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THE CHURCH FATHERS 

 
“Let us love one another that with one mind we may confess:  Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit, Trinity, one in essence and inseparable” 

 

(From the Divine Liturgy) 

 
 

READING ASSIGNMENTS  
Welcome to the Orthodox Church: by Frederica Mathewes-Green, Pages 68-84  
“Impact Pray-ers”:  in Christian History, Vol. 16, No. 2, Pages 28-31.  
“Getting Their Act Together”:  in Christian History, Vol. 18, No. 4, Pages 34-37.  
St. Paul’s First Letter to the Thessalonians:  1:1 - 5:28. 
 

VIDEO 
Introduction to Orthodoxy Videos - Patristics:  The Fathers of the Church (Discovering Orthodox Christianity) 
https://www.goarch.org/-/patristics-the-fathers-of-the-church 
 

 

T he Holy Bible, and more specifically, the New Testament, does not contain all the doctrine and teachings of 
Christ. The Church, which has produced the Bible, does not completely submit itself to only one of the epi-

phenomena of its life, even if it is the most authoritative one, the Holy Scriptures. An important part of the 
teachings and doctrine of Christ continues to be present and handed down to the generations of Saints through 
other means and ways that are also part of the life of the Church, a life in the Holy Spirit. One of these ways and 
means through which Christ's truth comes to us is through the Fathers of the Church.  
 
The term “Fathers”, as we understand it, refers to great people of faith and sanctity of life, great teachers of 
Christ's truth, staunch supporters of the Church and combatants  of the enemies of Christian faith and truth 
(the heretics). These Fathers have always taught the faith in faithfulness and continuity with our Christian ori-
gins. On the one hand, they edified the faithful and were feeding the flock of Christ with the truth of the Gospel 
in its fuller meaning, which was handed down to them in the Tradition of the Saints along with the Gospel. On 
the other hand, these same Fathers followed in the footsteps of the Apostles in opposing "...the opponents of 
the faith" (Titus 1:9, 1 Timothy 6:4-5, 2 Timothy 4:3-5). A heretic is someone who chooses his own doctrine 
against the doctrine of the Church, or someone who reduces the doctrine to only one of its aspects; thus here-
sy means reductionism. The Fathers always stood for the wholeness of the truth in light of this reductionism. 
 
These Fathers of the Church combated the various heresies throughout the era of the ecumenical councils. 
These Church Fathers followed the Apostles teaching and fought especially against:  
 

Arianism:  St. Athanasius 
   St. Basil the Great 
   St. Gregory of Nazianzus 
   St. Gregory of Nyssa 
 
Nestorianism:  St. Cyril of Alexandria   
 
Monophysitism: St. Maximos the Confessor 
 
Monothelitism:  St. Maximos the Confessor 
 
Iconoclasm:  St. Theodore the Studite 
   St. John of Damascus 
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In addition to the "Patristic Fathers," the Fathers of the early Church up to the era of the ecumenical councils, 
and the "Nicene and Post Nicene Father" who were the Fathers of the Church in the era of the Ecumenical 
councils (examples of whom are listed above), the Church also acknowledges the so-called "Recent Fathers" of 
the Byzantine era, among whom St. Gregory Palamas (I 4th century) has a pre-eminent place.  
 
The Church depends on all these Church Fathers and the insights they have concerning the living faith of the 
Church: 
 
1.   As stated above, the early Church Fathers are a part of our Church History.  

a. The Church came to be called Orthodox (meaning true faith) because of the great emphasis the early 
Fathers placed upon preserving the true faith of Christ from heresy.  

 
2.   We are first and foremost a worshiping community of believers. We do not stand alone since there were 

many who were persecuted for the faith who preceded us and who pray with us.  
 
3.   Christianity is never based on one person’s experience of God but on the experience of all those "Church 

Fathers" who preceded us.  
  a.  We still benefit from the experience and writings of the Church Fathers,  

b.  Any "revelation" of God that we may experience must not depart from the  
 collective Christian experience as a whole, from the Apostles to the present.  

 
4. Other Orthodox Church fathers are St. John Chrysostom, St. Basil the Great and St. Gregory Pope of Rome 

(pre-schism) whose liturgies are still celebrated.  
 
5. The Apostles received the faith from Christ and passed it on to us (1 Corinthians 11:23).  The Church fa-

thers made sure the faith was handed from one generation to the next unchanged. 
 
6. Church Fathers of other denominations are: 
 a.  Martin Luther:  Lutheran Church 
 b.  John Wesley:  Methodist Church 
 c.  John Calvin:  Presbyterian Church 
 
 

THE NICENE CREED 
 

1.  Everyone in life has a creed because everyone's life is based on a set of beliefs.  A person's creed expresses 
ones beliefs.  

