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Studies in the Faith

T H E S A I N T S O F T H E C H U RC H
It must be stated at the beginning that the only true "saint " or holy one
(Hagios) is God Himself. The Bible states “For I am the Lord your God; you
shall name yourselves holy and keep yourselves holy, because I am holy...
" (Leviticus 11:44; 19:2;and 20:7). Man becomes holy and "sainted" by
participation in the holiness of God.
(“The Saints of the Orthodox Church” in A Companion to the Greek Orthodox Church, p. 84)

READING ASSIGNMENTS
“The Saints of the Orthodox Church” in A Companion to the Greek Orthodox Church, pgs. 84-90.

WHAT ORTHODOX CHRISTIANS BELIEVE ABOUT THE SAINTS
In honoring the Saints, we celebrate God’s accomplished work of _____________________________ in them.
By remembering the Saints, we celebrate what the __________________________ has done in their lives.
Vigil lights help to remind us that without the Light, who is ________________________, the Saints are nothing.
Saints see themselves as ________________________________.
The Greek word for Saint is ________________________, which means not like anything else—different than the
world.
A Saint is one who makes God _______________________________ to people today.
A Saint is a mirror who reflects not him/her-self, but __________________________.
Every Christian is called to ________________________ and is capable of revealing the image of God hidden in
him/her. But only a few become so ______________________ through the Holy Spirit during their earthly life
that they can be recognized as __________________________ by other Christians and officially canonized as
such by the Church.
Saints come from every class of people and occupations. This is so because sins occur in all of humankind.
We are all in God’s family.
The Saints are our teachers and friends who _________________________ with us and assist us in our
____________________ ascent. Jesus’ disciples didn’t prevent others from meeting Him, on the contrary, they
helped newcomers to find ____________________. Thus, fellowship with the _______________________ facilitates communion with _____________________. In essence, Saints are the ____________________ of our
faith.

Carlyle: “Show me the man you honor, and I will show you the kind of man you are.”

continued ➔
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The __________________________ of the Saints was not imposed by the Church from above. Rather, it is a
practice the ______________________ themselves began and then was accepted by the Church as a whole. It
was a spontaneous act of the ____________________________ community. They began to venerate certain
________________________ Saints and often petitioned the Church to ________________________ them.
We learn best when we see concrete _____________________________ of how to live the life of Christ in the
world today.
There is only _________________ mediator between God and Man: _______________________________.
Life continues after death. As we __________________________ for each other here, so we will continue
______________ for one another after death.
Early inscriptions in Roman catacombs show that the first Christians prayed for those who had died, and also
asked for their prayers. Remember: No ___________________ can ever be more accessible or approachable
then Jesus.

CATEGORIES OF SAINTS
Many Orthodox Theologians classify the saints in six (6) categories:
1. _______________________________________________________
2. _______________________________________________________
3. _______________________________________________________

4. _______________________________________________________
5. _______________________________________________________
6. _______________________________________________________

THE COMMUNION OF THE SAINTS
The two Churches, ______________________________ & _______________________________, remain connected through the bond of love which is expressed through ____________________________. Hence, the
communion of the Saints is the union of all who share in the life of __________________________.

THE THEOTOKOS
The Blessed Virgin Mary is the most _________________________________ of all of God’s creatures. The Virgin Mary is venerated __________________________ of the Son and never ___________________________
from Him. Too often a refusal to honor the Theotokos goes hand in hand with an incomplete faith in the
______________________.
The Blessed Virgin Mary stands as the greatest example of man’s free response to God’s offer of
____________________________________. She stands as an example of synergy: God does not ___________
continued ➔
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His will on Mary, but waits for Her free response.
She becomes the new Eve as Christ is the new Adam, lifting by her obedience the curse that the first Eve
brought upon the human race by her disobedience.
The Orthodox Church rejects the Roman Catholic dogma of the ________________________________________.
The _____________________________ remains a pious belief in the Orthodox Church. This belief is based on
Tradition and is not a dogma.
The Virgin Mary’s whole life and purpose is to bring us to _____________________________________________.

VENERATION
We __________________________ only God; we ______________________ the Saints. They are praised for
what God has done in and through them. In this regard, Icons are a meeting place and an encounter between
ourselves and the Saints.
In the Liturgy, the purpose of remembering the Theotokos and the Saints is to lead us to a deeper
______________________ to Christ our God.

