishes to keep and
cherish it. But if a man feels no confidence about the good that he
enjoys, how can he be happy while afraid of losing it?

What Is Man?

Let us, then, see what is better than man. This must be hard to
find, unless we first ask and examine what man is. I am not now
called upon to give a definition of man. Since almost all agree, or
at least those to whom I am speaking, that we are made up of soul
and body, the question here seems to me to be: What is man? Is he
both of these? Or is he the body only, or the soul only?

For the things are two, soul and body, and neither without the
other could be called man. For the body would not be man with-
out the soul; nor again would the soul be man if there were not a
body animated by it. Yet it is possible that one of these may be held
to be man, and may be called so. What, then, do we call man? Is he
soul and body, as in a double harness, or like a centaur? Or do we
mean the body only, as being in the service of the soul that rules it,
as the word /amp denotes not the light and the case together, but
only the case, though it is because of the light that it receives its
name? Or do we mean only the mind, and that on account of the
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body that it rules — as horseman means not the man and the horse,
but the man only, and only as employed in ruling the horse?

This dispute is not easy to settle; or, if the proof is plain, the
statement requires time. This is an expenditure of time and strength
that we need not incur. For whether the name man belongs to
both, or only to the soul, the chief good of man is not the chief
good of the body; but whatever is the chief good of both soul and
body, or of the soul alone, is man’s chief good.

Now, if we ask what is the chief good of the body, reason
obliges us to admit that it is whatever enables the body to be in its
best state. But of all the things that invigorate the body, there is
nothing better or greater than the soul. The chief good of the body,
then, is not bodily pleasure, not absence of pain, not strength, not
beauty, not swiftness, or whatever else is usually reckoned among
the goods of the body, but simply the soul. For all the things men-
tioned, the soul supplies to the body by its presence, and, what is
above them all: life. Hence I conclude that the soul is not the chief
good of man, whether we give the name of man to soul and body
together, or to the soul alone. For according to reason, the chief
good of the body is that which is better than the body, and from
which the body receives vigor and life. So whether the soul itself is
man, or soul and body both, we must discover whether there is any-
thing which goes before the soul itself, which the soul follows to the
most perfect good of which it is capable.

If such a thing can be found, all uncertainty must be at an end,
and we must pronounce this to be really and truly the chief good
of man.

An Analogy

If, again, the body is man, it must be admitted that the soul is
the chief good of man. But clearly, when we treat of morals — when
we inquire what manner of life must be held in order to obtain hap-
piness — it is not the body to which the precepts are addressed, it
is not bodily discipline that we discuss. In short, the observance of
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good customs belongs to that part of us that inquires and learns,
which are the prerogatives of the soul.

So, when we speak of attaining to virtue, the question does not
regard the body. But if it follows, as it does, that the body that is
ruled over by a soul possessing virtue is ruled both better and more
honorably, and is in its greatest petfection because of the perfection
of the soul that rightfully governs it, that which gives perfection to
the soul will be man’s chief good, though we call the body man. For
if my coachman, in obedience to me, feeds and drives the horses he
cares for in the most satisfactory manner — if he enjoys more of my
bounty in proportion to his good conduct — can anyone deny that
the good condition of the horses, as well as that of the coachman,
is due to me? So the question seems not to be whether soul and
body is man, or the soul only, or the body only, but what gives per-
fection to the soul. For when this is obtained, a man can only be
either perfect, or at least much better than in the absence of this one
thing.

No one will question that virtue gives perfection to the soul.
But it is a very proper subject of inquiry whether this virtue can
exist by itself or only in the soul. Here again arises a profound dis-
cussion, needing lengthy treatment; but perhaps my summary will
serve the purpose. God will, I trust, assist me, so that, notwithstand-
ing our feebleness, we may give instruction on these great matters
briefly as well as intelligibly. In either case, whether virtue can exist
by itself without the soul, or can exist only in the soul, undoubtedly
in the pursuit of virtue the soul follows after something, and this
must be either the soul itself, or virtue, or something else. But if the
soul follows after itself in the pursuit of virtue, it follows after a fool-
ish thing; for before obtaining virtue it is foolish.

Now the height of a follower’s desire is to reach that which he
pursues. So the soul must either not wish to reach what it pursues,
which is utterly absurd and unreasonable, or, in pursuing itself
while foolish, it reaches the folly that it flees from. But if it pursues
virtue in the desire to reach it, how can it follow what does not
exist? Or how can it desire to reach what it already possesses? Either,
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therefore, virtue exists beyond the soul, or if we are not allowed to
give the name of virtue except to the habit and disposition of the
wise soul, which can exist only in the soul, we must allow that the
soul follows after something else in order that virtue may be pro-
duced in itself. For neither by following after nothing, nor by fol-
lowing after folly, can the soul, according to my reasoning, attain to
wisdom.

This something else, then, which the soul pursues in order to
possess virtue and wisdom, is either a wise man or God. But we
have said already that it must be something that we cannot lose
against our will. No one needs to ask whether a wise man — sup-
posing we are content to follow after him — can be taken from us
in spite of our unwillingness or persistence. God, then, remains. In
pursuing Him we live well, and in reaching Him we live both well
and happily.

— NPNFI 4:42-44

ON THE TRINITY

Augustine’s teaching on the Blessed Trinity, most completely developed
in his book On the Trinity, is @ powerful synthesis of the previous cen-
turies doctrinal development. In passing, he advises Christian apologists
to patience and perseverance as they deal with those “who find difficulty
in this faith.” The following is excerpted from the preface to On the
Trinity.

All those Catholic interpreters of the divine Scriptures, both Old
and New, whom I have been able to read, who have written before
me concerning the Trinity, who is God, have purposed to teach,
according to the Scriptures, this doctrine: that the Father, and the
Son, and the Holy Spirit intimate a divine unity of one and the
same substance in an indivisible equality; and therefore that They
are not three Gods, but one God: although the Father has begotten
the Son, and so He who is the Father is not the Son; and the Son
is begotten by the Father, and so He who is the Son is not the
Father; and the Holy Spirit is neither the Father nor the Son, but
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only the Spirit of the Father and of the Son, Himself also co-equal
with the Father and the Son, and pertaining to the unity of the
Trinity.

Yet not that this Trinity was born of the Virgin Mary, and cru-
cified under Pontius Pilate, and, buried, rose again the third day,
and ascended into heaven — but only the Son. Nor, again, that this
Trinity descended in the form of a dove upon Jesus when He was
baptized; nor that, on the day of Pentecost, after the ascension of
the Lord, when “a sound came from heaven like the rush of a
mighty wind” (Acts 2:2), the same Trinity rested on each of them
as “tongues as of fire” (Acts 2:3), but only the Holy Spirit. Nor yet
that this Trinity said from heaven, “This is my Son” (Lk 9:35),
whether when He was baptized by John, or when the three disciples
were with Him on the mount, or when the voice sounded, saying,
“I have glorified it, and I will glorify it again® (Jn 12:28); but that
it was a word of the Father only, spoken to the Son; although the
Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit, as They are indivisible, so
work indivisibly.

This is also my faith, since it is the Catholic faith.

Some persons, however, find difficulty in this faith. They hear
that the Father is God, and the Son God, and the Holy Spirit God,
and yet that this Trinity is not three Gods, but one God. And they
ask how they are to understand this: especially when it is said that
the Trinity works indivisibly in everything that God works, and yet
that a certain voice of the Father spoke, which is not the voice of the
Son; and that none except the Son was born in the flesh, and suf-
fered, and rose again, and ascended into heaven; and that none
except the Holy Spirit came in the form of a dove.

They wish to understand how the Trinity uttered that voice
which was only of the Father; and how the same Trinity created that
flesh in which only the Son was born of the Virgin; and how the
very same Trinity itself wrought that form of a dove, in which only
the Holy Spirit appeared. Otherwise, the Trinity does not work
indivisibly, but the Father does some things, the Son other things,
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and the Holy Spirit still others: or else, if They do some things
together, some severally, then the Trinity is not indivisible.

It is a difficulty, too, to them, in what manner the Holy Spirit
is in the Trinity, whom neither the Father nor the Son, nor both,
have begotten, although He is the Spirit both of the Father and of
the Son.

Since, then, men weary us asking such questions, let us unfold
to them, as we are able, whatever wisdom God’s gift has given our
weakness on this subject; neither “let us go on our way with con-
suming envy.” Should we say that we are not accustomed to think
about such things, it would not be true; yet if we acknowledge that
such subjects commonly dwell in our thoughts, carried away as we
are by the love of investigating the truth, then they require us, by
the law of charity, to make known what we have been able to find
out....

Accordingly I have undertaken the task, by the bidding and
help of the Lord my God, not so much of discoursing with author-
ity respecting things I know already, as of learning those things by
piously discoursing of them.

— NPNFI 3:20-21

LETTER TO JANUARIUS

St. Augustine offered wise counsel to Januarius, a man troubled by the
lack of uniformity in the liturgy as it was celebrated in various places.

In the first place, hold fast to this as the fundamental principle in
the present discussion: that our Lord Jesus Christ has appointed to
us a “light yoke” and an “easy burden” (cf. Mt 11:30), as He declares
in the Gospel: in accordance with which He has bound His people
under the new dispensation together in fellowship by sacraments,
which are in number very few, in observance most easy, and in sig-
nificance most excellent, as Baptism solemnized in the name of the
Trinity, the Communion of His Body and Blood, and such other
things as are prescribed in the canonical Scriptures. . ..
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As to those other things which we hold on the authority, not
of Scripture, but of Tradition, and which are observed throughout
the whole world, it may be undetstood that they are held as
approved and instituted either by the Apostles themselves, or by ple-
nary councils, whose authority in the Church is most useful — for
example, the annual commemoration, by special solemnities, of
the Lord’s passion, resurrection, and ascension, and of the descent
of the Holy Spirit from heaven, and whatever else is similarly
observed by the whole Church wherever it has been established.

There are other things, however, which differ in different places
and countries. For example, some fast on Saturday; others do not.
Some partake daily of the Body and Blood of Christ; others receive
it on stated days. In some places, no day passes without the sacrifice
being offered; in others, it is only on Saturday and the Lord’s day, or
it may be only on the Lord’s day. In regard to these and all other vari-
able observances which may be met anywhere, one is at liberty to
comply with them or not as he chooses. There is no better rule for the
wise and serious Christian in this matter, than to conform to the prac-
tice he finds prevailing in the Church where he happens to be. For
such a custom, if it is cleatly not contrary to sound faith or morals,
should be seen as something indifferent, and ought to be observed for
the sake of fellowship with those among whom we live.

You may have heard me tell before what I will nevertheless now
mention. When my mother followed me to Milan, she found the
Church there not fasting on Saturday. She began to be troubled,
and to hesitate as to what she should do. I, though not then taking
a personal interest in such things, applied on her behalf to Ambrose,
of most blessed memory, for his advice. He answered that he could
not teach me anything but what he himself practiced, because if he
knew any better rule, he would observe it himself. When I supposed
that he intended, on the ground of his authority alone, and with-
out supporting it by any argument, to recommend us to give up
fasting on Saturday, he followed me, and said: “When I visit Rome,
I fast on Saturday; when I am here, I do not fast. On the same prin-
ciple, do you observe the custom prevailing in whatever church you
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come to, if you desire neither to give offense by your conduct, nor
to find cause of offense in another’s.” When I reported this to my
mother, she accepted it gladly; and for myself, after frequently
reconsidering his decision, I have always esteemed it as if I had
received it by an oracle from heaven.

— NPNFI 1:300-301

ST. VINCENT OF LERINS

In the mid-fifth century, Vincent looked back at Christian history
and saw it marred by so many heresies. He sought a universal rule
by which Christians could measure any proposed doctrine. And he
found it in Tradition: the words of Scripture confirmed by the wit-
ness of the Fathers and the teaching office of the Church.