 
2.  Christians had creeds expressing their faith from the very beginnings. The following is an example of an ear-

ly Christian Creed taken from Scripture:  
 

Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the 
form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, tak-
ing the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form 
he humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross. Therefore 
God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name which is above every name, that 
at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth, and every tongue con-
fess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.  (Philippians 2:5-11)  
 

 
3.  The Nicene Creed expresses Christian beliefs.  

a.  Prior to the development of one uniform, official Creed, there existed many other Creeds.  For exam-
ple the Apostles Creed and the Athanaisan Creed.  
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THE APOSTLES CREED 
 

I believe in God the Father Almighty  
And in Jesus Christ, His only Son our Lord;  
Who was born from the Holy Spirit and of the Virgin Mary;  
He was Crucified under Pontius Pilate and was buried  
He descended to hell and on the third day he rose again from the dead  
He ascended to the heavens; he sits at the right hand of the Father  
He will come to judge the living and the dead  
And in the Holy Spirit  
The Holy Church  
The Remission of Sins  
The resurrection of flesh.  

 
The above creed was developed about 300 A.D. and was in common use by the Church until it was replaced by 
the Nicene Creed of the Ecumenical Councils.  
 
 

THE CONFESSION OF OUR CHRISTIAN FAITH, COMMONLY CALLED THE  CREED OF ST. ATHANASIUS 
 

Whoever wills to be in a state of salvation, before all things it is necessary that he 
hold the Catholic Faith, which except everyone shall have kept whole and undefiled 
without doubt he will perish eternally. Now the Catholic Faith is that we worship One 
God in Trinity and Trinity in Unity, neither confounding the Persons nor dividing the 
substance. For there is one Person of the Father, another of the Son, another of the 
Holy Spirit. But the Godhead of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, is One, 
the Glory equal, the Majesty coeternal. Such as the Father is, such is the Son, and 
such is the Holy Spirit; the Father uncreated, the Son uncreated, and the Holy Spirit 
uncreated; the father infinite, the Son infinite, and the Holy Spirit infinite; the Father 
eternal, the Son eternal., and the Holy Spirit eternal. And yet not three eternals but 
one eternal, as also not three infinites, nor three uncreated, but one untreated and 
one infinite. So, likewise, the Father is almighty, the Son almighty, and the Holy Spirit 
almighty; and yet not three almighties but one almighty. So the Father is God, the 
Son God, and the Holy Spirit God; and yet not three Gods but one God. So the Father 
is Lord, the Son Lord, and the Holy Spirit Lord; and yet not three Lords but one Lord. 
For like s we are compelled by Christian truth to acknowledge every Person by Him-
self to be both God and Lord; so are we forbidden by the catholic religion to say, 
there be three Gods or three Lords. The Father is made of none, neither created nor 
begotten. The Son is of the Father alone, nod made nor created but begotten. The 
Holy Spirit is of the Father and the Son, not made nor created nor begotten but pro-
ceeding. So there is one Father not three Fathers, one Son not three Sons, and Holy 
Spirit not three Holy Spirits. And in this Trinity there is noting before or after, nothing 
greater or less, but the whole three Persons are coeternal together and coequal. So 
that in all things, as is aforesaid, the trinity in Unity and the Unity in Trinity is to be 
worshipped. He therefore who wills to be in a state of salvation, let him think thus of 
the Trinity. But it is necessary to eternal salvation that he also believe faithfully the 
Incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ. The right faith therefore is that we believe and 
confess that our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is God and Man. He is God of the 
substance of the Father begotten before the worlds, and He is man of the substance 
of His mother born in the world; perfect God, perfect man subsisting of a reasoning 
soul and human flesh; equal to the Father as touching His Godhead, inferior to the 
Father as touching His Manhood. Who although He be God and Man yet He is not 
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two but one Christ; one however not by conversion of the God Head in the flesh, but 
by taking of the Manhood in God; one altogether not by confusion of substance but 
by unity of Person. For as the reasoning soul and flesh is one man, so God and Man 
is one Christ. Who suffered for our salvation, descended into hell, rose again from 
the dead, ascended into heaven, sits at the right hand of the Father, from whence He 
shall come to judge the living and the dead. At whose coming all men shall rise again 
with their bodies and shall give account for their own works. And they that have done 
good shall go into life eternal, and they who indeed have done evil into eternal fire. 
This is the Catholic Faith, which except a man shall have believed faithfully and firmly 
he cannot be in a state of salvation. AMEN  

 
This creed was composed around the year 447 A.D. Even though the above creed, obviously embodies the doc-
trines of the ecumenical councils regarding the Trinity, it was not accepted by the whole Church for Liturgical 
use therefore it quickly fell into disuse. This is mostly due to the fact, that by the time this creed was composed 
the Nicene Creed (which we recite today at every Liturgy) was widely used Liturgically and accepted by the 
whole Church for Liturgical use. In addition the Nicene creed was developed within the context of the Ecumeni-
cal Councils in the face of heresy to safeguard the truths of the Church which gave this creed president over 
the rest in the Church's liturgical life.  
 