CANONIZATION
1. _______________________________________________________
2. _______________________________________________________
3. _______________________________________________________

RELICS OF THE SAINTS
The body remains a temple of the ______________________________, even after death. (Hence no cremation).
His Grace Bishop Ware writes the following: “Since the body is redeemed and Sanctified along with the soul,
and since the body will rise again, it is only fitting that Christians should show respect for the bodily remains of
the Saints.” ◼
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SESSION - CHECK LIST


Attended class



Read “The Saints of the Orthodox Church” article, pgs. 84-90.
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T H E S A I N T S o f t h e O R T H O D OX C H U R C H
George Bebis, Ph.D.
Holy Cross School of Theology

G

od and Holiness. It must be stated at the beginning that the only true "saint" or holy one (Hagios) is God
Himself. The Bible states "For I am the Lord your God; you shall name yourselves holy and keep yourselves
holy, because l am holy..." (Levit. 11: 44; 19: 2 and 20: 7). Man becomes holy and "sainted" by participation in
the holiness of God.
Holiness or sainthood is a gift (charisma) given by God to man, through the Holy Spirit. Man's effort to become
a participant in the life of divine holiness is indispensable, but sanctification itself is the work of the Holy Trinity,
especially through the sanctifying power of Jesus Christ, who was incarnate, suffered crucifixion, and rose from
the dead, in order to lead us to the life of holiness, through the communion with the Holy Spirit. In the Second
Letter to the Thessalonians St. Paul suggests: "But we are bound to thank God always for you, brothers beloved
by the Lord, because from the beginning of time God chose you to find salvation in the Spirit that consecrates
you, (
) and in the truth that you believe. It was for this that He called you through the
Gospel we brought, so that you might possess for your own the splendor of our Lord Jesus Christ" (2: 13-14).

CATEGORIES OF SAINTS
Through the work of the Holy Trinity Christians could be called saints; especially in the early Church as long as
they were baptized in the name of the Holy Trinity, they received the Seal of the Spirit in chrismation and frequently participated in the Eucharist. In the same spirit St. Paul, when writing to the Churches he had visited,
calls all the faithful" saints." Writing to the Ephesians, he addresses "the saints who live in Ephesus" (1: 1); writing to the Corinthians he uses the same expressions (2 Cor. 1: 11). St. Basil, commenting on this point, writes
that Paul refers to all those who are united with God, who is the Being, the Life and the Truth (Against Eunomius, II, 19).
Furthermore, St. Paul writes to the Colossians that God has reconciled men by Christ's death, "so that He may
present you before Himself holy, without blemish and innocent in His sight" (1:22).
In our society, however, who can be addressed as a saint? Who are those men and women and children who
may be called saints by the Church today? Many Orthodox theologians classify the saints in six categories:
1. The Apostles, who were the first ones to spread the message of the Incarnation of the Word of God and of
salvation through Christ.
2. The Prophets, because they predicted and prophesied the coming of the Messiah.
3. The Martyrs, for sacrificing their lives and fearlessly confessing Jesus Christ as the Son of God and the Savior of mankind.
4. The Fathers and Hierarchs of the Church, who excelled in explaining and in defending, by word and deed, the
Christian faith.
5. The Monastics, who lived in the desert and dedicated themselves to spiritual exercise (
as far as possible, perfection in Christ.

), reaching,

6. The Just, those who lived in the world, leading exemplary lives as clergy or laity with their families, becoming
examples for imitation in society.
Each and every one among all these saints has his or her own calling and characteristics: they all fought the
“good fight foe the faith” (1 Tim. 6: 12 and 2 Tim. 4:7). All of them applied in their lives the scriptural virtues of
“justice, piety, fidelity, love, fortitude, and gentleness” (1 Tim. 6:11).
continued ➔
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THE CONCEPT OF THEOSIS
The ultimate goal of the saint is to imitate God and live the life of deification (theosis). St. Maximos the Confessor (seventh century) writes that the saints are men who have reached theosis; they have avoided unnatural
development of the soul, that is, sin, and tried to live the natural way of life (i.e., living according to created nature), turning and looking always towards God, thus achieving total unity with God through the Holy Spirit (On
Theology, 7.73).
It may be stated here that the Saints are first of all "friends" of God. Secondly, through their genuine piety and
absolute obedience to God, they pleased Him and have therefore been "sanctified" both in soul and body, and
subsequently glorified in this world. Third, they have been accepted in God's bosom after their passing from the
world into eternal life. Fourth, many of them have been given special "grace" or "favor" to perform miracles either before their departure from this world or after. Fifth, they have been granted the special gift to pray and
intercede for those still living in this world and fighting the "good fight" for the glory of God and their own perfection in Christ. This intercession springs from the fact that they also are part of the "Communion of Saints" They
share prayers and good works with Christians on earth and there is a constant interaction and unity between
the glorified saints in Heaven and Christians who still live in the world.