Perhaps it was only natural for Vincent to concern himself
with rules of genealogy and order. He was himself a man of noble
birth who had set out to be a soldier. But at some point, he aban-
doned his military carcer — and with it the world — and entered
the monastery on the Isle of Lérins off the southern coast of Gaul
(near modern-day Cannes).

There he was ordained a priest; and he set to writing under the
pen-name Peregrinus (“Pilgrim”).

He wrote his Commonitory, his most famous (and only surviv-
ing) work, around 434. It is there that he crystallized his principle
for discerning true from false doctrine. We should hold fast, he
wrote, to “the faith that has been believed everywhere, always, and
by all.” That rule would become known as the Vincentian Canon.
In the same passage, Vincent also set the Catholic standards for rec-
ognizing a Father of the Church.

The Vincentian Canon is useful, though not fail-safe. Vincent
himself applied it in opposition to the doctrine of St. Augustine in
the Pelagian controversies, before the Church ruled conclusively in
the matter. The Church eventually decided in Augustine’s favor. But
the Church has also honored Vincent as a saint.

Vincent died sometime between 435 and 450.
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How 10 STUDY THE FATHERS

In the first chapter of his Commonitory, Vincent established clear
guidelines for studying Tradition and the Church Fathers.

In the Catholic Church, all care must be taken to hold to the faith
that has been believed everywhere, always, and by all. For that is
truly and in the strictest sense “Catholic,” which (as the name itself
declares) takes in everything universally. This rule we observe if we
follow universality, antiquity, and consent. We follow universality
if we confess one faith to be true, the faith that the whole Church
throughout the world confesses. We follow antiquity if we in no
way deviate from the interpretations that our holy ancestors and
fathers have proclaimed as inviolable. We follow in consent, in the
same way, if in antiquity itself we adhere to the definitions and deci-
sions of all (or at least almost all) the priests and doctors.

But what will a Catholic Christian do if a small portion of the
Church should cut itself off from the communion of the universal
faith? What, surely, but prefer the soundness of the whole body to
the unsoundness of a pestilent and corrupt member? What if some
new contagion should seek to infect not merely an insignificant
portion of the Church, but the whole? Then it will be his care to
cleave to antiquity, which at this day cannot possibly be seduced by
any fraud of novelty.

But what if there be found error in antiquity itself, in two or
three men, or even a city or a province? Then it will be his care by
all means, to prefer the decrees (if there are such decrees) of an
ancient general council to the rashness and ignorance of a few.

But what if some error should spring up on which no such
decree is found to bear? Then he must collate and consult and
interrogate the opinions of the ancients — specifically those who,
though living in diverse times and places, yet continuing in the
communion and faith of the one Catholic Church, stand as
acknowledged and approved authorities. And whatever he shall
discover to have been held, written, taught — not just by one or
two of these, but by all, equally, with one consent, openly, fre-
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quently, persistently — that is what he must himself believe with-
out any doubt or hesitation.
— NPNF2 11:132-133

ST. LEO THE GREAT

There comes a time in doctrinal controversies when someone has
to say “Enough!” This is especially true when disputes touch on
essential matters of faith and morals and threaten to divide the
Church. The hetesy of Arius was just such an occasion. Not only
did it linger for centuries, despite the clear condemnation of the
Church, but it spawned new heresies as theologians reacted to Ari-
anism by “overcorrecting.” Nestorianism so deeply distinguished
between the divine and human natures of Jesus as to suggest that
they represented distinct persons. Monophysitism responded by
claiming that Christ had only one nature, which was unique and
combined the human and divine. Monothelitism taughr that Jesus
had two natures but only one will, the divine will.

Councils of bishops had spoken clearly against these errors, but
the heresies persisted as heretical emperors convened puppet coun-
cils to reach predetermined heretical conclusions. Thus, ordinary
Christians faced the daunting task of weighing one council’s author-
ity against another’s, on matters that even theologians found
obscure. The Church needed a final word, which only a pope could
give. And that pope was Leo I (reigned 440-461).

Roman-born, Leo served in the Church’s diplomatic corps
before ascending to the papacy. He was a prolific teacher and
preacher, issuing many letters and homilies on doctrinal matters.

The rebel who forced the crisis of Leo’s pontificate was Euty-
ches, an archimandrite (or archabbot) in Constantinople, who
argued that the two natures of Jesus Christ were so closely con-
nected that they became one — Christ’s human nature was
absorbed by the divine. Disciplined by Patriarch Flavian of Con-
stantinople, Eutyches appealed to Pope Leo. Meanwhile, in the
spring of 449, the emperor Theodosius II, who supported Eutyches,
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convened a puppet council at Ephesus. The council, which Leo
called 2 “Robber Synod,” was a disaster. The dissident bishops
refused to hear the pope’s letter to the council, and Patriarch Flavian
was beaten to death.

Leo pressed for a council that would be legitimate and truly
universal in scope. But this was not possible until the accession of
a new emperor who was open to the idea. The council convened in
Chalcedon in the fall of 451. At Chalcedon, papal representatives
read Leo’s letter to the earlier council at Ephesus. The letter clearly
stated the traditional doctrine of the incarnation of Jesus Christ —
that Jesus Christ is one person with two distinct natures, divine and
human: “One and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten,
known in two natures, without confusion, without change, with-
out division, without separation.” The council echoed Pope Leo’s
teaching, and Leo confirmed the council with the words “Peter has
spoken through Leo. .. . Anathema to him who teaches otherwise.”

The decision of Chalcedon set forth the Church’s doctrine on
Christ, but it also confirmed the authority of the papacy in finally
deciding such matters. Chalcedon strengthened Pope Leo’s position
within the Roman Empire in the West. At a time when Rome’s sec-
ular power was plummeting, the people looked to Leo for leader-
ship. He had many occasions to draw upon the diplomatic skills he
had gained in the years before his papacy. As Attila and the Huns
swept toward Rome in 452, Leo went out to meet them. In one of
history’s most dramatic encounters, the great pope met face-to-
face with the notorious barbarian — and persuaded him to turn
away from Rome. In 455, he tried the same maneuver with the
advancing Vandals, but this time with only moderate success. The
Vandals sacked Rome, but stopped short of burning the city.

Leo spent much of the rest of his papacy performing works of
mercy for his defeated flock in Rome, and helping to shore up the
remnants of civil order in the surrounding lands.

We know almost nothing of Leo’s private life or personality. All
we have are his writings and the records of the deeds thar earned

him his title: “the Great.” He is a Doctor of the Church.
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ON JEsus CHRIST

Si. Leo summarized the Churchs Christological doctrine in his Letter to
Flavian, sometimes called “The Tome.” This letter was suppressed at the
Robber Synod of Ephesus, but would later be influential at Chalcedon.

The whole body of the faithful confess that they believe in God the
Father Almighty, and in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord, who
was born of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary. By these three
statements the devices of almost all heretics are overthrown. For not
only is God believed to be both Almighty and the Father, but the
Son is shown to be co-cternal with Him, differing in nothing from
the Father because He is God from God, Almighty from Almighty,
and being born from the Eternal One, is co-eternal with Him; not
later in point of time, not lower in power, not unlike in glory, not
divided in essence: but at the same time, the only-begotten of the
cternal Father was born eternal of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin
Mary. ...

Without detriment, therefore, to the properties of either nature
and substance which then came together in one person, majesty
took on humility; strength, weakness; eternity, mortality. And to
pay off the debt belonging to our condition, inviolable nature was
united with passible nature, so that, as suited the needs of our case,
one and the same Mediator between God and men, the Man Christ
Jesus, could both die with the one and not die with the other. Thus
in the whole and perfect nature of true man was true God born,
complete in what was His own, complete in what was ours.

— NPNF2 12:39-40

ON ROME

In this homily for the Feast of Sts. Peter and Paul, St. Leo shows Prov-
idence at work in the ancient history of Rome.

The whole world, dearly beloved, does indeed take part in all holy
anniversaries, and loyalty to the one faith demands that whatever is
recorded as done for all men’s salvation should be everywhere
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celebrated with common rejoicings. But, besides that reverence
which today’s festival has gained from all the world, it is to be hon-
ored with special and peculiar exultation in our city, that there may
be a predominance of gladness on the day of their martyrdom in the
place where the chief of the Apostles met their glorious end. For
these are the men through whom the light of Christ’s Gospel shone
on you, O Rome, and through whom you, who were the teacher of
error, were made the disciple of truth. These are your holy Fathers
and true shepherds, who gave you claims to be numbered among
the heavenly kingdoms, and built you under much better and hap-
pier auspices than those men by whose zeal the first foundations of
your walls were laid: and of whom the one that gave you your
name [Romulus] defiled you with the blood of his brother [Remus].
These are the men who promoted you to such glory, making you a
holy nation, a chosen people, a priestly and royal state, and the head
of the world through the blessed Peter’s Holy See. Thus you gained
a wider sway by the worship of God than by carthly government.
For though you grew by many victories, and extended your rule on
land and sea, yet what your toils in war subdued is less than what
the peace of Christ has conquered.

For the good, just, and Almighty God, who has never kept His
mercy from mankind, and has ever instructed all men alike in the
knowledge of Himself by the most abundant benefits, has by a
more sectet counsel and a deeper love shown pity upon the wander-
ers’ voluntary blindness and tendencies to evil, by sending His co-
equal and co-eternal Word. By becoming flesh, the Word so united
the Divine Nature with the human that, by lowering His Nature to
the uttermost, He has raised our nature to the highest.

Why Rome Ruled

But that the result of this unspeakable grace might be spread
abroad throughout the world, God’s providence made ready the
Roman Empire, whose growth has reached such limics that the
whole multitude of nations are brought into close connection. For
the divinely planned work particularly required that many king-



THE POST-NICENE ERA 225

doms should be leagued together under one empire, so that the
preaching of the world might quickly reach to all people, when they
were held beneath the rule of one state. And yet that state, in igno-
rance of the Author of its aggrandizement (though it ruled almost
all nations), was enthralled by the errors of them all, and seemed to
itself to have fostered religion greatly because it rejected no false-
hood. And hence its emancipation through Christ was the more
wondrous, because it had been so securely bound by Satan.

For when the Twelve Apostles, after receiving through the Holy
Spirit the power of speaking with all tongues, had distributed the
world into parts among themselves, and undertaken to instruct it
in the Gospel, the most blessed Peter, chief of the apostolic band,
was appointed to the citadel of the Roman Empire, that the light
of truth, which was being displayed for the salvation of all the
nations, might spread itself more effectively throughout the body of
the world from the head itself. What nation had no representatives
then living in this city; or what peoples did not know what Rome
had learned? Here it was that the tenets of philosophy must be
crushed, here that the follies of earthly wisdom must be dispelled,
here that the cult of demons must be refuted, here that the blas-
phemy of all idolatries must be rooted out, here where the most per-
sistent superstition had gathered together all the various errors
which had anywhere been devised.

The See of Peter

To this city, then, most blessed Apostle Peter, you did not fear
to come. And when the Apostle Paul, the partner of your glory, was
still busy with regulating other churches, you entered this forest of
roaring beasts, this deep, stormy ocean with greater boldness than
when you walked upon the sea. And you who had been frightened
by the high priest’s maid in the house of Caiaphas now had no fear
of Rome, the mistress of the world. Was there any less power in
Claudius, any less cruelty in Nero, than in the judgment of Pilate
or the Jews savage rage? So then it was the force of love that con-
quered the reasons for fear: and you did not think those to be
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feared whom you had undertaken to love. But this feeling of fear-
less affection you had even then surely conceived when the profes-
sion of your love for the Lord was confirmed by the mystery of the
thrice-repeated question. And nothing else was demanded of your
earnest purpose than that you should bestow the food as you your-
self have been enriched, on feeding His sheep whom you loved. . . .