4.  The Nicene Creed was developed by the first two ecumenical councils (Nicea 325 A.D., Constantinople 381 

A.D.). The Creed was written in response to false teachings.  
 a. The Creeds were read as confessions of faith at baptism.  

b. Since the Nicene Creed was developed by an ecumenical Council, it is not the expression of one 
mans opinion but the opinion of the whole Church. c. Our Creed does not define God but only gives 
us guidelines in our understanding of God.  

 
5.  The Nicene Creed expresses our beliefs and thereby gives definition to the way we are to lead our lives.  
 
6.  The Orthodox Church has opposed the addition of the "filioque" into the creed for two main reasons:  

a.  An ecumenical council developed the Nicene Creed and only an ecumenical council can change the 
Creed. In essence, one part of the Church has no right to change the creed by herself.  

 

b.  From a biblical perspective the filioque is theologically untrue. See John 15:26 "But when the Coun-"But when the Coun-"But when the Coun-"But when the Coun-
selor comes, whom I shall send to you from the Father, selor comes, whom I shall send to you from the Father, selor comes, whom I shall send to you from the Father, selor comes, whom I shall send to you from the Father, even the Spirit of Truth, who proceeds even the Spirit of Truth, who proceeds even the Spirit of Truth, who proceeds even the Spirit of Truth, who proceeds 
from the Fatherfrom the Fatherfrom the Fatherfrom the Father, he will bear witness to me...", he will bear witness to me...", he will bear witness to me...", he will bear witness to me..." (RSV)  

 
7. Recited in every liturgy, the Nicene Creed is a constant reminder of our beliefs, and therefore defines the 

guidelines by which we are to live our lives.  
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SESSION NOTES 

 

SESSION CHECK LIST  
 

� Attend Session   
 

� Read pages 68-84 of Welcome to the Orthodox Church by Frederica Mathewes-Green  
 

� Read the article Impact Pray-ers In Christian History, Vol. 16, No. 2, Pages 28-31 
 

� Read the article Getting Their Act Together In Christian History, Vol. 18, No. 4, Pages 34-37 
 

� Read St. Paul’s First Letter to the Thessalonians:  Chapters 1:1—5:28  
 
 
 
 



Page 7 The Church Fathers 

THE CONFESSION OF FAITH 
    

I believe in one God, Father Almighty, Creator of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisi-
ble.  
 

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all ages; 
 

Light of Light, true God of true God, begotten, not created, of one essence with the Father, through 
Whom all things were made.  
 

Who for us men and for our salvation came down from heaven, and was incarnate of the Holy Spirit 
and of the Virgin Mary, and became man.  
 

He was crucified for us under Pontius Pilate, and suffered and was buried.  
 

And He rose on the third day according to the Scriptures.  
 

And ascended into heaven, and is seated at the right hand of the Father;  
 

And He will come again with glory to judge the living and the dead; His Kingdom shall have no end.  
 

And in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the Creator of Life, Who proceeds from the Father, Who together with 
the Father and the Son is worshipped and glorified, Who spoke through the prophets.  
 

In one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church.  
 

I confess one baptism for the forgiveness of sins.  
 

I look for the resurrection of the dead,  
 

And the life of the age to come.  Amen.  
 
 

 

SUNDAY OF ORTHODOXY 
THE SYNODIKON 

(THE CONFESSION OF FAITH AS PERTAINS TO THE HOLY ICONS) 
 

As the prophets beheld, as the Apostles have taught, ..as the Church has received..as the 
teachers have dogmatized, ..as the universe has agreed, ..as Grace has shown forth, ..as 
Truth has revealed, ..as falsehood has been dissolved, ..as Wisdom has presented, ..as Christ 
awarded, ..thus we declare, ..thus we assert, ..thus we preach Christ our true God, and honor 
His Saints in words, in writings, in thoughts, in sacrifices, in churches, in Holy Icons; on the 
one hand worshipping and reverencing Christ as God and Lord; and on the other hand honor-
ing as true servants of the same Lord of all and accordingly offering them veneration.  
 

This is the Faith of the Apostles, this is the Faith of the Fathers, this is the Faith of the Ortho-
dox, this is the Faith which has established the Universe.  



“Impact Pray-ers” 
Five Men Who Still Define Orthodox Spirituality. 