THE INTERCESSION OF THE SAINTS
The fact that Christians ask the prayers of saints and their intercession is prefigured in the New Testament. St.
Paul asks the Christian Ephesians, Thessalonians, Colossians and Romans to pray for him (Ephes. 6: 19, Thesal. 5: 25; Colos. 4: 3, and Rom. 15: 30-31). In every Liturgy, we ask God the Father to accept, on our behalf,
"the prayers and the intercession" of all the Saints who now live in heaven. The Fathers of the Church also accept as a matter of course the prayers and the intercession of all the saints.
In one of his letters, St. Basil explicitly writes that he accepts the intercession of the apostles, prophets and
martyrs, and he seeks their prayers to God (Letter 360). Then, speaking about the Forty Martyrs, who suffered
martyrdom for Christ, he emphasizes that "they are common friends of the human race, strong ambassadors
and collaborators in fervent prayers" (Chapter 8). St. Gregory of Nyssa asks St. Theodore the Martyr "to fervently pray to our Common King, our God, for the country and the people" (Encomium to Martyr Theodore). The
same language is used by St. Gregory the Theologian in his encomium to St. Cyprian. St. John Chrysostom says
that we should seek the intercession and the fervent prayers of the saints, because they have special
"boldness" (
), before God, (Gen. 44: 2 and Encomium to Julian, luventinus and Maxirrninus, 3).