The Resting Place of Paul

[To Rome] came also your blessed brother-Apostle Paul, “the
vessel of election,” and the special teacher of the Gentiles. He was
associated with you at a time when all innocence, all modesty, all
freedom was in jeopardy under Nero’s rule. Nero’s fury, inflamed by
excess of all vices, hurled him headlong into such a fiery furnace of
madness that he was the first to assail the Christian name with a
general persecution, as if God’s grace could be quenched by the
death of saints, whose greatest gain it was to win eternal happiness
by contempt of this fleeting life. “Precious,” therefore, “in the eyes
of the Lord is the death of his saints.” Nor can any degree of cru-
elty destroy the religion that is founded on the mystery of Christ’s
cross. Persecution does not diminish but increase the Church, and
the Lord’s field is clothed with an ever-richer crop, while the grains,
which fall singly, spring up and are multiplied a hundredfold.
Hence how large a progeny have sprung from these two heaven-
sown seeds is shown by the thousands of blessed martyrs, who,
rivaling the Apostles’ triumphs, have traversed the city far and wide
in purple-clad and ruddy-gleaming throngs, and crowned it, as it
were, with a single diadem of countless gems.

And over this band, dearly beloved, whom God has set forth for
our example in patience and for our confirmation in the faith,
there must be rejoicing everywhere in the commemoration of all the
saints, but of these two Fathers’ excellence we must rightly make our
boast in louder joy, for God’s grace has raised them to so high a
place among the members of the Church that He has set them like
the twin light of the eyes in the body, whose Head is Christ. About
their merits and virtues, which pass all power of speech, we must
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not make distinctions, because they were equal in their election,
alike in their toils, undivided in their death. But as we have proved
for ourselves, and our forefathers maintained, we believe, and are
sure that, amid all the toils of this life, we must always be assisted
in obtaining God’s mercy by the prayers of special interceders, that
we may be raised by the Apostles’ merits in proportion as we are
weighed down by our own sins. Through our Lord Jesus Churist.
— NPNF2 12:194-196

ST. BENEDICT OF NURSIA

Measured by his own rule, St. Benedict (c. 480-c. 547) was a suc-
cess, though it is unlikely that he would admit it. For he set humil-
ity as an essential virtue of a monk, and Benedict was so humble
that he left hardly a trace of himself, except the work he did for God
— his work and his prayer.

Indeed, we know little of Benedict from sources contemporary
with his life. From later biographies, we know he came from north-
ern Italy, and likely from a wealthy family. He studied in Rome,
which was then at an advanced stage of moral and cultural deca-
dence. In short order, Benedict grew disgusted with life. With a
trusted servant, he headed for the hills.

His flight was not so extraordinary. Amid the societal disorder
following the empire’s dissolution, the contemplative life appeared
oddly attractive to more men and women. It was more stable and
secure, certainly, than life “in the world.” So, many took to the
wilderness, some living in community, some in isolation. For a
growing number, this “flight” was merely an escape from responsi-
bilities and hardship. Some communities were little more than
leisure clubs, replete with servants to handle all manual work.

But that was certainly not the case with Benedict. In the Sabine
Mountains, near the ruins of 2 Roman imperial palace, he found a
monk named Romanus, who showed Benedict to a cave. There,
inside that cave of Subiaco, the young hermit would spend the
next three years.
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Still, it was not a completely solitary experience. As was the case
with St. Basil in the East, word spread that there was a holy man and
wise spiritual guide in the mountains not far from Rome, and soon
Benedict had visitors — and disciples. In short order, he received an
invitation to be abbot over a nearby community, an invitation he
declined. But the monks persisted, and Benedict relented.

Yet the monks soon regretted inviting him. His discipline
proved too much for a community that had grown used to laxity.
The monks tried to poison Benedict. He excused himself from
their company and returned to his cave in Subiaco. This time, as
men drew near for counsel, Benedict invited them to join him in
community. Soon, he had set up a monastery along the lines estab-
lished in the East, with twelve groups of twelve men.

Trouble entered this corner of paradise when a local priest grew
envious of Benedict’s success and tried to sabotage the community.
First, he tried slandering Benedict, then poisoning him, and finally
he introduced prostitutes into the midst of the monks. Benedict,
again, thought it best that he leave, since it was envy of the abbot that
had aroused the wicked priest against the community at Subiaco.

From there, he traveled southward to a town called Cassino,
which had declined miserably with the empire. Its fortunes were
spent, its lands barren, and its people had reverted to paganism.
Benedict preached the Gospel and won back a handful, and then
more, and these he persuaded to raze the local pagan shrines and
build chapels.

It was at Monte Cassino that Benedict would build the
monastery that would build up Western monasticism. Benedict
established a community marked by order, obedience, study,
silence, and service. His Rule laid out clear guidelines for interaction
among monks in a monastery, and between monks and the world.
Benedict offered little that was original; instead, he culled the best
from the several Eastern rules and synthesized them in a most effec-
tive way.

One distinctively Benedictine touch is his emphasis on the
dignity of manual labor. He emphasized “prayer and work.” Work
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provided much-needed discipline to a monk’s life. Work, Benedict
said, was the first step toward goodness.

But he also stressed the need for formal, communal prayer,
specifying the times of day when the monks should gather to chant
the Psalms and pray the liturgy. This ritual prayer he called opus dei,
“God’s work.” Thus, these two, ora et labora, “prayer and work,” are
two sides of the same coin.

Benedict’s sister, St. Scholastica, receives credit for establishing
communities of women living by Benedict’s Rule.

Less than three centuries after Benedict’s death, the Church
would propose his Rule as the basic model for monastic life.

To WORK AND TO PRAY

This passage from the Rule shows St. Benedicts distinctive attitude
toward work. It is adapted from the translation of The Holy Rule of
St. Benedict, by Rev. Boniface Verheyen, O.S.B. ( 1949).

Idleness is the enemy of the soul. At set times, then, the brethren
should be occupied with manual work, and again, at set times, with
spiritual reading. We believe thercfore that the hours for each should
be fixed as follows: that is, from Easter to the first of October, they
should go out carly in the morning from Prime and work at what has
to be done until about the fourth hour, and from the fourth hour
spend their time in reading until about the sixth hour. When they
rise from eating, after the sixth hour, they should rest on their beds
in complete silence, or if one happens to wish to read let him do so
without disturbing anyone else. Let None be said in good time,
about the middle of the eighth hour; and let them work again at
whatever needs to be done until Vespers. And let them not be dis-
turbed if poverty or the necessities of the place compel them to toil
at harvesting the crops with their own hands, as did our fathers and
the Apostles. . .. Above all, have one or two seniors appointed to go
around the monastery during the hours for reading to see that no
restless brother is by chance idle or chattering and not intent on his
reading and so of no profit to himself and a distraction to others. . ..
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However, if there is anyone so dull or lazy that he either will not or
cannot study or read, let him have some task assigned him which he
can perform, so that hc may not be idle. . . .

ST. GREGORY THE GREAT

Almost as soon as Christians had “made it” in the ancient world,
“it” began to collapse all around them. Even as Constantine and his
successors were Christianizing the empire, the empire was increas-
ingly beset by rebellions within and attacks from barbarians at the
frontiers.

Early in the fifth century, the barbarians swept from the fron-
tiers to Rome’s city gates. Visigoths sacked Rome in 410. In 455,
Vandals seized the city. The last emperor of the West died in 476.
And Rome, once synonymous with world rule, descended into
anarchy, as did much of western Burope. With the fall of Rome
came a gradual collapse of civil order. The law had no force. The
military dissolved. Travel, communications, and trade could no
longer proceed peaceably as under Roman rule.

No one wanted to see this happen. Anarchy was surely repug-
nant to the old Roman families, who cherished the memory of
imperial order. Neither, however, did chaos serve the barbarian
invaders. They, too, wanted to inhabit a prosperous land.

But once the imperial government had vanished, what could
take its place?

In a word: Gregory.

With the breakdown of the Roman army and court system, the
Church alone survived as a unified, multinational force for order.
The Church possessed laws, an educated hierarchy respected for
fairness, and an impulse toward charitable works — what today we
might call social justice.

Presiding over this intact social system on the local level was the
bishop. Presiding over it all, universally, was Gregory.

Gregory (540-604) was born into one of those old Roman
families, and he seems to have had an instinctive sense of the rule
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of law and the authority of rulers. He was prefect, or mayor, of
Rome when the Lombards were readying their invasion in 571.
Wearied of this world’s pomps, Gregory answered the call to reli-
gious life, converting his home into a monastery.

But perhaps empire building was in his blood. Before too long,
he had founded six more monasteries. He was ordained and, in the
late 570s, Pope Pelagius IT summoned him to serve in the papal
diplomatic corps.

In 590, a plague ravaged Rome and claimed the pope. Gregory
was elected his successor.

In rule, Gregory showed himself to be truly Roman. He
strengthened the central authority of the papacy; and he defended
the bishops, as his legates, against threats from civil leaders in the
various lands. He initiated sweeping reforms and renewal of the
clergy and the liturgy, both of which had fallen into a scandalous
state of slovenliness. Gregorian chant was named for him, its initial
promaoter.

Yes, Gregory's genius was peculiarly Roman. Yet, he was not
nostalgic about old Rome. He saw the furure of the world and of
the Church in the conversion of the vast populations of so-called
barbarians beyond the former boundaries of the empire. Gregory
looked with hope to the mission fields to the north and west, where
he sent an increasing number of his monks. (He showed a great par-
tiality to Benedictines.)

In confronting the heathen, Gregory suggested “adaptation,”
rather than destruction, of pagan temples. The pontiff wrote to his
English mission in 601: “The idol temples of that race should by no
means be destroyed, but only the idols in them. Take holy water and
sprinkle it in these shrines, build altars and place relics in them.” Gre-
gory told the missionaries to encourage the locals to continue slaugh-
tering their animals, as if for sacrifice, but now for celebration and
praise of God instead. “Thus while some outward rejoicings are pre-
served, they will be able more easily to share in inward rejoicings.”™

With “rejoicings,” then, he led Europe from enveloping dark-
ness to a first glimmer of dawn.
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Yet, saving the known world was a demanding job, even for an
old Roman, and it is said that St. Gregory worked himself first to
a skeleton, and then to death in 604. He is both a Great Father and
a Doctor of the Church.

ON BASHING THE CLERGY

The great pope, in this letter to a bishop, shows bis passion Jfor order and
Jor pastoral care.

If I were to destroy what my predecessors established, I should be
justly convicted of being a destroyer rather than a builder. So testi-
fies the voice of the Truth, who says, “Every kingdom divided
against itself is laid waste” (Lk 11:17); and every science and law
divided against itself shall be destroyed. We all, together, need to
follow the guidelines of our holy Fathers, doing nothing adversar-
ial. But, unanimous in every pious aim, we must, with the Lord’s
help, obey the holy and apostolic constitutions. . . .

Now, you asked us about the harassment of bishops. We know
that the life of prelates ought to be marred by no disturbances. It is
unseemly for those who are called “thrones of God” to be disturbed
by any action of kings or their subjects. If David, the most righteous
king, did not presume to lay his hand on Saul — who was appar-
ently already rejected by God — how much more should everyone
be careful not ro lay the hand of insults, abuse, indiscretion, or dis-
honor on the Lord’s anointed, or on the preachers of the holy
Church, since harassing or insulting them inevitably touches Christ,
whom they represent in the Church!

All the faithful should be very careful never — neither secretly
nor publicly, by insults or abuse — to attack their bishop. For he is
the Lord’s anointed. Consider the case of Miriam, who was pun-
ished with the uncleanness of leprosy because she spoke against
Moses the servant of God for taking an Ethiopian wife (Num 12).

