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                        Our Fathers Among the Saints Athanasius and Cyril,  
                                               Archbishops of Alexandria, 
                           Whom the Holy Church Celebrates on January 18.  

            In the half-century after the First Ecumenical Council held in Nicea in 325, 
if there was one man whom the Arians feared and hated more intensely than any 
other, as being able to lay bare the whole error of their teaching, and to marshal, 
even from exile or hid ing, the beleaguered forces of the Orthodox, it was Saint 
Athanasius the Great. This blazing lamp of Orthodoxy, which imperial power and 
heretics’ plots could not quench when he shone upon the lampstand , nor find 
when he was hid by the people and monks of Egypt, was born in Alexandria 
about the year 296. He received an excellent training in Greek letters and 
especially in the sacred Scriptures, of which he shows an exceptional knowledge 
in his writings. Even as a young man he had a remarkable depth of under-
standing; he was only about twenty years old when he wrote his treatise On the 
Incarnation. Saint Alexander, the Archbishop of Alexandria, brought him up in 
piety, ordained him his deacon, and , after deposing Arius for his blasphemy 
against the Divinity of the Son of God, took Athanasius to the First Council in 
Nicea in 325; Saint Athanasius was to spend the Remainder of his life labouring 
in defense of this holy Council. In 326, before his death, Alexander appointed 
Athanasius his successor. 
           In 325, Arius had been condemned by the Council of Nicea; yet through 
Arius’ hypocritical confession of Orthodox belief, Saint Constantine the Great 
was persuaded by Arius’ supporters that he should be received back into the 
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communion of the Church. But Athanasius, knowing well the perverseness of his 
mind , and the d isease of heresy lurking in his heart, refused communion with 
Arius. The heresiarch’s followers then began framing false charges against 
Athanasius; finally Saint Constantine the Great, misled by grave charges of the 
Saint’s misconduct—which were completely false—had him exiled to Triberis 
(Treves) in Gaul in 336. When Saint Constantine was succeeded by his three sons, 
Constantine II, Constans, and Constantius in 337, Saint Athanasius returned to 
Alexandria in triumph. But his enemies found an ally in Constantius, Emperor of 
the East; Saint Athanasius’ second exile was spent in Rome. It was ended when 
Constans prevailed with threats upon his brother Constantius to restore 
Athanasius (see also Nov. 6). For ten years Saint strengthened Orthodoxy 
throughout Egypt, visiting the whole country and encouraging all, clergy, 
monastics, and layfolk, being loved by all as a father. But after Constans’ death in 
350, Constantius became sole Emperor, and Athanasius was again in danger. In 
the evening of February 8, 356, General Syrianus with more than five thousand 
sold iers surrounded the church in which Athanasius was serving, and broke 
open all the doors. Athanasius’ clergy begged him to leave, but the good 
shepherd commanded that all the flock should withdraw first; and only when he 
was assured of their safety, he also, protected by d ivine grace, passed through 
the midst of the sold iers and d isappeared into the deserts of Egypt, where for 
some six years he eluded the soldiers and spies sent after him. 
            When Julian the Apostate succeeded Constantius in 361, Athanasius 
returned again, but only for a few months. Because Athanasius had converted 
many pagans, and the priests of the idols in Egypt wrote to Julian that if 
Athanasius remained , idolatry would perish in Egypt, the heathen Emperor 
ordered not Athanasius’ exile, but his death. Athanasius took ship up the Nile. 
When he learned that his imperial pursuers were following him, he had his men 
turn back, and as his boat passed that of his pursuers, they asked him if he had 
seen Athanasius. “He is not far,” he answered . After returning to Alexandria for 
a while, he fled again to the Thebaïd until Ju lian’s death in 363. Saint Athanasius 
suffered his fifth and last exile under Valens in 365, which lasted only four 
months because Valens, fearing a sed ition among the Egyptians for their beloved 
Archbishop, revoked his edict in February, 366.  
            The great Athanasius passed the remaining seven years of his life in 
peace. Of his forty-seven years as Patriarch, he had spent some seventeen in 
exiles. Shining from the height of his throne like a rad iant evening star, and 
enlightening the Orthodox with the brilliance of his words for yet a little while, 
this much-suffering champion inclined toward the sunset of his life, and , in the 
year 373, took his rest from his lengthy sufferings, but not before another 
luminary of the tru th, Basil the Great, had risen in the East, being consecrated 
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Archbishop of Caesarea in 370. Besides all his other achievements, Saint 
Athanasius wrote the life of Saint Anthony the Great, with whom he spent time 
in his youth; ordained Saint Frumentius first Bishop of Ethiopia; and in his 
Paschal Encyclical for the year 367 set forth the books of the Old and New 
Testaments accepted by the Church as canonical. Saint Gregory the Theologian, 
in his Oration On the Great Athanasius, said he was “Angelic in appearance, more 
angelic in mind;…rebuking with the tenderness of a father, praising with the 
d ignity of a ru ler…everything was harmonious, as an air upon a single lyre, and 
in the same key; his life, his teaching, his struggles, his dangers, his return, and 
his conduct after his return…he treated so mild ly and gently those who had 
injured him, that even they themselves, if I may say so, d id not find his 
restoration distasteful.”  
            Saint Cyril was also from Alexandria, born about the year 376, the nephew 
of Theophilus, Patriarch of Alexandria, who also instructed the Saint in his 
youth. Having first spent having spent much time with the monks in Nitria, he 
later became the successor to his uncle’s throne in 412. In 429, when Cyril heard 
tid ings of the teachings of the new Patriarch of Constantinople, Nestorius, he 
began attempting through private letters to bring Nestorius to renounce his 
heretical teachings about the Incarnation; and when the heresiarch d id not 
repent, Saint Cyril, together with Pope Celestine of Rome, led the Orthodox 
opposition to his error. Saint Cyril presided over the Third Ecumenical Council 
of the 200 holy Fathers in the year 431, who gathered in Ephesus under Saint 
Theodosius the Younger. At this Council, by his most wise words he put to 
shame and convicted the impious doctrine of Nestorius, who, although he was in 
town, refused to appear before Cyril. Saint Cyril, besides overthrowing the error 
of Nestorius, has left to the Church full commentaries on the Gospels of Luke 
and John. Having shepherded the Church of Christ for thirty-two years, he 
reposed in 444.  