 
 

Christian History, Issue 54, Volume 16, No. 2, Pages 28-31 
 

Fr. Gregory and Frederica Mathewes-Green 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

T he true identity of the author known as Dionysius the Areopagite is unknown. Yet somehow this is appropri-
ate; his writings are not concerned with things earthly, material, or historical, but are suffused with the 

mysterious—the otherworldly and eternal.  
 
He was initially identified as Dionysius converted by Paul in Athens, following the sermon at the altar "To an un-
known God."  Later he was thought to be St. Denis, the third-century bishop of Paris and Frankish patron saint. 
Scholars now believe this great spiritual writer lived in the fifth century and was perhaps a Syrian monk, hence, 
many now call him the "pseudo-Dionysius." His true identity may never be known.  
 
While scholars ponder this mystery, Dionysius pondered other mysteries, producing four treatises and ten let-
ters that were among the most valued works in both East and West all through the Middle Ages. Perhaps most 
influential was Mystical Theology, which addressed the relationship between God and the human soul.  In Ce-
lestial Hierarchy, Dionysius described the nine ranks of angels, who serve as intermediaries between the divine 
and the earthly.  (In an angel-obsessed time such as ours, that classic work may be waiting to be re-
discovered.)  In Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, Dionysius examined how the church’s sacraments enable believers to 
become “deified.”  Finally, Divine Names described the being and attributes of God.  In such words, Dionysius 
took mystical theology beyond its previous limits. 
 
In such works, Dionysius used a theology of negation, also called “apophatic” theology.  He explored the nature 
of God by peeling away human illusions, describing, “not what he is, but what he is not.”  Such an approach 
recognizes both that God has revealed himself but also that human language is ultimately incapable of describ-
ing God.  Instead of working like a painter, who builds up a painting by adding color to canvas, the “negative 
theologian” works more like a sculptor, removing stone to reveal a deeper reality. 
 
While others, like Gregory of Nyssa, had used this method, Dionysius’s writings helped spread it across Europe.  
The anonymous writer of the English book The Cloud of Unknowing, among the other medieval mystical writers, 
owes a great deal to this mysterious author of mysticism. � 
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DIONYSIUS THE AREOPAGITE  
400s?  

Mystery writer 
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A fter a long life of standing against the arcane heresies of the seventh century, Maximus met his fate. In 
Constantinople he was brought to trial on charges of opposing a theological document supported by the 

emperor. His right hand and his tongue were cut off, punishing him for his written and spoken judgments.  He 
was then carted to each of the 12 districts of the city and publically whipped. At last the venerable abbot, 82 
years old, was carried on a rough journey to a city on the Black Sea, where he died---a wordless "confessor" of 
theological orthodoxy.  
 
A lifetime before, Maximus (held an honored role in the imperial count that was later to condemn him. As a 
young marl, he served as principal secretary to Emperor Heraclius, but he resigned that post, probably because 
he was uncomfortable with a shade of heresy in the emperor’s opinions.  
 
The problem was "monothelitism,” which held that Jesus had only one will, the divine (rather than both human 
and divine wills).  Joining a monastery in the Holy Land, Maximus began writing treatises against rnonothe-
litism, as well as guides to the mystical and monastic life.  
 
Maximus dwelt particularly on theme of theosis (commonly translated, “deification”), that is, human participa-
tion in the divine life.  He taught that, since the center of all earthly history is the Incarnation, by which God 
dwells among us, the goal of human life is for us to dwell in God. With God’s help, we can actually "become par-
takers of the divine nature" (2 Peter 1:4). Redemption in Christ allows for the possibility of the full restoration of 
the image of God in the individual. 
 
Several early church Fathers taught that “Christ became man that man might become God,” but Maximus de-
veloped the concept fully.   
 
His opposition to monothelitism cost him his life.  From the age of 60 until his death, Maximus was engaged in 
debates, tried by tribunals, banished, recalled, and dragged about the Mediterranean basin in the throes of this 
controversy.  It is this wordless, suffering confession of Maximus that has rung through Orthodox history like a 
bell. � 
 
 
 
 

MAXIMUS THE CONFESSOR 
c. 580—662 

Silenced witness 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

V isitors to an Orthodox Church are confronted with many unfamiliar elements of worship—incense, Byzan-
tine chant, the custom of standing—but perhaps the most perplexing is icons, especially how Orthodox 

worshipers bow before icons and kiss them.  Isn’t that idolatry? 
 
This question raged through the Christian world in the eighth and ninth centuries, and occupied the attention of 
two of the seven ecumenical (worldwide) church councils.  The strongest defense of the practice came from a 
Christian living in the heart of the Islamic empire—John Mansur, a high official in the court of the caliph in Da-
mascus. 
 