Subordinates, whether priests or lay people, should take care
not to blame rashly the lives of their bishops or superiors, even if
they see them do anything blamable. Otherwise, from their position
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of correcting evil they may be sunk into greater depths through the
impulse of elation. Those who investigate the faults of their supe-
riors must also be admonished so that they do not grow too bold
and rebellious, . . . nor refuse to carry the yoke of reverence.

The things done by bishops and superiors are not to be smit-
ten with the sword of the mouth, even when they seem to be blame-
worthy. It has been laid down by our predecessors, and by many
other holy bishops, that sheep should not be eager to blame their
shepherds, or presume to charge them or accuse them. For when we
sin against our superiors, we go against the decree of Him who gave
them to us. Moses, when he learned that the people complained
against him and Aaron, said, “What are we? Your murmurings are
not against us but against the LorD” (Ex 16:8). This is why subor-
dinates of either order should be admonished, when they observe
the deeds of their superiors, to return to their own heart, and pre-
sume not to upbraid them. The disciple is not above his master, nor
the servant above his lord (Mt 10:24).

— NPNF2 13:110

ON THE RIGHTS OF THE JEWS

At the urging of a faithful Jew, St. Gregory admonished a bishop who
had twice expelled a congregation from its synagogues.

A Jew named Joseph, the bearer of these gifts, has informed us that
you, my brother, have expelled the Jews of Terracina, who had been
accustomed to gathering in a certain place for celebrating their
feast days. He said that they had, with your knowledge and consent,
moved their festivities to another place. Now they complain that
they have been expelled from this second place. If this is the case,
we wish that you, our brother, would abstain from giving cause for
this kind of complaint. They should be allowed, as was their cus-
tom, to gather in the meeting-place they had obtained with your
knowledge.

Those who dissent from the Christian religion should be gath-
ered into the unity of faith by gentleness, kindness, admonition,
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and persuasion. Otherwise, those who might have been attracted by
the sweetness of preaching and the dread of future judgment might
be repelled by threats and terrors. It is better for them to gather to
hear the kindly word of God from you rather than to become fear-
ful of your overstrained austerity.

— NPNF2 12:85

DIONYSIUS THE (PSEUDO-) AREOPAGITE

There was certainly a St. Dionysius (or Denis) the Areopagite. He
is mentioned in the Acts of the Apostles (17:34) as one of the very
few people St. Paul converted on his otherwise disappointing mis-
sion trip to Athens. Eusebius tells us that that Dionysius later
became the first bishop of Athens.

But that first-century man is almost certainly not the author of
the body of works that bear his name. Of the real author of those
texts, we know nothing for sure.

Yet it is hard to ignore the “Dionysian Corpus” in a book about
the Fathers, because it was very influential on the theologians of
later centuries. St. Maximus the Confessor considered his own
work to be a mere footnote to the work of the Areopagite.

The corpus includes four treatises — The Divine Names, The
Mystical Theology, The Celestial Hierarchy, and The FEcclesiastical
Hierarchy — and ten letters.

The author follows through on the fiction, dropping the names
of an all-star cast of New Testament characters: John the Evangelist,
Paul, Timothy, Titus, Justus, and Carpus — all of whom, he claims,
are close, personal friends.

The language, however, and the brilliant philosophy are
engaged with the issues, and use the vocabulary, of a much later
period in Church history. They are shot through with the language
of fifth-century philosophers of the school of Plato; and they every-
where imply a preoccupation with the Christological controversies
surrounding the Council of Chalcedon. They were likely written in
the late fifth or early sixth century.
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The ealiest known reference to the works of Dionysius appears
in a critical report from the year 532. Even this earliest reference
questions the authenticity and orthodoxy of the corpus.

Sill, all fictional devices aside, the Dionysian Corpus is as pro-
found a work of theology as has ever been written, and it exercised
a profound influence upon theologians and mystics in every gener-
ation since its publication. The author studies the metaphysical
depths of Catholic doctrine on the angels, the liturgy, the priest-
hood, heaven, and the Blessed Trinity. Future theologians as diverse
as St. Thomas Aquinas and St. John of the Cross have acknowl-
edged their utter dependence on the doctrine of Dionysius.

The works themselves refer to other books supposedly by the
same author, but history records not a single quotation or even 2
reference to these books. It is likely that these titles, too, are part of
the fiction.

Dionysius is the great ancient expositor of negative, or
apophatic, theology, which backs into a knowledge of God by
emphasizing what He is no? and acknowledging that He utterly
iranscends all created being. Dionysius also developed a beautiful
theology of hierarchy as a great chain of spiritual beings, the higher
serving the lower, from God Himself through the angels to the least
person on the earth.

The Dionysian Corpus is one of the great masterpieces of
Christian literature, the fruit of deep contemplation, and yet the
crue author will never receive the slightest credit!

PRAYER BEFORE THEOLOGY

The author speaks of the need to invoke God before considering His
nature or attributes. All passages bere are adapted from The Works of
Dionysius the Areopagite, translated by Jobn Parker (Oxford: James
Parker, 1897). The following selection appears in volume 1, pages
127-128.

Let us examine the all-perfect name, Goodness, which manifests all
the progressions of Almighty God.
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But first let us invoke the Trinity, the source of all good which
is above all good. . .. For, we must first be raised up to It, as the
source of good, by our prayers; and by approaching nearer to It. We
must be introduced to the all-good gifts that are established around
It. For It is indeed present to all, bu all are not present to It.

When we have invoked It by all pure prayers and unpolluted
mind, and by our inclination towards Divine Union, we also are
present to It. It is not in a place, so It cannot be absen from a par-
ticular place. Nor can It pass from one to another. But even the
statement that “It is in all existing beings” falls short of Its infinity,
which is above everything, embracing everything.

So, with our prayers, let us elevate ourselves tq the higher ascent
of the Divine and good rays. It is as if a lJuminous chain were sus-
pended from the celestial heights, reaching down to us. By clutch-
ing upwards, first with one hand, and then with the other, we secem
indeed to draw it down, but in reality we do not. It remains both
above and below. But we ourselves are carried upward to the higher
splendors of the luminous rays.

Or it is as if we are on a ship. Cables moor us to 4 rock. We take
them and pull them, but we do not draw the rock to us. We draw,
rather, ourselves and the ship to the rock. Or consider it from the
other side: If anyone standing on the ship pushes away the rock by
the shore, he will do nothing to the stationary and unmoved rock.
Rather, he separates himself from it; and as much as he pushes it
away, so much is he hurled from it.

That is why, before everything, and especially before our con-
siderations of God, we must begin with prayer. It is not as if we our-
selves were drawing the power, which is everywhere and nowhere
present; but rather that, by our godly recollections and invoca-
tions, we conduct ourselves to it, and making ourselves one with it.

HIERARCHY: THE LADDER OF LigHT

In this classic passage from the Celestial Hierarchy (Parker translation,
volume 2, pages 113 and following), Dionysius shows how hierarchy is
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a great chain of service, beginning with God, who humbles Himself to
serve all.

What is hierarchy and what is it for?

In my opinion, hierarchy is a sacred order, a kind of knowledge
and an activity that approximates the likeness of God, as much as
that is possible. It is lifted up to the imitation of God according to
the illuminations granted to it. Now the beauty of God — so sim-
ple and good, the source of perfection — s altogether free from any
dissimilarity. It gives its own proper light to each according to
capacity, and perfects in divine initiation, and harmoniously it gives
its own form to those being perfected.

The purpose of hierarchy is to enable beings, as much as pos-
sible, to be like God and have union with Him. The hierarchy has
God as its Leader in all knowledge and activity. A hierarchy looks
unflinchingly at His most divine beauty.

A hierarchy, as much as possible, perfects its own followers to
be divine images, luminous and flawless reflections, receiving the
primal light in its supremely divine ray. When the followers are
devoutly filled, the hierarchy ensures that they spread this radiance
unsparingly to those lower beings, according to God’s will.

It would be unlawful for the mystic rites of sacred things, or for
those who participate in them, to practice anything beyond the
sacred regulations of their own proper function. They must never
act otherwise, if they want to reach its deifying splendor and look
to it religiously — and if they are formed to the splendor propor-
tionate to each mind.

When someone speaks of hierarchy, he means a certain alto-
gether holy order, an image of the supremely divine freshness, dis-
pensing the mysteries of its own enlightenment in hierarchical
ranks and levels of knowledge, each assimilated ro its own proper
Head as far as permitted.

For all who have been called into the hierarchy find their per-
fection in being borne, in their own proper degree, to the imitation
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of God — and, what is most divine of all, they become “God’s fel-
low workers” (1 Cor 3:9), as the Scriptures say, manifesting in
themselves, as much as possible, the work of God.

For it is the law of the hierarchy that some are purified while
others purify. Some are enlightened while others enlighten. Some
are perfected while others perfect. The imitation of God will suit
cach one in this fashion. The divine happiness, to use human terms,
is something unstained by dissimilarity, and it is full of invisible
light. Tt is perfect and lacks no perfection. It is cleansing, enlight-
ening, and perfecting. More than that, it is a holy purification and
illumination and perfection, above purification, above light, preem-
inently perfect. It is the self-perfect source and cause of every hier-
archy, and elevated preeminently above every holy thing.

It appears to me that those who are being purified should be
entirely perfected, without stain, and be freed from all dissimilar
confusion. Those who are being illuminated should be filled with
the divine Light, raised up in the habit and faculty of contempla-
tion in all purity of mind. Those who are being initiated should be
separated from the imperfect, and become recipients of that perfect-
ing knowledge of the sacred things they contemplate.

What is more, those who purify should give, from their own
overflowing purity, their own proper holiness. Those who illumi-
nate have more luminous intelligence, and it is their task to receive
and to bestow light. And they are joyful and filled with holy glad-
ness that these gifts should overflow, in proportion to their own
overflowing light, toward those who are worthy to be enlightened.
Those who perfect others are skilled in bestowing perfection, and
they should indeed perfect those in their charge, through their
sacred teaching, in the knowledge and contemplation of holy
things.

Thus each rank of the hierarchical order is led, in its own
degree, to be co-workers with God. By grace and God-given power,
it does things that are naturally and supernaturally proper to God,
things accomplished by Him transcendently, and manifested in the
hierarchy, for the attainable imitation of the God-loving minds.
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ST. MAXIMUS THE CONFESSOR

Maximus the Confessor (580-662) was well born, bred, and
schooled, all among the nobility of the chief city of the world,
Constantinople. Early in life, he drew notice for the subtlety of his
mind and his great literary skill. He was quite young when he was
tagged to be first secretary to the emperor Heraclius.

He excelled in the imperial service, but then discerned a voca-
tion to be a monk. So he quit the wotld of government for a monas-
tic retreat. He seems to have spent time in several monasteries in
Asia Minor and North Africa. At one of them, Maximus met the
man who would, more than any other, influence the direction of his
life and thought. It was St. Sophronius, the future patriarch of
Jerusalem, who raised Maximus’s awareness of the dangers in cer-
tain new ways of thinking.

The Monothelite (or “one will”) school of thought arose as
many churchmen were seeking a way to reconcile the Monophysite
heretics of Egypt and Syria. The Monophysites believed that Christ
had but a single nature, the divine, which completely absorbed His
humanity. The Church condemned this belief because it voided the
Incarnation; Christ could not be both “true God and true man” if
His human nature were compromised in this way.

Some theologians thought they had found a solution in the
Monothelite doctrine. They proposed that Christ had two natures,
but only one will, His divine will. This proposal caused much
excitement among authorities in both Church and state. Many
people had grown weary of the scemingly endless — and increas-
ingly violent — controversies about fine points of doctrine. The
emperor himself was eager to restore unity to his realm, the better
to resist the rising threats of invasion from the east. Almost every-
one, it seems, was anxious for an easy answer.