THE VENERATION OF THE SAINTS
In the Orthodox Church the worship (
) given to God is completely different from the honor (
) of
love (
) and respect, or even veneration (
), "paid to all those endowed with some dignity" (St.
John Chrysostom, Hom. 111, 40). The Orthodox honor the saints to express their love and gratitude to God,
who has "perfected" the saints. As St. Symeon the New Theologian writes, God is the teacher of the Prophets,
the co-traveler with the Apostles, the power of the Martyrs, the inspiration of the Fathers and Teachers, the perfection of all Saints..." (Catechesis, I).
Throughout early Christianity, Christians customarily met in the places where the martyrs had died, to build
churches in their honor, venerate their relics and memory, and present their example for imitation by others.
Interesting information on this subject derives from the Martyrdom of St. Polycarp (ch. 17-18), according to
which the early Christians reverently collected the remains of the saints and honored them "more than precious
stones." They also met on the day of their death to commemorate "their new birthday, the day they entered into
their new life, in Heaven." To this day the Orthodox have maintained the liturgical custom of meeting on the day
of the saint's death, of building churches honoring their names, and of paying special respect to their relics and
icons. The Seventh Ecumenical Council (787 A.D.), in summarizing this practice of the Church, declares that
"we adore and respect God our Lord; and those who have been genuine servants of our common Lord we honor
and venerate because they have the power to make us friends with God the King of all."
The feast days and the celebrations honoring the saints had become a common practice the fourth century.
continued ➔
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The twentieth canon of the Council of Gangra in Asia Minor (between the years 325 and 381) anathematizes
those who reject the feast days of the saints. So great was the esteem in which the Apostles, prophets, and
martyrs were held in the Church, that many writings appeared describing their spiritual achievements, love and
devotion to God.
Together with the Martyrdom of St. Polycarp, information on the veneration of the Saints derives from the Martyrdom of the Martyrs of Scili, a small town in North Africa (end of the second century). The list of sources includes St. Athanasius' Life of St. Anthony; St. Basil's Homily honoring the "Forty Martyrs"; Gregory of Nyssa's
Homily honoring St. Theodore; St. John Chrysostom also delivered a considerable number of sermons dedicated to the Martyrs of the Church.
The Fathers, and all early Christians in general, paid especially great respect to the relics of the martyrs. In addition to the sources already mentioned, Eusebius of Caesarea, the Church historian, says that "those who suffered for the glory of Christ always have fellowship with the living God" (Church History, 5: 1). In the Apostolic
Constitutions (5: 1) the martyrs are called "brothers of the Lord" and "vessels of the Holy Spirit." This helps to
explain the special honor and respect which the Church paid to the relics of the martyrs. St. Basil the Great, St.
Gregory of Nyssa, St. Cyril of Jerusalem, and St. John Chrysostom remind us that the relics of the martyrs "are
filled with spiritual grace," that even their tombs are filled with a special "blessing." This Patristic practice still
continues today, and people from all over the world visit churches that possess the relics of martyrs and saints.
Also, according to the ancient tradition, the consecration of new churches takes place with the deposition of
holy relics in the Holy Table of the sanctuary.
Great controversies have occurred in the past over the special honor due to the icons of Christ as well as those
of the saints of the Church. The Iconoclastic controversies which began in Byzantium in the seventh century
shook the entire church. The Fathers of the Church, however, declared quite clearly that the honor belongs to
the "prototype" and not to the material image of Christ or the Saints. The Acts of the Fourth session of the Seventh Ecumenical Council at Nicaea (787 A.D.) illuminate this particular point: "We accept (
) the
word of the Lord and his Apostles through which we have been taught to honor (timan) and magnify
(
) in the first place Her who is properly and truly the Mother of God (Theotokos) and exalted above
all the heavenly Powers; also the holy and angelic Powers; the blessed and all-lauded Apostles; and the glorious
Prophets and the triumphant Martyrs who fought for Christ; holy and God-fearing Doctors, and all holy men; to
seek their intercession (
), to make us at home with the all-royal God of all, so long as we keep his
commandments and strive to live virtuously. Moreover we accept (
) the image of the honorable
and life-giving Cross, and the holy relics of the saints; and we receive the holy and venerable images; we accept
them and we embrace them, according to the ancient traditions of the Holy Catholic Church of God, that is to
say our holy Fathers, who also received these things and established them in all the most holy Churches of God
and in every place of His dominion. These honorable and venerable images, as has been said, we honor, accept and reverently venerate (
): the image of the incarnation of our great God and
Savior Jesus Christ, and that of our immaculate Lady, the all-holy Mother of God, from whom he pleased to take
flesh and to save and deliver us from all impious idolatry; also the images of the holy and incorporeal Angels,
who appeared to the just as men. Likewise we also venerate the figures and the effigies (
) of the divine and all-lauded Apostles, the God-speaking Prophets, and the suffering martyrs and holy men,
so that through their representations (
) we may be able to be led back in memory and recollections to the prototype, and participate in their holiness" (Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol 14, p. 541).

THE FEAST DAYS OF THE SAINTS
The early Christians used to meet on the name-day of a saint which in practice usually was the day of his death.
These gatherings took place either around the tomb of the saint or in the church, which kept and preserved his
holy relics, or in churches with great historical and theological significance. Such a gathering, called a feast-day
or festival (
), commemorates the memory of the saint. The faithful participate in these feasts to listen
to an encomiastic speech praising the deeds or the martyrdom of the venerated saint, and in general to derive
spiritual profit. An interesting description is that of the panegyris of St. Thekla of Seleucia in Asia Minor (midfifth century), and of St. Demetrios in Thessalonica, Greece (twelfth century). The Church Fathers and the canons of the Church accepted this type of gathering, which still takes place, but they strongly warn against the
"commercialization of such festivals" (Speros Vryonis, Jr., "The Panegyris of the Byzantine Saint," The Byzantine
continued ➔
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Saint, 1981).
The Orthodox Church gives a special place to the honor and veneration of the Virgin Mary the Mother of God,
the Angels, and St. John the Baptist. Concerning the Virgin Mary, as Mother of God, suffice it to say that the
Third Ecumenical Council in Ephesus (431 A.D.) officially adopted the term Theotokos in her honor. There is a
period of fasting (the first 14 days of August) and numerous feasts and hymns dedicated to her. Her image is
traditionally painted above the Sanctuary and called "more spacious than the heavens" (Platytera). The Virgin
Mary, being the mother of God, earnestly intercedes for us, for she gave her flesh to Christ in all humility and
obedience, so that the Word of God could become man.
The Orthodox believe the angels to be incorporeal beings, created by God before the actual creation. They are
immortal, not by nature but by the grace of God, and are called "second lights;" the first light being God Himself.
Their nature was originally changeable, but after the Incarnation of Christ, the angels were considered as saved
(
) and, therefore, unaltered. The Fathers believed that every believer has his own "guardian angel";
the angels pray for us, sing, and unceasingly glorify the Holy Trinity. They also serve as examples that people
should follow.
St. John the Baptist, whose icon is found on the Iconostasis of all Orthodox churches, was the prophet who baptized Christ and prepared His coming on earth; yet he suffered martyrdom for his holiness and obedience to the
will of God. The Church has five feasts in honor of St. John the Baptist.