The question didn't have so much to do with bowing and kissing, which are just one culture's way of showing 
respect (the sight of two Middle Eastern men kissing in greeting likewise looks strange to Westerners). The 
basic question was this: Are we allowed to paint pictures of Jesus, and other biblical figures, at all? Or is it for-
bidden by the Second Commandment? As Islam spread through the known world, bringing its absolute interdic-
tion of images, Christianity was feeling the heat. Yet the main threat to icons came not from the Islamic caliph 
but from the heart of the Byzantine Empire—indeed from the emperor himself, Leo Ill, who between 726 and 
729 commanded the destruction of all religious likenesses, whether icons, mosaics, or statues.  
 
In response John argued that icons were venerated but not worshiped. The distinction is crucial: a Western par-
allel might be to the honor with which a favorite Bible is read, cherished, and treated with honor---but certainly 
not worshiped.  John insisted that worship was directed only toward God. 
 
Second, John drew support from the writings of the early Fathers like Basil the Great, who wrote, "The honor 
paid to an icon is transferred to its prototype." That is, the actual icon was but a point of departure for the ex-
pressed devotion; the recipient was in the unseen world.  
 
Third, John claimed that, with the birth of the Son of God in the flesh, the depiction of Christ in paint and wood 
demonstrated faith in the Incarnation. Since the unseen God had become visible, there was no blasphemy in 
painting visible representations of Jesus or other historical figures. To paint an icon of him was, in fact, a pro-
fession of faith, deniable only by a heretic!  
 
At some point, John left the court and lived out his days at the St. Saba monastery in the hills west of the Dead 
Sea. There John's writing bloomed, both theological treatises and hymns; he is recognized as one of the princi-
pal hymnographers of Orthodoxy. But his fellow monks grumbled that such elegant writing was a distraction 
and prideful, and John was sometimes sent to sell baskets humbly in the streets of Damascus, where he had 
once enjoyed a high post.  
 
John as been honored by East and West throughout church history, and in 1890 was named a doctor of the 
church by the Vatican. � 
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JOHN OF DAMASCUS 
c. 655—c. 749 

Image conscious theologian 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

N o one ever accused Simeon of being easy to get along with. First he refused the life of prestige at the Byz-antine court that his parents had dreamed of for him. A school dropout, he cut a dashing figure in the 
streets of Constantinople in the latter part of the tenth century:  "His clothing, his manner, and his bearing were 
so ostentatious that some people had evil suspicions about him."  
 
That's Simeon's own assessment; no one could accuse him of being easy on himself, either. Yet even while liv-
ing this dissolute life, his conscience was pulling him in another direction, and he unaccountably found himself 
searching for someone to guide him into a deeper spiritual life.   
 
Simeon found his mentor in another Simeon, the saint known as Simeon the Studite. This monk resided at the 
monastery at Studion, in Constantinople. The young Simeon threw himself into the wise monk's advice with 
characteristic abandon, fasting, praying, and weeping all night for his sins.   
 
During one of these all-night prayer sessions, he experienced the vision of the Divine Light, a recurrent feature 
of Orthodox spirituality. A biographer writes that it "suffused him, filled him with joy and made him lose all 
awareness of his surroundings."   
 
What goes up must come down in the case of so volatile a personality.  Simeon returned to his worldly ways for 
six or seven years, though with ambivalence: he interrupted his revels to consult with his beloved spiritual fa-
ther, and then seemed to forget the elder Simeon’s advice as soon as he left his cell. 
 
At last a final break was made, and Simeon gave God all the glory, in a passage reminiscent of St. Augustine: "I 
did not see you—indeed, how would I have been able, where would I have found the strength to lift up my eyes, 
covered and choked as I was by the mire—you took me by the hair and forcibly drew me out of there."  
 
Simeon joined the monastery at Studion but soon quarreled with his superiors, who felt the young man obeyed 
his spiritual father more readily than the abbot. Simeon moved to a smaller monastery nearby, where the real 
work of growing in faith began.  
 
In Simeon's writing, the emphasis was on a personal encounter with God, an encounter, he believed, that 
should occur in every Christian’s life, not just in that of monks and nuns.  Simeon lived in an age when rigid for-
malism was threatening the life of the Spirit; Simeon called for personal commitment—yet without abandoning 
public liturgical life. � 
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SIMEON THE NEW THEOLOGIAN 
949—1022 
Cranky mystic 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

C onstantine Palamas was a devout man and an example to his family, even after death.  As he lay dying, 
Constantine was tonsured a monk; after his death, his widow, two daughters, and three sons all entered 

the monastic life.  One son, Gregory, showed particular promise.  The emperor, jealous for his gifts, offered him 
riches and honor if he would serve him at court.  The emperor's loss was the gain of Orthodox theology for cen-
turies to come.  
 