But Maximus was not, and for good reason. The rush for easy
answers, compromises, and quick fixes was at least one reason why
carlier theologians had cascaded from one heresy to another. The
Monothelite doctrine raised new and serious problems. How, for



240 THE FATHERS OF THE CHURCH

example could Christians understand Jesus’ agony in the garden
(Mt 26:36-46) except as the struggle of human will to conform to
God’s will? If He had only one will, what was the struggle? The
agony was reduced to a sham.

Maximus opposed the doctrine of the Monothelites in public
debates, which he won handily, and at the African synods. Maximus
raised the stakes by traveling to Rome to consult with the pope and
participate in the Lateran Council of 649. There, too, he prevailed.
Still, the emperor, Constans II, sided with the Monothelites, and so
did the patriarch of Constantinople. In 653, the emperor ordered
the arrest of both Maximus and the pope. Since both refused to
accept the new formula, they were exiled. Recalled to Constantino-
ple in 661, they still refused. The judge decided to silence Maximus
once and for all. He ordered the rorturers to cut out his tongue and
cut off his right hand, so that he would never again be able to
speak or write against the Monothelite doctrine.

Maximus died from the effects of these tortures in 662. But he
was vindicated when the Church ruled at the Council of Constan-
tinople in 680 that Christ had two wills, divine and human.

Maximus’s theological style and method were rather remark-
able. He moved easily from pure theology to practical spirituality,
and he — better than any other theologian of the Patristic Era —
managed to fuse the best qualities of both Eastern and Western
thought.

There has been a recent groundswell of interest in St. Maximus,
with beautiful translations appearing in the ACW, CWS, ECE and

PP series.

WHEN SOMEONE GoOssiPs ABOUT YOU

Maximus compiled collections of concise statements about the spiritual
life, for monks to use in their meditation. He collected them together in
batches of one hundved, called “centuries.” These are numbers 83, 84,
88, and 89 in his fourth Century on Love. The translation is a com-
posite, adapted from several.
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Someone has gossiped about you. Do not hate him, but rather
the gossip and the demon who encouraged the gossip. If you hate
the one who gossips, you hate a person and break the command-
ment, and what he did by his word you do by your action. But if
you keep the commandment, show proof of your love, and if pos-
sible, give him help so that he can be delivered from such evil.

Christ does not want you to hate anyone, or be grieved or
angry or grudging at all, for any temporal reason whatsoever. This
is clearly proclaimed in the four Gospels.

There is no difficulty more oppressive to the soul than slander,
whether one is slandered for his faith or for his way of life. No one
can ignore it except the one who, like Susanna, looks to God; for
He alone can rescue those in need. He rescued her, to reassure
everyone, as He did in her case, and to comfort the soul with hope.

To the extent that you pray from your heart for the one who
spread gossip about you, God will reveal the truth to those who
heard the gossip.

THE ULTIMATE AUTHORITY ON EARTH

St. Maximus wrote the following in a letter to the governor of Syria and
Palestine, who bad written to ask whether the deposed patriarch of
Constantinople, Pyrrhus, was a heretic. St. Maximus defers judgment
to the pope and the Church of Rome. The translation is adapted from
The Catholic Encyclopedia (1912 edition).

[The authorities in Constantinople] have not conformed to the
sense of the Apostolic See. And what is laughable — or rather lam-
entable, because it proves their ignorance — is that they have not
hesitated to lie against the Apostolic See itself . . . Moreover, they
have claimed the great [deceased Pope] Honorius to be on their
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side. ... What did the divine Honorius do, and after him the
aged Severinus, and John who followed him? Yet further, what
supplication has the blessed pope, who now sits, not made? Have
not the whole East and West brought their tears, laments, and
pleas, both before God in prayer and before men in their letters?
If the Roman See recognizes [the former patriarch of Constantino-
ple] Pyrrhus to be not only a reprobate but a heretic, it is certainly
plain that everyone who rejects those who have rejected Pyrrhus,
rejects the See of Rome itself — that is, he rejects the Catholic
Church. I need hardly add that he excommunicates himself as
well, if indeed he is in communion with the Roman See and the
Church of God. . ..

It is not right that one who has been condemned and cast out
by the Apostolic See of the city of Rome for his wrong opinions
should be named with any kind of honor, until he is received by her,
having returned to her — no, to Our Lord — by a pious confession
and orthodox faith. Only by this can he receive holiness and the
title of holy. . ..

Let him hasten first of all to satisfy the Roman See, for if it is
satisfied everyone will agree to call him pious and orthodox. For it
is futile for anyone to try to persuade or entrap someone like me
without trying instead to satisfy and implore the blessed pope of the
most holy Church of the Romans. For that is the Apostolic See,
which has received, from the incarnate Son of God Himself, uni-
versal and supreme dominion, authority, and the power of binding
and loosing over all the holy churches of God. This is confirmed by
all holy synods, according to the holy canons and definitions, which
are in the whole world. For with it the Word, who is above the celes-
tial powers, binds and looses in heaven as well.

If [Pyrrhus] thinks he must satisfy others, but fails to implore
the most blessed Roman pope, he is acting like a man who, when
accused of murder or some other crime, wastes his time proving his
innocence to private individuals, who have no power to acquit
him, rather than to the judge appointed by law.
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ST. JOHN OF DAMASCUS

Of all the controversies in the early Church, perhaps the most vio-
lent was that of the eighth-century iconoclasts. They won their
name, which means “icon-smasher,” for their destructive raids on
churches throughout the Christian East.

The iconoclasts, led by a succession of Byzantine emperors,
believed that praying before images was idolatry, a violation of the
First Commandment. Tradition was against them — as Sts. Athana-
sius, Basil, Gregory of Nyssa, and many others had defended the
practice — but they had the court theologians on their side. In 726,
the emperor Leo III committed the unthinkable act of outlawing
religious images in the eastern empire. The bishops of the East
reacted swiftly, by excommunicating the emperor and all icono-
clasts.

But it took an accountant, a Syrian bureaucrat, to settle the
matter in a more definitive way. His name was John, and he was the
chief treasury official of the Muslim caliph of Damascus. Yet he was
a devout Christian, and he was unashamed to bow before sacred
icons.

John of Damascus took it upon himself to write a refutation of
the iconoclasts’ position. His first tract appeared about 728, with
two more by 730. Sometime during that interval, he left behind his
high position and journeyed to the Monastery of St. Sabbas, ten
miles south of Jerusalem.

In his refutations, John appealed to Scripture, Tradition, and
common sense. He acknowledged that the Old Covenant forbade
prayer before images. But, he added, the Incarnation changed
everything. “In former times, God, being without form or body,
could in no way be represented. But today, since God has appeared
in the flesh and lived among men, I can represent what is visible in
God. I do not worship matter, but I worship the Creator of matter
who became matter for my sake. .. and who, through matter,
accomplished my salvation.”
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Next, he listed the times when God either commanded or
approved the making of images: Moses’ raising of the bronze ser-
pent in the desert; the figures of cherubim woven round the Ark of
the Covenant; and the angels of gold in Solomon’s Temple. Yet all
these, though commanded by God, would be forbidden by the
iconoclasts.

John went on to make a now-classic distinction that may be his
greatest contribution to theology. He explained the difference between
latria, which is adoration or worship due only to God, and proskine-
sis, which is honor or veneration given to creatures. A Christian offers
latria in prayer to God and in the liturgy; he offers proskinesis to his
parents, to civil authorities, to the flag, to the saints and angels, and
to the images and relics of Christ.

“Discern between the different kinds of worship. Abraham
bowed down to the sons of Hamor, men who had neither faith nor
knowledge of God. .. Jacob bowed to the ground before Esau, his
brother, and also before the tip of his son Joseph’s staff. He bowed
down, but he did not adore. Joshua. .. and Daniel bowed in ven-
eration before an angel of God, but they did not adore him. For
adoration is one thing, and that which is offered in order to honor
something of great excellence is another.”

John also pointed out that Leo’s purge was a sort of class war-
fare. While the men of the imperial court had the leisute to read and
the money to buy books, most people did not. To deprive the con-
gregations of icons was, really, to deprive them of the Gospel sto-
ries. “Since, however, not all know letters nor do all have the leisure
to read, the Fathers deemed it fit that these events should be
depicted as a sort of memorial and terse reminder. It certainly hap-
pens frequently that at times when we do not have the Lord’s pas-
sion in mind we may see the image of His crucifixion and, being
thus reminded of His saving passion, fall down and adore.”

John suspected that there was more to iconoclasm than met the
eye. He feared that these men had Manichean tendencies, despis-
ing God’s creation and especially human flesh; they wished to spir-
itualize — “purify” — the incarnational faith. John argued the



THE POST-NICENE ERA 245

orthodox position: that matter is good because God created it, and
that Christ sanctified the flesh by taking it on Himself. In icono-
clasm, John saw the revival of all the old Christological heresies.

John’s arguments prevailed, but not in his lifetime. He died in
749, and the fury of iconoclasm continued. A general council at
Nicaea condemned iconoclasm in 787, but in 814 another icono-
clast emperor came to the throne, and the trouble started all over
again. The trouble didn’t finally end until 842, when the empress
Theodora restored the icons and ended the power of the iconoclasts
forever. Her decree is still celebrated by a great feast in the Eastern
Church.

The last of the Fathers, John is sometimes called the first of the
medievals, because his comprehensive manual, Orn the Orthodox
Faith, anticipates that distinctive genre of the theology of the Mid-
dle Ages: the summa theologica.

ON THE VENERATION OF SAINTS
From his work On the Orthodox Faith.

To the saints honor must be paid as friends of Churist, as sons and
heirs of God. In the words of John the theologian and evangelist,
“But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave
power to become children of God” (Jn 1:12). So that they are no
longer servants, but sons: and if sons, also heirs, heirs of God and
joint heirs with Christ (see Gal 4:7). And the Lord in the holy
Gospels says to His Apostles, “You are my friends if you do what I
command you. No longer do I call you servants, for the servant
does not know what his master is doing” (Jn 15:14-15).

And further, if the Creator and Lord of all things is called also
King of kings and Lord of lords and God of gods, surely also the
saints are gods and lords and kings. For of these God is and is
called God and Lord and King. “[For] I am the God of Abraham,”
He said to Moses, “the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (Ex
3:6). And God made Moses a god to Pharaoh. Now I mean gods
and kings and lords not in nature, but as rulers and masters of their
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passions, and as preserving a truthful likeness to the divine image
according to which they were made (for the image of a king is also
called king), and as being united to God of their own [ree will and
receiving Him as an indweller and becoming by grace through par-
ticipation with Him what He is Himself by nature. Surely, then, the
worshipers and friends and sons of God are to be held in honor. For
the honor shown to the most thoughtful of fellow servants is a
proof of good feeling towards the common Master.

These are made treasuries and pure habitations of God: For I
will dwell in them, said God, and walk in them, and I will be their
God. The divine Scripture likewise says that the souls of the just are
in God’s hand and death cannot lay hold of them. For death is
rather the sleep of the saints than their death. For they travailed in
this life and shall to the end, and “Precious in the sight of the
LORD is the death of his saints” (Ps 116:15). What, then, is more
precious than to be in the hand of God? For God is Life and Light,
and those who are in God’s hand are in life and light.

Further, that God dwelt spiritually even in their bodies, the
Apostle tells us, saying, “Do you not know that your body is a tem-
ple of the Holy Spirit within you?” (1 Cor 6:19). The Lord is that
Spirit, and if anyone destroy the temple of God, him will God
destroy. Surely, then, we must ascribe honor to the living temples
of God, the living tabernacles of God. These while they lived stood
with confidence before God.