                                                                         Rest from labour. Wine and oil allowed.      

               Text: The Great Horologion
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                                                Dismissal Hymn. Third Tone 
                                                            Thy confession  

HINING forth with works of Orthodoxy, * ye quenched every false belief and 
teaching * and became trophy-bearers and conquerors. * And since ye made S
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all things rich with true piety, * greatly adorning the Church with magnificence, * 
Athanasius and wise Cyril, ye both have worthily * found Christ God, Who doth 
grant great mercy unto all.  

                                                    Kontakion. Fourth Tone 
                                              On this day Thou hast appeared  

REAT high priests of piety * and noble champions * of the holy Church of 
Christ, * keep and preserve all those who chant: * O most compassionate 

Lord, do Thou * graciously save those who faithfully honour Thee.    

SYNAXARION  

Verses  

Athanasius hath died, yet I call him living, 
For the righteous live, though by death they be taken.  

Today the memorial of the exile of Cyril, 
But not his ever-mem’rable death, creation keepeth.  

On the eighteenth buried they Athanasius’ dead body.  

EXAPOSTILARION 
Second tone. Upon them that mount in Galilee  

E proved to be initiates * and truly wise defenders of * the transcendent 
Trinity, * O blessed Athanasius, * and Cyril, thou God-revealer; * for ye 

destroyed completely * Arius and Sabellius * and Nestorius also, * the most 
profane, * yea, and every other deceit and error * of all ungodly heresies, 
O Hierarchs of the Lord God.         