Gregory soon found himself embroiled in a controversy with an Italian-Greek monk named Barlaam, a contro-
versy that revealed some key theological differences between the East and West.  
 
In the West, theologians taught that the experience of God was always mediated. That is, the believer does not 
encounter God directly but rather through creation and especially through the sacraments. Eastern theologians, 
as far back as the fourth century, taught that the experience of God (through prayer or sacraments) was a di-
rect knowledge of divinity, unmediated and uncreated. The Eastern Fathers elaborated on this idea by speaking 
of two separate aspects of God—divine essence and divine energies.  
 
Gregory, in particular, argued that God was absolutely unknowable and transcendent in his essence; no human 
can ever know the inner being shared by Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. However, the unknowable God was made 
known in Jesus Christ and is directly encountered in his energies. The energies of God (sacraments, grace, the 
miraculous experience of Divine Light) are as much God as is the essence of God.  However, energies are ac-
cessible to the believer and essence is not.   
 
Thus Gregory, while protecting the transcendence of God—a key theme in Orthodox thought and worship—was 
able to talk about a genuine encounter with God. The teaching won gradual acceptance, and was confirmed by 
a church council in 1351. Nine years after his death, he was canonized as a Father and doctor of the church, 
making his theological insights official teaching of the Orthodox Church.  �   
 
 

 

GREGORY AND FREDERICA MATHEWES-GREEN worship at Holy Cross 
Antiochian Orthodox Church, outside Baltimore, where Gregory is priest.  
Frederica is author of Facing East: A Pilgrim’s Journey into the Mysteries of 
Orthodoxy (Harper San Francisco, 1997). 
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GREGORY PALAMAS 
c. 1296—1359 

Doctor of energies 



Page 13 The Church Fathers 

“Getting Their Act Together” 
 

Monasticism was more or less a solitary affair until these four                                                    
came along and taught monks how to live in community. 

 
 

Christian History, Issue 64, Volume 18, No. 4, Pages 34-37 
 
 

THE MONKS' MONK  

John CassianJohn CassianJohn CassianJohn Cassian    
(c.365 - c.435)  

 

J ohn Cassian was only a teenager when he, with his friend Germanus, left his home in Scythia Minor 
(present-day Romania) and joined a monastic community in Bethlehem. One day, an Egyptian monk named 

Pinufius sought lodging in their monastery. Pinufius filled the young men's imaginations with stories of the as-
ceticism of the Egyptian desert, making their Bethlehem community seem tepid in comparison.  
 
Soon Pinufius was discovered by a posse of Egyptian monks who had been hot on his trail. He was their abbot, 
they said, and they wanted him back. It turned out that Pinufius had a tendency to run away from home in 
search of anonymity, hoping to preserve his humility.  
 
John Cassian and Germanus were dazzled by such spiritual discipline.  "After our first infancy in the faith, we 
had begun to long for some greater grace of perfection," wrote Cassian in his Conferences, "and we were deter-
mined to go to Egypt."  
 
Cassian and Germanus settled in the famous center of Scetis and spent the next dozen or so years in monastic 
paradise. What Cassian experienced there provided the template for his later monastic teachings. At the very 
end of the fourth century, Cassian, Germanus, and many famous Egyptian monks were driven from the region 
because of the Origenist controversy Cassian went first to Constantinople and worked closely for a few years 
with john Chrysostom, the famous bishop and theologian, until Chrysostom's fall from imperial favor in 404.  
 
After several years, Cassian found his way to Marseilles, then as now, a busy port. His monastic experiences in 
Palestine, Egypt, and Asia Minor (and perhaps other places) soon made him a recognized authority in the re-
gion. He put down his insights in his Institutes, and later 
his Conferences, which laid out a comprehensive program 
for the monks of Gaul (today's France), as well as the 
bishops eager to support and guide them. Cassian pro-
fessed to give his readers "a perfect recollection" of Egyp-
tian monastic wisdom; in fact, he brilliantly synthesized 
and adapted traditional monastic teaching. For example, 
though he praised the solitary Egyptian hermits, he 
shaped their insights for the community dwelling monks 
of Gaul.  
 
In the Institutes, Cassian spoke of "eight principal  �           
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�  faults" he had learned in Egypt from his teacher Evagrius (354-399). This menu was the basis for the later 
western list of seven deadly sins. In the Conferences, he described a method of unceasing prayer based on a 
one-verse formula taken from the Psalms. By praying in that simple, scriptural way, Cassian taught, "whatever 
we breathe, whatever we know, whatever we speak, is God."  
 