The Master Christ made the remains of the saints to be foun-
tains of salvation to us, pouring forth manifold blessings and
abounding in oil of sweet fragrance: and let no one disbelieve this.
For if water burst in the desert from the steep and solid rock at
God’s will and from the jawbone of an ass to quench Samson’s
thirst, is it incredible that fragrant oil should burst forth from the
martyrs’ remains? By no means, at least to those who know the
power of God and the honor which He accords His saints.

In the law, everyone who touches a dead body was considered
impure, but these are not dead. For from the time when He who is
Himself life and the Author of life was reckoned among the dead,



THE POST-NICENE ERA 247

we do not call those dead who have fallen asleep in the hope of the
resurrection and in faith in Him. For how could a dead body work
miracles? How, therefore, are demons driven off by them, diseases
dispelled, sick persons made well, the blind restored to sight, lep-
ers purified, temptations and troubles overcome, and how does
every good gift from the Father of lights come down through them
to those who pray with sure faith? How much labor would you not
undergo to find a patron to introduce you to a mortal king and
speak to him on your behalf? Are not those, then, worthy of honor
who are the patrons of the whole race, and make intercession to
God for us? Yes, truly, we ought to give honor to them by raising
temples to God in their name, bringing them fruit offerings, hon-
oring their memories and taking spiritual delight in them, in order
that the joy of those who call on us may be ours, that in our
attempts at worship we may not on the contrary cause them
offense. For those who worship God will take pleasure in those
things whereby God is worshiped, while His shield-bearers will be
wroth at those things wherewith God is wroth. In psalms and
hymns and spiritual songs, in contrition and in pity for the needy,
let us believers honor the saints, as God also is most worshiped in
this way.

Let us raise monuments to them and visible images, and let us
ourselves become, through imitation of their virtues, living monu-
ments and images of them. Let us give honor to her who bore God
as being strictly and truly the Mother of God. Let us honor also the
prophet John as forerunner and baptist, as Apostle and martyr: For
among them that are born of women there has not risen a greater
than John the Baptist, as says the Lord, and he became the first to
proclaim the kingdom. Let us honor the Apostles as the Lord’s
brothers, who saw Him face-to-face and ministered to His passion,
for whom God the Father did foreknow He also did predestine to
be conformed to the image of His Son — first, Apostles; second,
prophets; third, pastors and teachers. Let us also honor the martyrs
of the Lord chosen out of every class, as soldiers of Christ who have
drunk His cup and were then baptized with the baptism of His life-
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bringing death, to be partakers of His passion and glory: of whom
the leader is Stephen, the first deacon of Christ and apostle and first
martyr. Also let us honor our holy Fathers, the God-possessed asce-
tics, whose struggle was the longer and more toilsome one of the
conscience: who wandered about in sheepskins and goatskins, being
destitute, afflicted, tormented; they wandered in deserts and in
mountains and in dens and caves of the earth, of whom the world
was not worthy. Let us honor those who were prophets before
grace, the patriarchs and just men who foretold the Lord’s coming,
Let us carefully review the life of these men, and let us emulate their
faith and love and hope and zeal and way of life, and endurance of
sufferings and patience even to blood, in order that we may be shar-
ers with them in their crowns of glory.

— NPNF2 9:86-87

ON IMAGES

A capsule of his arguments against the iconoclasts, from On the Ortho-
dox Faith.

But since some find fault with us for worshiping and honoring the
image of our Savior and that of Our Lady, and those, too, of the rest
of the saints and servants of Christ, let them remember that in the
beginning God created man after His own image. On what
grounds, then, do we show reverence to one another unless it is
because we are made after God’s image? For as Basil, that much-
versed expounder of divine things, says, the honor given to the
image passes over to the prototype. Now a prototype is that which
is imaged, from which the derivative is obtained. Why was it that
the Mosaic people honored on all hands the tabernacle which bore
an image and type of heavenly things, or rather of the whole cre-
ation? God indeed said to Moses, “See that you make them after the
pattern for them, which is being shown you on the mountain” (Ex
25:40). The cherubim, too, which overshadow the mercy seat, are
they not the work of men’s hands? What, further, is the celebrated
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Temple at Jerusalem? Is it not handmade and fashioned by the skill
of men?

Moreover the divine Scripture blames those who worship
graven images, but also those who sacrifice to demons. The Greeks
sacrificed and the Jews also sacrificed: but the Greeks to demons
and the Jews to God. And the sacrifice of the Greeks was rejected
and condemned, but the sacrifice of the just was very acceptable to
God. For Noah sacrificed, and God smelled a sweet savor, receiv-
ing the fragrance of the right choice and goodwill towards Him.
And so the graven images of the Greeks, since they were images of
deities, were rejected and forbidden.

But besides this, who can make an imitation of the invisible,
incorporeal, uncircumscribed, formless God? Therefore to give
form to the Deity is the height of folly and impiety. And hence it
is that in the Old Testament the use of images was not common.
But after God in the depths of His bowels of pity became in truth
man for our salvation, not as He was seen by Abraham in the sem-
blance of a man, nor as He was seen by the prophets, but in being
truly man, and after He lived upon the carth and dwelt among
men, worked miracles, suffered, was crucified, rose again, and was
taken back to heaven, since all these things actually took place and
were seen by men, they were written for the remembrance and
instruction of us who were not alive at that time in order that
though we saw not, we may still, hearing and believing, obtain the
blessing of the Lord. But seeing that not every one has a knowledge
of letters nor time for reading, the Fathers gave their sanction to
depicting these events on images as being acts of great heroism, in
order that they should form a concise memorial of them. Often,
doubtless, when we have not the Lord’s passion in mind and see the
image of Christ’s crucifixion, His saving passion is brought back to
remembrance, and we fall down and worship not the material but
that which is imaged: just as we do not worship the material of
which the Gospels are made, nor the material of the cross, but that

which these typify.
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For wherein does the cross, which typifies the Lord, differ from
a cross that does not do so? It is just the same also in the case of the
Mother of the Lord. For the honor which we give to her is referred
to Him who was made of her incarnate. And similarly also the
brave acts of holy men stir us up to be brave and to emulate and
imitate their valor and to glorify God. For as we said, the honor that
is given to the best of fellow servants is a proof of goodwill towards
our common Lady, and the honor rendered to the image passes over
to the prototype.
— NPNF2 9:88
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THE MOTHERS

athers of the Church” is not just a title, but a metaphor as well.
And to many modern minds it raises the question: Were there
“Mothers of the Church™?

To which the answer is: yes and no.

We possess very few writings by women from the ancient
world. Christian women are probably slightly better represented
than their pagan counterparts. Even in Christian societies, however,
women faced fewer educational opportunities than men. If women
were not in a position to teach and write, then they were not per-
forming the duties usually associated with the Fathers of the
Church.

This does not, however, mean that women were passive mem-
bers of the Church. The sociologist Rodney Stark, in his com-
pelling study of the first three Christian centuries, The Rise of
Christianity, concludes that women made up a disproportionate
number of converts, that Christianity improved the lives of women
in the world, and that women played active roles in the running of
the Church. Women wete never ordained to the priesthood, but the
ordained priesthood was hardly the only — or even the primary —
mode of Christian leadership.

Women made up a great number of the early martyrs, and
their stories and their cult of honor were often more popular than
those of their male companions. This was true in every part of the
Christian world. In Gaul (what is today France), the Christians
esteemed St. Blandina as the most courageous of all. In ancient
Africa, they honored Sts. Perpetua and Felicity. The Roman Mass,
from the Patristic Era till now, has invoked the names of Perpetua
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and Felicity along with other women of the ancient Church:
Agatha, Lucy, Agnes, Cecilia, and Anastasia.

Women were just as active in the monastic movement. The
many collections of “Sayings of the Desert Fathers” actually include
proverbs by women ascetics, who were addressed as “Amma,” or
“Mother.”

St. John Chrysostom (fifth century) carried on extensive cor-
respondence with an abbess named Olympias, but her letters have
not survived. His contemporary St. Jerome corresponded with
many holy and scholarly women — Melania, Lea, Asella, Prin-
cipia, Paula, Eustochium, Demetrias — but, again, we have mostly
Jerome’s end of the conversation. In the late fourth century, St. Gre-
gory of Nyssa wrote a profoundly moving biography of his sister St.
Macrina, who had won renown as a spiritual director; but Macrina
herself left us no books.

Their contemporaries honored these women as maternal fig-
ures. The Church has always honored them as saints. There is no
custom of calling them “Mothers of the Church,” but there is no
reason why individual Christians might not revere them as such.

ST. PERPETUA

Perpetua, an educated noblewoman, was arrested with her slave
Felicity and several others in Carthage, North Africa, in 202 or 203.
The emperor Septimius Severus had initiated yet another persecu-
tion. Perpetua’s crime was her Christian faith; she was a recent con-
vert, who had just completed her preparation for Baptism.

While in prison, Perpetua wrote an account of the days lead-
ing up to their martyrdom. The narrative, of course, was finished
by another hand. Perpetua was frank in her discussion of the diffi-
culties and temptations faced by the condemned Christians — the
gross discomforts of the prisons, the fear of pain and death, and the
desire to please their uncomprehending family members, many of
whom were pagan. Her narrative also provides an early witness to
many Catholic doctrines, such as purgatory and the sacraments.
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Perpetud’s story was corroborated and preserved by her near-
contemporary Tertullian and was revered by St. Augustine.

THE PASSION OF ST. PERPETUA

In this opening passage of The Passion of Perpetua, the saint’s narra-
tive ranges from extraordinary visions to the quite ordinary anxieties of
4 new mother. In ber vision, she experiences a mystical Communion
from the hand of an angel or, perhaps, God Himself. Some ancient
Christian (perhaps Tertullian) wrote the brief introduction that opens
this excerpt.

The young catechumens — Revocatus and his fellow servant Felic-
ity, Saturninus, and Secundulus — were arrested. Among them
also was Vivia Perpetua, a noblewoman, well educated, a married
matron. She had a father and mother and two brothers, one of
whom, like herself, was a catechumen, and an infant son whom she
was breastfeeding, She was about twenty-two years of age. Irom this
point onward she shall herself narrate the whole course of her mar-
tyrdom, as she left it described by her own hand and with her own
mind. ...

While we were still with the persecutors, my father, out of
affection, persisted in trying to turn me away and cast me down
from the faith.

“Father,” I said, “do you sce this vessel lying here to be a lictle
pitcher, or something else?”

He said, “That is what I see.”

And I replied to him, “Can it be called by any other name than
what it is?”

And he said, “No.”

“Neither can I call myself anything else than what I am, a
Christian.”

Then my father, provoked at this saying, threw himself upon
me, as if he would tear my eyes out. But he only distressed me, and
went away overcome by the devil's arguments.
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A few days after I had been without my father, T gave thanks to
the Lord; and his absence became a source of consolation to me, In
that same period of a few days we were haptized, and to me the
Spirit prescribed that nothing else but the water of Baptism would
be needed for bodily endurance.

The Dungeon a Palace

After a few days more, we were taken into the dungeon, and I
was very much afraid, because I had never felt such darkness. What
a terrible day! Oh, the fierce heat of the shock of the soldiery,
because of the crowds!

I was unusually distressed by anxiety for my infant. So the
blessed deacons who ministered to us, Tertius and Pomponius,
arranged by means of a bribe for us to find a few hours of refresh-
ment in a more pleasant part of the prison.

Then, going out of the dungeon, all attended to their own
wants. I nursed my child, who was now weak witch hunger. In my
anxiety for it, I addressed my mother and comforted my brother, and
commended my son to their care. | was languishing because I had
scen them languishing on my account. Such solicitude T suffered for
many days, and I arranged for my infant to remain in the du ngeon
with me; and afterward I grew strong and was relieved from distress
and anxiety about my infant; and the dungeon became like a palace
to me, so that I preferred being thete to being elsewhere.