G

 

Y
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THE HOLY ICONS HAVE THEIR BASIS 
IN HOLY TRADITION PART 2              

HOLY PASCHA  

Thus f ar in our br ief st udy of t he Or t hodox Chur ch’s I conogr aphy, 
we have come upon some landmar ks which ar e, as holy Scr ipt ur e at t est s, 
immovable; “Remove not t he ancient landmark, which t hy f at her s have set ” 
(Prov. 22:28).  

We can r eview t hese Landmar ks. The I con is an out come of , and 
based upon, t he Saviour ’s I ncar nat ion. The icon and t he Gospel go hand in 
hand. To deny the Icon is to deny Christ. The icon’s point of view topples t he 
world’s st andar d; in t he icon sor r ow is t r ansf igur ed int o t he j oy of t he living 
God (Heb. 10:21). I t pr ophet ically point s t o the new heaven and t he new 
earth (cf . Rev. 21:1) wher e men par t icipat e in t he deif icat ion of Adam 
t hr ough t he second Adam. The icon it self breathes t he r edempt ive air of 
prayer, and gently dr aws our spir it s int o r enewed cont act wit h “t he br eat h 
of lif e” (Gen. 2:7), t he uncr eat ed, all-creative Divine Energy. The I con, like 
holy Scr ipt ur e, is woven int o t he war p and woof of holy Tr adit ion. I f , as St . 
J ohn of Damascus says somewher e, you pull one t hr ead out of a woven 
gar ment , including t he Chur ch’s Tr adit ion, t he whole gar ment unr avels; t he 
best t hing t o do is t o leave t hat t hr ead alone so t hat t he gar ment , and holy 
Tradition, remain intact. 

The I con has myst agological st at us in t he Lit ur gical Tr adit ion of t he 
Chur ch. Bef or e and dur ing Vesper s, Mat ins, t he Blessing of t he Wat er s, of 
t he Kolyva, t he r eading of t he Gospel, t he beginning of t he Divine Lit ur gy 
(t his list is endless), t he cler gy cense all t he I cons in t he Chur ch. I n t heir 
I cons, t he Saint s of t en choose t o unf old myst er ies and guide t he f ait hf ul 
into a fruitful understanding of them.  

It is refreshing to recall how the Saints whose icons were painted on 
t he walls of t he alt ar in the Churches wher e Papa Nicholas Planas served 
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used to stret ch out a f oot when Papa Nicholas came ar ound t o vener at e t hen 
as he censed (he was shor t in st at ue). He censed t he icon and kissed t he 
Saint ’s f oot , t hen moved on. An icon conveys t he lif e of t he Saint it depict s. 
The Divine energies in the Saint are communicated to us in a variety of ways. 

The Per pet uat ion of Pent ecost is j ust what t he Chur ch is. The 
Chur ch is, accor dingly, t he sole bear er of sacr ed Tr adit ion.  I t may help us 
t o see holy Tr adit ion as not only t he voice of t he past but also t he voice of 
eternity. Our Lord, the Holy Spir it , causes His grace to flow uninterruptedly 
in t he Chur ch; He reveals t he t r ut h and st r engt hens us all in all truth (Jn. 
16: 13). 

The holy Fat her s of t he Sevent h Ecumenical Council in 787 said t hat 
we should vener at e t he holy I cons. The Fat her s made an impor t ant 
distinction: alt hough we should vener at e t he icon, we do not of f er ador at ion 
t o it . Ador at ion ( a t e a ) is of f er ed only t o God; we of f er t he same 
vener at ion (p s s ) t o t he icon t hat we of f er t o t he Cr oss and t o t he 
Gospel.   