While many details of his life remain obscure (the monastic call of humility kept him from sharing much autobi-
ographical information), his teachings have been preserved and are still used by monks East and West.  �  
 

COLUMBA STEWART, associate professor of theology at St. John's University, Collegeville, Minnesota, 
and author of Cassian the Monk (Oxford, 1998). 

 
 

 
SAINTLY SIBLINGS 

Macrina (c.327– 380) & Basil (330—379)  
  

S till stunned by his younger brother's death, Basil sat and listened to his older sister Macrina as she deliv-
ered a harangue that touched on every area of his life and his pride.  

 
Ever since you came back from college you've been stuck up, she said. You're always quoting the classics, but 
do you quote the Christian Scriptures? Our father, may his memory be blessed, was renowned for his gift of ora-
tory, and he employed it in the praise of Christ. You inherited that gift intact, but you use it only to feed your 
pride.  
 
Think of our brother Naucratius, she continued. One day he went out to fish, and that afternoon was brought 
home dead.  Death took him without warning, like a bolt of lightning. Basil, consider and act! Macrina had al-
ready given some consideration to how she was going to shape her life-and the lives of others. She was drawn 
to monasticism, but in contrast to the prominent patterns of her day (the solitary life of a hermit or the circle of 
followers gathered around a spiritual athlete), Macrina envisioned something more stable and serene: a com-
munity of women living in mutual submission, dedicated to prayer, and supporting themselves by the work of 
their hands. She founded the first such community at her grandmother's estate in Annesi, a town on the Iris 
River in Cappadocia (part of present-day Turkey).    
 
  Macrina is a standout, even in a family bursting with saints.  Not only her grandmother and namesake, Ma-
crina the Elder, but both her parents and three of her brothers earned the title of saint (some lists include as 
well a fourth brother, Naucratius).  
 
Macrina, the eldest, was a natural leader who showed her fortitude in early youth.  She was betrothed to a 
young man who died before their wedding, and she determined never to take another husband. Her betrothed 
was not dead, she said, but alive in Christ and waiting for her, and she would likewise wait to join him. "It is a 
sin and a shame if the spouse does not keep faith when the partner goes to distant climes," she said.  
 
Her brother, Gregory of Nyssa, described how she cared for the family when their mother was widowed soon 
after the birth of her tenth child. Macrina became to the infant Peter "father, teacher, guide, mother, giver of 
good advice," and to her mother she ministered as a servant, preparing her bread with her own hands.  
 
Her brother Basil did not immediately enter the monastic life but instead embarked on something of a fact-
finding tour. Down he went through Egypt, Palestine, Syria, and Mesopotamia, visiting hermits and secluded 
communities of prayer. "I was amazed by their persistence in prayer and their capacity to triumph over sleep," 
he wrote. "They showed how a man can sojourn for a while in this life, while having his true citizenship and 
home in heaven." Returning home, Basil immediately appealed to the close friend of his college years, Gregory 
of Nazianzus, to join him in monastic life. (These two men, with Basil's brother Gregory of Nyssa, comprise the 
"Cappadocian Fathers.") Basil sang the praises of a patch of land across the river from his sister's monastery: a 
high mountain watered by cool streams, thick with trees, thronged with singing birds, "more beautiful than the 
island of Calypso."  
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Gregory was not so charmed by the place; he found the mountain shrouded in heavy shadow, crossed with 
steep and treacherous paths, and cut by fierce wind.  Yet Basil's forceful personality overruled, and the two be-
gan a monastery there that was to become the most organized yet seen.  
 
Basil, a firm believer in the necessity of community, was skeptical about the benefits of a hermit's life. To those 
who wished to retire to the desert alone, he recalled Jesus' washing of his disciples' feet. "Whom, therefore, will 
you wash? To whom will you minister? In comparison with whom will you be lowest, if you live alone?"  
 
In his pursuit of an orderly communal life, Basil composed nearly 200 pages of instructions and advice, regulat-
ing monks' behavior down to the number of covers each could have on his bed, His "Broad Rule" discusses 55 
topics in depth, and his "Brief Rule" another 313 more concisely.  Both rules are written in question-and-answer 
format, heavily referenced to Scripture: 
 
    Q. "When a man has abandoned all more expensive clothing, does he sin, and, if so, how, if he wishes his 
cheap upper garment or shoes to be becoming to him?” 
 
    A. "If he so wishes in order to gratify men, he is obviously guilty of the sin of man-pleasing. He is alienated 
from God and is guilty of vainglory even in these cheap belongings."  
 