A Vision

Then my brother said to me, “My dear sister, you are already
in a position of dignity so great that you may ask for a vision, that
it may be revealed to you whether this will result in suffering or
escape.”

I knew that T was privileged to converse with the Lord, whose
kindnesses I had found to be so great. So I boldly promised him,
“Tomorrow I will tell you.”

And T asked, and this was what was shown to me. I saw a
golden ladder of marvelous height, reaching up to heaven. It was



THE MOTHERS 255

very narrow, so that persons could only ascend it one by one; and
on the sides of the ladder was fixed every kind of iron weapon.
There were there swords, lances, hooks, daggers; so that if anyone
went up carelessly, not looking upward, he would be torn to pieces
and his flesh would cleave to the iron weapons. And under the lad-
der itself crouched a dragon of wonderful size, who lay in wait for
those who ascended, and frightened them from the ascent.

Saturus went up first . .. and he reached the top of the ladder
and turned towards me, saying, “Perpetua, I am waiting for you;
but be careful that the dragon does not bite you.”

And I said, “In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, he shall not
hurt me.”

From under the ladder itself, as if in fear of me, he slowly lifted
up his head; and as I stepped upon the first rung, I stepped upon
his head. 1 went up, and T saw an immense garden, and in the
midst of the garden a white-haired man sitting in the dress of a
shephcrd. He was large in stature, milking sheep; and standing
around were many thousands in white robes. He raised his head,
and looked upon me, and said to me, “You are welcome, daughter.”
And he called me, and from the cheese as he was milking he gave
me a little cake, and 1 received it with folded hands; and [ ate it, and
Al who stood around said, “Amen.” And at the sound of their
voices 1 was awakened, still tasting a sweetness which I cannot
describe.

] immediately described this to my brother, and we under-
stood that the result was to be suffering, and we ceased afterward
to have any hope in this world.

— ANF 3:699-700

ST. SYNCLETICA

St. Syncletica was born in the fourth century into a wealthy family
in Alexandria, Egypt. She took a vow of virginity and refused many
suitors. When her parents died, she retired with her blind sister to
live as hermits in an unused tomb.
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Many people, looking to her as “Amma,” or “Mother,” sought
her out for spiritual counsel. These disciples preserved her sayings
for posterity, and they are all we have of her, Syncletica’s advice was
seasoned with examples drawn from domestic life; she often com-
pared the spiritual disciplines to the familiar tasks of cooking and
cleaning,

In her seclusion, Syncletica battled both demons and cancer.
She died around the year 400.

THE SAYINGS

The following passages appear in The Sayings of the Desert Fathers:
The Alphabetical Collection, zransiated by Mother Benedicta Ward
(Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publications, 1975).

Amma Syncletica said, “In the beginning there are a great many bat-
tles and a good deal of suffering for those who are advancing
towards God and, afterwards, ineffable joy. It is like those who
wish to light a fire. At first, they are choked with smoke and cry,
until they obtain what they seek. As it is written, ‘Our God is a con-
suming fire’ (Heb 12:29); so we also must kindle the divine fire in
ourselves through tears and hard work.”

She also said, “Do not let yourself be seduced by the delights
of the riches of the world, as though they contained somerhing use-
ful on account of vain pleasure. Worldly people esteem the art of
cooking, but you, through fasting and thanks to cheap food, go
beyond their abundance of food. It is written: “He who is sated
loathes honey” (Prov 27:7). Do not fill yourself with bread and you
will not desire wine,”

Blessed Syncletica was asked if poverty is a perfect good. She
said, “For those who are capable of it, it is a perfect good. Those
who can sustain it receive suffering in the body but rest in the soul,
for just as one washes coarse clothes by trampling them underfoot
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and turning them about in all directions, even so the strong soul
becomes much more stable thanks to voluntary poverty.”

Amma Syncletica said, “There are many who live in the moun-
tains and behave as if they were in the town, and they are wasting
their time. It is possible to be a solitary in one’s mind while living
in a crowd, and it is possible for one who is a solitary to live in the
crowd of his own thoughts.”

EGERIA THE PILGRIM

We know nothing about Egeria (sometimes rendered Etheria or
Hegeria) except what she recorded in her pilgrim diary. A nun from
Spain or Gaul (modern-day France), she set out on a pilgrimage to
the Holy Land. Her journey, which lasted at least three years (381-
384), took her to Constantinople, Palestine, Sytia, Mesopotamia,
Arabia, and Egypt.

Along the way, she recorded what she saw, noting many valu-
able details of scenery, language, architecture, monastic life, popu-
lar devotion, local custom, and licurgy. Her Janguage is colloquial
and intimate, addressed to her sisters in the community back home.

For its quality of observation, Egeria’s diary is unique in the
fourth century. Our sense of history and sense of place would be
impoverished without it, as many of the lands she visited are no
longer Christian lands. And without Egeria’s witness, we would
never know that, when St. Cyril of Jerusalem preached about the
sacraments (the very sermons that are included in this book), his
congregation of newly baptized adults erupted into applause —
applause that was audible throughout the neighborhood.

Only portions of her account have survived.

CLIMBING MOUNT SINAI

This excerpt is adapted from The Pilgrimage of Etheria, translated by
M. L. McClure and C. L. Feltoe (London: SPCK, 1919).
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We reached the mountain late on the sabbath, and arriving at a cer-
tain monastery, the monks who dwelt there received us very kindly,
showing us every kindness. There is also a church and a priest there.
We stayed there that night, and early on the Lord’s day, together
with the priest and the monks who dwelt there, we began the ascent
of the mountains one by one. These mountains are ascended with
infinite toil, for you cannot go up gently by a spiral track — snail-
shell wise, as we say — but you climb straight up the whole way, as
if up a wall, and you must come straight down each mountain
until you reach the very foot of the middle one, which is specially
called Sinai.

By this way, then, at the bidding of Christ our God, and helped
by the prayers of the holy men who accompanied us, we arrived at
ten in the morning at the summit of Sinai, the holy mountain of
God, where the law was given — at the place where the Glory of
the Lord descended on the day when the mountain smoked (see Ex
19:18). Thus the toil was great, for I had to go up on foot, the
ascent being impossible in the saddle, and yet I did not feel the toil,
on the side of the ascent — I say “the toil” because I realized that
the desire that I had was being fulfilled at God’s bidding.

In that place there is now a church, not great in size, for the
place itself, the summit of the mountain, is not very great, Never-
theless, the church itselfis great in grace. When, therefore, at God’s
bidding, we had arrived at the summit, and had reached the door
of the church, the priest who was appointed to the church came
from his cell and met us — a hale old man, a monk from eatly life,
and an ascetic as they say here: in short, one worthy to be in that
place. The other priests also met us, together with all the monks
who dwelt on the mountain, those who were not hindered by age
or infirmity. No one, however, dwells on the very summit of the
central mountain; there is nothing there except the church and the
cave where holy Moses was.

When the whole passage from the book of Moses had been read
in that place, and when the liturgy had been duly offered, at which
we received Communion, and as we wete coming out of the
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church, the priests of the place gave us eulogiae — that is, blessed
fruits that grow on the mountain. The holy mountain Sinai is rocky
throughout, and has not even a shrub on it; yet down below, near
the foot of the mountains, around either the central height or those
which encircle it, there is a little plot of ground where the holy
monks diligently plant little trees and orchards, and set up chapels
with cells nearby, so that they may gather fruits that they have evi-
dently cultivated with their own hands from the soil of the moun-
tain itself.

So, after we had received Communion, and the holy men had
given us eulogiae, and we had come out of the door of the church,
I began to ask them to show us the several sites. The holy men
immediately agreed to show us the various places. They showed us
the cave where holy Moses was when he had gone up again into the
mount of God (see Ex 34:4), that he might receive the second
tables after he had broken the first ones when the people sinned.
They also showed us the other sites we wanted to see, which they
themselves well knew.

But I would have you know, ladies, reverend sisters, that from
the place where we were standing, round outside the walls of the
church — from the summit of the central mountain — those
mountains, which we could scarcely climb at first, seemed to be so
far below us when compared with the central one on which we were
standing, that they appeared to be little hills. Yet they were so very
large that I thought that I had never seen higher — except that this
central one excelled them by far.

From there we could see Egypt and Palestine, and the Red Sea
and the Parthenian Sea, which leads to Alexandria and the bound-
less territories of the Saracens — all so much below us as to be
hardly believable. But the holy men pointed out each one of them
to us.
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APPENDIX

For Further Study

his boolk offers a “first glance” at the Church Fathers. This

implies that readers should take a second glance, and a third,
and many more, each time looking ever more deeply into the
thought and prayer of the Fathers, and so into the mind and heart
of the Church. Below is a listing of resources, in many media,
which offer opportunities for richer study of the Fathers. (For a key
to my abbreviations, please see page 11.) On my Web site —
http:/ Jwww.FathersOf TheChurch.com —1 periodically update my

recommended-reading lists.

THE FATHERS IN GENERAL

The twentieth century produced a great many seminary and univer-
sity textbooks on the study of the Church Fathers. They're usually
known by the names of their authors, rather than by their titles,
which are almost indistinguishable anyway. So you'll sometimes
hear fans of the Fathers arguing, for example, the comparative mer-
its of “Quasten” and “Altaner.”

Most of the manuals are out of print, but used copies are wait-
ing for you on the shelves of bookshops around the world. Afford-
able copies turn up regularly online at ABEBooks, Bookfinder,
Alibris, and Amazon. The following are my favorites. I note their
page counts, because some readers are looking for a summary treat-
ment and others for the cyclopedic.

Altaner, Berthold. Patrology. Translated by Hilda C. Graef. New
York: Herder and Herder, 1960. 660 pages.
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Bardenhewer, Otto., Latrology: The Lives and Works of the Fathers
of the Church. Translated by Thomas J. Shahan. Freiburg:
Herder, 1908. 697 pages.

Cayré, B Manual of Patrology (two volumes). Translated by H.
Howitt. Paris: Desclée, 1940, Vol. 1: 742 pages. Vol. 2: 916
pages.

Dirksen, Aloys. Elementary Latrology: The Writings of the Fathers of
the Church. St. Louis, Mo.: Herder, 1959, 314 pages.

Drobner, Hubertus R. 7¥e Fathers of the Church: A Comprehensive
Introduction. Translated by Siegfried S. Schatzmann., Peabody,
Mass.: Hendrickson, 2005. 596 pages. A derailed, one-vol-
ume Catholic patrology, currently in print and relatively
affordable, that includes the most u p-to-date scholarship.

Hamell, Patrick J. Handbook of Patrology. New York: Alba House,
1968. 170 pages.

Quasten, Johannes. Latrology (four volumes). Christian Classics,
Allen, Texas, 1997. Vol. 1: 450 pages. Vol. 2: 349 pages. Vol.
3: 605 pages. Vol. 4: 667 pages. Still in print after several
decades, this survey s like an encyclopedia of patrology, pro-
viding by far the most detailed analysis of each Father's life,
worlk, and importance in the history of the Church,

Schmid, Bernard. Manual of Patrology. Translated by a Benedictine
monk. St. Louis, Mo.: Herder, 1911. 351 pages.

Tixeront, J. A Handbook of Patrology. Translated by S. A. Raemers.
St. Louis, Mo.: Herder, 1920, 380 pages.

Wuerl, Donald W, Fathers of the Church. Boston: Daughters of St.
Paul, 1982. 144 pages.

COLLECTIONS AND ANTHOLOGIES

The best and most complete series are ACW (Mahwah, N.J.:
Paulist Press) and FC (Washington: Cacholic University of Amer-
ica Press), both of which are Catholic — and both still growing,
The most affordable series are the nineteenth-century Protestant
ANF and NPNF (reprinted by Hendrickson), whose commentary
and footnotes are sometimes extremely anti-Catholic, Most an noy-
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ing, though, is the ANF/NPNF editors habit of deleting passages
that favor distinctively Catholic doctrines.