The Gr eek t ext of t he Council was sent t o Pope Hadr ian I in Rome. 
The Gr eek was t r anslat ed int o Lat in and t he hist or ians say t hat t he t r ouble 
began here. This translation was grossly inaccurate; Anastasius the Librarian 
pr epar ed anot her one t hat was accur at e. I t did not help. A maj or er r or in 
t he f ir st t r anslat ion was t o have translated t he Gr eek p s s

 

(veneration) by the Latin adoratio (worship).  
Char lemagne was out r aged when he saw t he t ext . He could not r ead 

(even so, he kept August ine’s The Cit y of God, wr it t en in Lat in, under his 
pillow) but, on the advice of his theologians, caused the Libri  Carolini, a work 
in f our volumes, t o be written in 790-792. (Libri Carolini, in r ough 
t r anslat ion, means “Char lemagne’s Books”.) Pope Hadr ian I knew what t he 
Council Fat her s had said, why t hey had said it , and t ot ally agr eed wit h t hem. 
He at t empt ed t o def end t he Council, but his ener get ic def ense f ell on 
Charlemagne’s deaf ears. Charlemagne won the argument. 

Let ’s t r y t o go back a bit . The holy Fat her s f ound in holy Scr ipt ur e a 
dist inct ion bet ween t he unknowable, impar t icipat able Divine Essence and t he 
knowable and par t icipat able Divine Ener gies. This dist inct ion f ound in holy 
Scripture does not impair t he unit y of God. We chant in Chur ch t hat we 
wor ship “t he Holy Tr init y one in essence and undivided.” Bot h t he divine 
essence and t he divine ar e uncr eat ed, and ar e God, because God is One 
(Deut . 6:4; Mk. 12:29). This comes f r om t he aut hor it y of St . Dionysius t he 
Areopagit e, conver t ed by St . Paul in At hens t hr ough his ser mon on “The 
Unknown God” (see Act s 17: 16-34). This dist inct ion is par t of t he Apost olic 
Tr adit ion and is f ound in t he f ir st chapt er St . Dionysius’ “On t he Divine 
Names,’” a first century text.  

He t ells us t hat t his dist inct ion f ound in t he holy Scr ipt ur es, and 
t her e ar e ot her such dist inct ions, ar e “hier ar chic” dist inct ions. This lets us 
know t hat our Or t hodox hier ar chs act in concer t wit h one anot her . The 
Slavic t er m f or t his way of doing t hings is ‘Sobor nost ,’ or , Conciliar t y. 
Bef or e doing anyt hing, t he hier ar chs wait unt il they have car ef ully r eviewed 
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t he mat t er and all point s of view have been hear d. Then, af t er a consensus 
has been reached, the hierarchs vote. So a Conciliar decision is reached that 
way. 

August ine, t he Bishop of Hippo Regius on t he coast of Nor t h Af r ica 
(354-430) dismissed holy Tr adit ion which embr aces God as bot h unknowable 
in His essence and appr oachable t hr ough uncr eat ed gr ace in His ener gies. 
August ine, who was br illiant , r ever t ed t o pagan t hought . Neit her he, nor his 
Pope, who f or bade any open discussion or censur e of him, pr oceeded along 
conciliar lines.  

Augustine t aught t hat God was like an uncar ved block of st one. We 
can know about Him, but we cannot know or par t icipat e in His lif e and 
act ivit y at all. August ine said t hat God is all essence, out of man’s r each, 
unknowable and unappr oachable. He used t he t er m, ‘gr ace,’ as what he t ook 
t o be a connect ion bet ween his philosophical deit y and man, but he said t hat 
t his ‘gr ace’ is cr eat ed. He allowed f or no uncreated, divine ener gies; his 
syst em per mit s no true, gr ace f illed communion wit h it s pagan not ion of t he 
deity. 

Most of us, having been r aised in t he West , have gr own up t o t hink 
about God in this Augustinian way with its notion of an inaccessible deity and 
created grace. This was t he way t hat t he illit er at e Char lemagne and his 
advisors had come to think. Sad to say, they were not thinking like Orthodox 
Chr ist ians. This way of t hinking about God put t hem at irr econcilable odds 
with the holy Fathers of the Seventh Ecumenical Council. 

Why is this so? 
One point should, I hope, help t o shed a lit t le light on t hings. (Please 

t ake your t ime wit h t his; if you’d like t o, r ead t he next page or so t wice, or 
please email me: frtheodore@homb.org).  