    Q. "If a man is generally in the right and falls into one sin, how are we to treat him?"  
 
    A. "As the Lord treated Peter."  
 
"There is only one way out," Basil wrote, "complete renunciation of the world!" And yet Basil's monastic life last-
ed but five years, after which he was compelled to return to Caesarea and serve the bishop as a priest. Basil 
found himself in the front lines of the battle against the Arian heresy, preaching twice daily to congregations so 
large he described them as a sea.  
 
The rest of his day he spent wearing an apron, doling out soup to victims of famine. The poor remained his par-
ticular concern, and he thundered at the rich who waved away beggars with a hand studded with rings. He ac-
complished an astonishing civil works project: a self-contained village occupied by the poor and ill, who were 
offered food and medical care and assisted in finding appropriate work. A remarkable success, this "Basiliad" 
was famous long after the founder's death.                                                                                                       
 
Once called to public service, Basil never returned to the monastery. He nevertheless kept himself to a strict 
ascetic life, which was compounded with a painful chronic illness to bring him to early death at the age of 49. 
At his death, the streets of Caesarea were crowded with noisy mourners, and even Jews, pagans, and strangers 
joined in grieving the bishop called Basil the Great.  
 
Macrina, for her part, never left the monastery.  Nine months after Basil’s death, their brother Gregory of Nyssa 
visited to find her lying on two boards, at the edge of death, radiant and peaceful. As the evening lamps were 
lit, Macrina prayed, "You, 0 Lord, give rest to our bodies in the sleep of death for a little time. Forgive me, and 
grant that, when my soul is parted from my body, it may be presented before you stainless and without sin, and 
that it may be as incense before you." She made the sign of the cross, then surrendered her last breath.  
 
Her brother looked about for a cloth to cover her body, but no such superfluities as extra linen were part of mo-
nastic life.   The only shroud he could find was the length of coarse peasant fabric that had been her veil.  �  
 

FREDERICA MATHEWES-GREEN, author of At the Corner of East and Now: A Modern Life in Ancient 

Christian Orthodoxy (Tarcher/Putnam,1999).  
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FOUNDER OF THE FIRST COMMUNITY 

Pachomius (c.290– 347) 
  

O ne day Pachomius and his brother John were throwing reeds in the water when suddenly a crocodile rose 
up right beside them.  John ran off to a safe distance, but Pachomius filled his hand with water and hurled 

it in the crocodile's face saying, "May the Lord condemn you never again to come back here." With that, the 
crocodile submerged.  
 
John, overwhelmed at this display of holiness, decided that, even though he was the elder of two, he would call 
Pachomius "father." In time, many more monks came to call him "father" as well, for Pachomius had a vision 
from God that changed the face of monastic life forever.  
 
Pachomius was born of pagan parents in Seneset, Egypt (now Kasres-Sayad). At age 20, he was drafted into 
the army of the Egyptian emperor, Maximinus Daia. On the way to the front, Pachomius and his fellow con-
scripts had to stop in Thebes, where they were housed in a prison. Here Pachomius was greatly impressed by 
Christians who brought food to the conscripts. He decided that if God delivered him from prison, he too would 
give himself to Christ and serve humankind. The war ended soon after, and the conscripts were discharged. 
Pachomius immediately went home to be baptized.  
 
He spent the next three years serving the communities surrounding his home by growing food, distributing fire-
wood, and encouraging his neighbors. He began feeling "much inconvenienced" by being surrounded by many 
people, and he found himself yearning for the more solitary life of monasticism, He spent the next seven years 
learning the monastic disciplines under the guidance of Abba Palamon, a monk who lived alone outside Sene-
set. 
 
Four years into his training with Palamon; Pachomius experienced a vision: "He saw the dew of heaven descend 
on his head, then condense in his right hand and turn into a honeycomb." The honeycomb "dropped onto the 
earth and spread out over the face of all the earth." Pachomius didn't understand his vision until one day God 
led him out about ten miles upstream from Seneset to a deserted village on the banks of the  Nile called 
Tabennesi. Here, as Pachomius prayed, he heard the voice of God speaking to him, "Build a monastery; for 
many will come to you to become monks with you."  
 
Palamon, just before he died, helped his disciple build a cell at Tabennesi around A.D. 320. Pachomius's first 
follower was his brother john, then three more men came. Before long the community had grown to 100. The 
men shared everything in common, worked together, prayed together, and followed the rules and ascetic prac-
tices that Pachomius instituted.  
 
This doesn't seem extraordinary until we remember that up to this time, monasticism (from the Greek, mona-
chos, meaning, "alone") had been a solitary affair; at best, hermits gathered weekly for fellowship and prayer. 
Pachomius had succeeded in establishing the first "communal monastery" (and maybe the first oxymoron) in 
Christian history.   �   
 

MARCI RAE JOHNSON, a freelance writer, earned her master's degree in theological studies from 
Wheaton College (Illinois).  
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