CANONIZATION OF SAINTS
The Orthodox Church does not follow an official procedure for the "recognition" of saints. Initially the Church
accepted as saints those who had suffered martyrdom for Christ. The saints are saints thanks to the grace of
God, and they do not need official ecclesiastical recognition. The Christian people, reading their lives and witnessing their performance of miracles, accept and honor them as saints. St. John Chrysostom, persecuted and
exiled by the civil and ecclesiastical authorities, was accepted as a saint of the Church by popular acclaim. St.
Basil the Great was accepted immediately after his death as a saint of the Church by the people. Recently, in
order to avoid abuses, the Ecumenical Patriarchate has issued special encyclical letters (
) in which the
Holy Synod "recognizes" or accepts the popular feelings about a saint. Such an example in our days is St. Nicodemos of the Holy Mountain (1955).
Since the early Christian period there have been preserved many moving descriptions of the lives and martyrdoms and the miracles of the saints. They were (and still are) called synaxaria (from the Greek word
,
meaning a meeting in the church for liturgical purposes, where the lives of the Saints were read). St. Nicodemos of the Holy Mountain composed synaxaria of the saints during the eighteenth century; and, most recently,
Fr. George Poulos and Dr. Constantine Cavarnos have written lives of the saints in English. ◼

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING
•

H. Delahaye, The Legends of the Saints, Trans. by D. Attwatter, Fordham University Press, New York, 1962.

•

S. Hackel, ed., The Byzantine Saint, University of Birmingham 14th Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies.
A special number of Sobornost and Eastern Churches Review. 1981, No. 3.
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M A RY - T H E T H E OTO KO S

A

s Orthodox Christians our understanding of Mary is based upon what Holy Tradition teaches us about her.
Holy Tradition consists of several components (Scripture, the Church Fathers, the Ecumenical Councils,
and the Liturgy) that complement each other and together form a coherent whole.

I. THE BIBLE
One of the first things to note is that although biblical reference to Mary is sparse, it is there and it is located
in strategic places. Mary is mentioned in Genesis, Isaiah, the Psalms, the Gospels, the Acts of the Apostles,
and the Apocalypse.
The first reference to Mary is in Genesis 3:15, after Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit. Speaking to the serpent, God said: And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he
will crush your head, and you will strike his heel. In this passage known as the protoevangelion (the pregospel), God provides a bare outline of the gospel that would be filled out later on in greater detail and colorful
brush strokes in the rest of the Bible. Genesis 3:15 tells of the two-fold enmity in history: (1) between Satan
and the woman (Mary), and (2) between Satan's offspring and the woman's offspring (Jesus Christ).
The next significant prediction of Mary is found in Isaiah 7:14: “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign,
The Virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel (God with us)”. In this short
passage we are given a few more details about the Woman mentioned in Genesis 3:15: (1) the woman will be
a virgin, (2) she will miraculously conceive a son, and (3) through her son God becomes present to us. In the
Ezekiel 44:1-2 is a prophecy predicting the ever-virginity of the Virgin Mary: “Then the man brought me back to
the outer gate of 'the sanctuary, the one facing east, and it was shut. The Lord said to me, "This gate is to remain shut. It must not be opened; no one may enter through it. It is to remain shut because the Lord, the God
of Israel, has entered through it. " “
The Old Testament prophecies find their historical fulfillment in the birth narratives in the Gospels. Mention of
Mary is sparse in the four gospels but she appears in strategic places. Mary was present at the moment of the
Incarnation when the Son of God came down from heaven and became man (Matthew 1:18-2:12, Luke 1:2656, 2:1-52) and at the birth of Christ. She was present at the beginning of Christ's ministry (John 2:1-11). She
was also present at the end of Christ's life when he was dying on the Cross (John 19:25-27). And Mary was
with the disciples in prayer waiting for the descent of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost (Acts 1:14).
The few verses found in the Gospels shed precious light on the significance of Mary's ministry as the Theotokos. To the woman who cried out, "Blessed is the mother who have you birth and nursed you." (emphasizing
Mary's role as Jesus' birth mother), Jesus corrected the woman noting, "Blessed rather are those who hear the
word of God and obey it." (emphasizing Mary's obedience to God, cf. Luke 1 :38). In similar passages in Mark
3:31-34 and Matthew 12:46-49 the emphasis is on humble obedience as the basis for a familial relationship
to Christ.