I n many of our par ishes, j ust bef or e t he Fait hf ul r eceive t he holy 
Myst er ies of Chr ist ’s Body and Blood, t he Pr iest r eads t he Pr ayer s bef or e 
Communion. This is the first prayer:  

I believe, O Lord, and I conf ess t hat Thou 
art t ruly t he Christ , t he Son of t he Living 
God, Who camest into t he world t o save 
sinners of whom I am chief . Furt hermore, 
I believe t hat This is indeed Thine 
immaculat e Body, and t hat This is indeed 
Thy precious Blood. Wheref ore, I pray 
Thee: Have mercy on me and f orgive me 
my t ransgressions, volunt ary and 
involuntary, in word and deed, in knowledge 
and in ignorance. And vouchsaf e t hat 
uncondemned I may part ake of Thine 
immaculat e Myst eries, unt o t he remission 
of sins and unto life everlasting.        



Our Fathers Among the Saints Athanasius and Cyril, Archbishops of Alexandria. 

The Holy Orthodox Metropolis of Boston 8

Char lemagne’s t heological st af f t ook of f ense when t he Or t hodox 
responded t hat t her e is a t r ue communion and par t icipat ion in God when we 
r eceive t he Body and Blood of Chr ist j ust as t her e is when we vener at e an 
icon.  

   Ther e is a dif f er ence, t oo. I n t he Myst er y of t he alt ar the 
Or t hodox r eceive “….indeed Thine immaculat e Body, and…indeed Thy 
precious Blood” (cf . J n. 6:53-56). Ther e is neit her t he Lor d’s Body nor His 
Blood t o be r eceived when we vener at e His, or any, icon. Nevertheless, the 
communion wit h t he uncr eat ed divine ener gies and light is a t r ue communion 
in either case, as is also the case when we say the Jesus Prayer.  

Following St . Dionysius t he Aer opagit e and t hose who f ollow him in 
holy Tr adit ion, t he holy Fat her s of t he Fir st Ecumenical Council, Ss. Basil 
t he Gr eat and Gr egor y Palamas (t o name but a f ew), t he Or t hodox have a 
sense of there being a truth beyond words that has not been available to the 
West since t he pagan t hinking br ought in by August ine t ook over ar ound t he 
eighth century in the West (see our Father Michael Azkoul’s writings).   

Never having impor t ed pagan t hinking, such a t hing does not even 
cross Orthodox minds. As t he Apost le af f ir ms, t he Chur ch walks “by f ait h, 
not by sight ” (2 Cor . 5:7). This Fait h is “The holy and Blameless Faith of t he 
Pious and Or t hodox Chr ist ians”, which is “t he Fait h once deliver ed t o t he 
Saint s” (J ude 3), the Fait h about which t he Saviour r aises t hat vit al 
quest ion, “when t he Son of man comet h, shall He f ind t he Fait h on t he 
earth?” (Lk. 18:8).  Our Orthodox Faith nourishes us. 

So, when Charlemagne’s people, who, as taught by Augustine, believed 
that they could not have a t r ue communion wit h their God since He has no 
uncreated divine energies which would permit them to bathe in and be healed 
by His Uncreated power and lif e in their souls and bodies, hear d t he 
Or t hodox speaking of t wo ways of having a t r ue communion with God, t hey, 
wr ongly, t hought t hat when t he Or t hodox t aught t hat , since t her e is a 
t r ansf or mat ion of t he br ead and wine in t he myst er y of t he Alt ar , so t he 
Orthodox were also saying that the Icons were also somehow transformed.  

The Or t hodox never said t hat , but t hat is what Char lemagne’s st af f 
heard. 

We can see t hat t he t wo par t ies wer e not “on t he same page” as we 
would say today. 

Per haps our discussion can help us see how August ine’s br eak wit h 
holy Tr adit ion br ought about this deep and last ing misunderstanding.  The 
chasm bet ween Or t hodoxy and t he August inian West t hat we see in t he 
eighth century, even bef or e t he Schism of 1054, remains. The West has a 
different God; that is why we are different men.   

And to our God be glory.   