Jurgens, William A., ed. The Faith of the Early Fathers (three vol-
umes). Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1979. Three vol-
umes of the Fathers testimony on 2 host of dogmas,
doctrines, and disciplines. This is an excellent resource for
those who explain, defend, or teach the faith.

Toal, M. E, ed. Sunday Sermons of the Great Fathers: A Manual of
Preaching, Spiritual Reading, and Meditation (four volumes).
San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1996. St. Thomas Aquinas
gathered these patristic homilies together into the collection

he called “The Golden Chain.” The readings follow the
Church’s calendar.

New Advent Supersite, an outstanding Catholic site, includes
text of the ANF and NPNF editions (with the anti-Catholic foot-
notes and introductory matter removed): www.newadvent.org.

Christian Classics Ethereal Library is an evangelical Web site
with texts from the ANF and NPNF (anti-Catholic footnotes
intact): www.ccel.org. The site’s contents are also available on CD-
ROM.

The North American Patristics Society’s site includes links that
will lead you to many scholarly pages dedicated to individual
Fathers and their schools of thought: www. patristics.org.

THE APOSTOLIC FATHERS

Search any well-stocked online bookstore using the words “The
Apostolic Fathers,” and you'll turn up several translations. For solid
Catholic analysis of these ancient authors, see the appropriate vol-
umes of ACW and FC series.

The handy English edition of the Apostolic Fathers is Early
Christian Whitings in the Penguin Classics series (London: Penguin,
1987), translated by Maxwell Staniforth and revised by Andrew
Louth. If you want the original Greek (with English translation),
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you can choose from many editions, including the two-volume
The Apostolic Fathers, edited by Bart D. Ehrman for Harvard’s Loeb
Classical Library (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003).
Used copies of the old bilingual The Apastolic Fathers, edited by J.
B. Lightfoot and J. R. Harmer (1891, reprinted by Baker 1984),
can often be found at affordable prices. Other translations and edi-
tions are surfacing even as we go to press. None of these editions,
though, is particularly Catholic, For doctrinal analysis, the best bet
remains either ACW or FC,

Good averviews of the period are 7he Apostolic Fathers by
Simon Tugwell, O.P, (Harrisburg, Pa.: Morehouse, 1989) and Read-
ing the Apostolic Fathers by Clayton N. Jefford (Peabody, Mass.:
Hendrickson, 1996).

A beautiful, moving, almost novelistic treatment is Rod Ben-
nett’s Four Witnesses: The Early Church in Her Own Words (San
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2002),

HISTORICAL OVERVIEWS AND RAMBLES

Bunson, Matthew. Encyelopedia of Catholic History. Huntington,
Ind.: Our Sunday Visitor, 2004. Reliable basic data on the
Fathers, creeds, councils, heresies,

Newman, John Henry Cardinal. 7pe Church of the Fathers. Notre
Dame, Ind.: Notre Dame University Press, 2002. Vivid his-
torical sketches about some of the main characters and events
of the Patristic Era.

Ramsey, Boniface. Beginning to Read the Fathers. Mahwah, N J..
Paulist Press, 1985. A good introduction to the Fathers, with
in-depth explorations of the Fathers doctrine on selected
topics, such as Jesus Christ, Scripture, and virginity.

Stark, Rodney. The Rise of Christianity: How the Obscure Jesus
Movement Became the Dominant Religious Force in the Western
World in a Few Centuries. San Francisco: HarperCollins,
1997. A sociological study of the Church’s growth in the first
three centuries — all the more remarkable because it was
written by a nonbeliever,
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Whitehead, Kenneth. One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic: The Early
Church Was the Catholic Church. San Francisco: Ignatius Press,
2000.

Wilken, Robert L. The Christians as the Romans Saw Them. New
Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1984.

. The Spirit of Early Christian Thought: Seeking the Face of

God. New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2003. An

intelligent yet popular and quite moving introduction to the

Christian culture of the Fathers.

FASTERN SCHOOLS, TRADITIONS, RITES

Brightman, E E. Eastern Liturgies. Piscataway, N.]J.: Gorgias
(reprint), 2002.

Brock, Sebastian, trans. and ed. Syriac Fathers on Prayer and the
Spiritual Life. Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publications,
1988.

Gruber, Mark. Sacrifice in the Desert: A Study of an Egyptian
Minority Through the Prism of Coptic Monasticism. Lanham,
Md.: University Press of America, 2003.

Meinardus, Otto F. A. Tiwvo Thousand Years of Coptic Christianity.
Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 2002.

Roberson, Ronald G. The Eastern Christian Churches: A Brief Sur-
vey. Rome: Oriental Institute Press, 19806.

Meredith, Anthony. The Cappadocians. Crestwood, N.Y.: St.
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2000.

THE FATHERS ON THE BIBLE

de Margerie, Bertrand, S.J. An Introduction to the History of Exe-
gesis, vol. 1: The Greek Fathers. Petersham, Mass.: St. Bede’s
Publications, 1993.

Froehlich, Karlfried. Biblical Interpretation in the Early Church.
Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984. A great collection of texts
on the reading of Scripture, culled from the Fathers them-
selves.

Hall, Christopher A. Reading Scripture with the Church Fathers.
Downers Grove, IIL.: InterVarsity Press, 1998. A readable and
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winsome introduction to the Fathers' methods of biblical
interpretation, written by a Protestant theologian for an evan-
gelical publisher.

Oden; Thomas, gen. ed, The Ancient Christian Commentary on
Scripture Series, Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press,
1998. A multivolume set that collects the Fathers’ in terpreta-
tions of all the Scriptures, verse by verse, book by book.

Shea, Mark P. Making Senses Out of Seripture: Reading the Bible as
the First Christians Did, San Diego, Calif.: Basilica Press,
1999.

Simonetti, Manlio. Biblical Interpretation in the Early Church.
Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1994.

'THE FATHERS ON PRAYER

Aquilina, Mike. The Way of the Fathers: Praying with the Farly
Christians. Huntington, Ind.: Our Sunday Visitor, 1999, A
collection of sayings of the Fathers, organized by topic.

Aumann, Jordan, Christian Spirvituality in the Catholic Tradition.
San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1985, Father Aumanis early
chapters offer profound insight into the patristic experience
of prayer, liturgy, Scripture, and community.

Bouyer, Louis, et al. The Spirituality of the New Testament and the
Fathers. A History of Christian Spirituality, vol. 1. New York:
Seabury, 1963.

Cayré, E Spiritual Writers of the Early Church. Twentieth Century
Encyclopedia of Catholicism, vol. 39. New York: Hawthorn,
1958.

Hahn, Scott. Understanding ‘Our Father’ Biblical Reflections on the
Lords Prayer. Steubenville, Ohio: Emmaus Road, 2002, A
synthesis of patristic, historical, and spiritual exegesis, with
several lengthy commentaries from the Fathers themselves.

Spidlik, Thomas. Drinking from the Hidden Fountain: A Patristic
Breviary. Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publications, 1994.
Selections from the Fathers, chosen and arranged for medi-
tation.
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THE TIMES oFiTHE FATHERS

Timeline of Events

Note: Many dates assigned to events 1,500 to 2,000 years ago are

in dispute among reputable scholars. What follows are approxima-

tions.

30-33

48
49-66
64
65

67

70
88-97
90-100
92-96
107
130
130s
140s
155

165

s Jesus ascends to heaven.
o The Apostles receive the Holy Spirit at Pentecost.

+ Composition of some parts of the Didache.
e The letters of St. Paul.
« Burning of Rome.

o Neto purges “vast numbers” of Christians in Rome.
o Death of St. Peter in Rome.

e Death of St. Paul in Rome.

s Jerusalem falls to the Romans.

« Reign of Pope St. Clement.

e Death of the last Apostle, St. John.

e Persecution of Domitian.

o St. Ignatius of Antioch’s journey to martyrdom.
» Papias writes his recollections of the Apostles.

« St. Trenaeus studies under St. Polycarp.

« The heretic Marcion gains a following in Rome.
o Death of St. Polycarp.

« St. Justin writes his Apology to the emperor.

e Death of St. Justin in Rome.

Late 100s * Montanus leads his followers into schism.

275
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180
190-200

200
202

203

222

248

250

251

253

257
293-305
310s
313

318
325
327
330

335
336

350
361-363
366
370

374

* Founding of the School of Alexandria.
* Muratorian Canon lists New Testament books.

* St. Hippolytus reports an early creed.

* St. Clement leads the School of Alexandria.

* Death of St. Irenaeus in Lyons.

* Beginning of systematic persecution under Emperor
Septimius Severus.

* Origen succeeds St. Clement as rector in Alexandria.

* Death of Tertullian.

* St. Cyprian is named bishop of Carthage.

* Emperor Decius decrees a persecution,

* Epidemic sweeps the Roman Empire,

¢ Death of Origen,

* Emperor Valerian begins persecution.

* Ruthless persecution is led by Emperor Diocletian.

* Donatist schism begins,

* Constantine’s Edict of Milan decrees toleration of
Christianity.

* Arius begins teaching his heresy.

* Council of Nicaea condemns Arianism.

* St. Athanasius is named bishop of Alexandria.

* Constantine orders St. Athanasiys to readmit Arius to
priesthood.

* Founding of Constantinople, administrative center of
the eastern empire.

* Synod of Tyre excommunicates St. Athanasius,

* St. Athanasius is exiled ro Germany.

* Death of Arius.

* St. Cyril delivers his catechetical lectures in Jerusalem.

* Emperor Julian tries to revive paganism.

* St. Athanasius is restored to Alexandria.

* St. Basil is named bishop of Caesarea in Pontus, reforms
monastic life.

* St. Ambrose is named bishop of Milan.



380

381

382
387
390
390-405
393

395
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« Emperor Theodosius 1 declares Christianity official reli-
jon of the empire.

+ Council of Constantinople confirms decisions of
Nicaea.

o St. Jerome revises the Latin Gospels.

e St. Augustine returns to the Catholic faith.

« St. Ambrose denies the sacraments o the emperor.

« St. Jerome revises the Latin New Testament.

« Synod of Hippo Regius discusses the New Testament
canon.

« Roman Empire divides into East and West.

o St. Augustine is made bishop.

397, 419 * Synod of Carthage settles the New Testament canon.

398

400

403
410
428

429
430
431
448

449
451
452
455
476
529
553
571
590

« St. John Chrysostom is named patriarch of Constan-
tinople.

« Montanist and Donatist heretics submit to St. Augus-
tine.

¢ St. John Chrysostom is exiled.

« Visigoths sack Rome.

« The heretic Nestorius is named patriarch of Constan-
tinople.

« Vandals invade Aftica.

« Death of St. Augustine.

« Council of Ephesus condemns Nestorianism.

o Eurtyches is denounced for holding the Monophysite
heresy.

« The “Robber Synod” of Ephesus.

« Council of Chalcedon condemns Monophysitism.

» Pope Leo turns Attila and the Huns away from Rome.

« Vandals seize Rome.

« Death of Romé’s last Western emperot.

« St. Benedict founds Monte Cassino.

« Second Council of Constantinople.

« Lombards invade Rome.

o St. Gregory the Great is elected pope.
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622-632 * Mohammed founds Islam.

632 * Muslim caliphates begin.

636 * Death of St. Isidore of Seville, the last Western Father.
638 * Jerusalem is captured by Muslims.

680 * Third Council of Constantinople.

726 * Sacred images are outlawed by the Byzantine emperor.
728-730  St. John of Damascus writes tracts defending icons.
749 * Death of St. John of Damascus, the Jast Eastern Father.
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