II. THE CHURCH FATHERS
The early Church Fathers were not only guardians of Holy Tradition; they were also gifted expositors of the Bible. Irenaeus of Lyons expanding upon Paul's reference to Christ as the Second Adam in Romans 5 describes
Mary as the Second Eve. He writes,
Adam had to be recapitulated in Christ, so that death might be swallowed up in immortality, and Eve
[had to be recapitulated] in Mary, so that the Virgin, having become another virgin's advocate, might
destroy and abolish one virgin's disobedience by the obedience of another virgin.
John Chrysostom in his exegesis of Isaiah 7:14 draws our attention to the uniqueness of the virgin birth of
Christ and to Mary's uniqueness:
continued ➔
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Therefore, in beginning his speech, he did not say simply: Behold a virgin, but: the Virgin. By adding
the article, he indicates a unique virgin, distinct from all the others.
Augustine, bishop of Hippo and one of the outstanding Latin Church Fathers, drawing upon Ephesians 4 and I
Corinthians 12 situates Mary in the context of the Church:
Mary is holy, Mary is blessed, but the Church is better than the Virgin Mary. Why? Because Mary is
part of the Church, a holy member, an outstanding member, a super-eminent member, but a member of the whole body nonetheless. If she is a member of the whole body, the body is undoubtedly
greater than one of its members.

III. THE ECUMENICAL COUNCILS
Another important component of Holy Tradition are the Seven Ecumenical Councils. One would think that the
Councils' language would be effusive in their description of Mary. However, the language of the Councils was
quite austere with respect to Mary. The fact is, much of the Councils' attention was devoted to defending the
central doctrines of the Trinity and Christology. In order to understand what the Ecumenical Councils taught
about Mary, it is important to understand how the titles ascribed to Mary served to protect a right understanding of who Christ is. The Councils' decisions to assign various titles to Mary: The Virgin Mary - the Ist
Council (Nicea 1, A.D. Council, 325), Theotokos - the 3rd Council (Ephesus, A.D. (Constantinople A.D. 431);
Ever-Virgin - the 5th Council, (Constantinople A.D. 553) were all intended to safeguard the divinity of Christ.
Timothy Ware writing about the title "Theotokos" notes:
The appellation Theotokos is of particular importance, for it provides the key to the Orthodox cult of
the Virgin. We honor Mary because she is the Mother of our God. We do not venerate her in isolation, but because of her relation to Christ. Thus the reverence shown to Mary, so far from eclipsing
the worship of God, has exactly the opposite effect: the more we esteem Mary, the more vivid is our
awareness of the majesty of her Son, for it is precisely on account of the Son, that we venerate the
Mother (The Orthodox Church, p. 262).

IV. THE LITURGY
The Liturgy is one of the most important sources of Holy Tradition. On most Sundays the Orthodox Church uses the Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom. References to Mary are not haphazard but occur in a certain pattern.
The Liturgy comprises several litanies (prayers) that close with the priest reminding the congregation of
Mary's commitment to Christ:
Remembering our most holy, pure, blessed and glorious Lady, the Theotokos and ever-virgin Mary,
with all the saints, let us commend ourselves and one another, and our whole life to Christ our God.
After leading the congregation in a series of prayers, the priest reminds the congregation of Mary's commitment to Christ. The priest urges the people to recommit their lives to Christ to which they respond, "To you, 0
Lord." This prayer reminds us that we do not pray alone but are surrounded by the great cloud of witnesses
(Hebrews 12:1). Moreover, this prayer reminds us that because Mary is most holy of all the saints, she sets
an example that all Christians are called to emulate.
Mary is mentioned again after the consecration of the bread and the wine. At that point the priest will say a
prayer that culminates with:
Again we offer You this spiritual worship for those who have gone to their rest in the Faith: forefathers, fathers, patriarchs, prophets, apostles, preachers, evangelists, martyrs, confessors, ascetics,
and for every righteous spirit who has completed this life in faith...especially our most holy, blessed
and glorious Lady, the Theotokos and ever-virgin Mary.
In response to this prayer, the congregation sings:
continued ➔
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It is truly fitting to call you blessed, 0 Theotokos; you are ever-blessed, utterly pure, and the Mother
of our God. More honorable than the Cherubim, and far surpassing the glory of the Seraphim, remaining inviolate you gave birth to God the Logos. Truly the Theotokos, we magnify you.
To a Protestant this part of the Liturgy may sound extravagant but careful reflection shows how this particular
prayer echoes many biblical passages:
Blessed:

“Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the child you will
bear!” (Luke 1:42).

Theotokos (God-bearer):

“Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the child you will
bear!” (Luke 1:42).

Ever-blessed:

“From now on all generations will call me blessed…” (Luke 1:48)

All-holy:

“But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; for it is
written: ‘Be holy, because I am holy.”

Utterly pure:

“Blessed are the pure in heart for they will see God.” (Matthew 5:8).
“Everyone who has this hope in him purifies himself, just as he is
pure.” (I John 3:3).

Mother of God:

“The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him
Immanuel—which means, ‘God with us.’” (Matthew 1:23, cf. Isaiah
7:14).

More honorable than the Cherubim: “You made him a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him
with glory and honor.” (Psalm 8:5).

V. Icons
Icons probably constitute one of the most powerful witness to the Orthodox understanding of the Theotokos.
Who can forget the first time one enters an Orthodox church and sees the huge icon of the Theotokos over the
altar with her hand lifted up in prayer and the mandala of Christ over her heart?
Practically all Orthodox icons have Mary holding Jesus Christ our God and Savior. Unlike Roman Catholicism,
one will not find Mary by herself; Mary is always seen together with Jesus Christ. Every icon of Mary is Christocentric. Mary is either pointing to her Son with her hand or she is looking at Him. Thus, it can be said all Orthodox icons of Mary are evangelistic.
They point us to Christ, the Son of God who became human for the salvation of the world. Icons teach us
many important truths about the Theotokos. If one looks at the icon of the Theotokos one will see that the inner robe is blue signifying her humanity and that her outer garment is red signifying her becoming a partaker
of the divine nature (teaching us the doctrine of theosis). The three stars on her shoulders and her forehead
signify Mary's perpetual virginity: before, during, and after the birth of Christ. When her hands are lifted up in
prayer, it teaches us her ministry of intercession -- that Mary and the Church remember us in their prayers.

ORTHODOXY, ROMAN CATHOLIC, AND PROTESTANT VIEWS
The differences in the way the three religious traditions understand Mary can be seen in the names they give
her. Roman Catholics call her "the blessed Virgin Mary", Orthodox Christians call her "the Theotokos (Mother of
God)", and Protestants just call her "Mary". Although Orthodoxy and Roman Catholicism share a common understanding and appreciation for Mary, there are differences in emphases. Father Alexander Schmemann in
For the Life of the World writes:
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It is significant that whereas in the West Mary is primarily the Virgin, a being almost totally different
from us in her absolute and celestial purity and freedom from all carnal pollution, in the East she is
always referred to and glorified as Theotokos, the Mother of God, and virtually all icons depict her
with the Child in her arms.
A bigger gap in understanding exists between Orthodoxy and Protestantism. For the most part Protestants
just call her "Mary". They shun the grander titles of "Blessed Virgin Mary" or "Theotokos" (despite the biblical
basis for both). Much of the way that Protestants view Mary has been a reaction against Roman Catholicism.
In their attempt to remove all unbiblical traditions Protestants ended up with a bare bones "Jesus and me"
Christianity in which the Church is regarded as almost irrelevant. One of the great tragedies of the Protestant
Reformation is that Protestants have cut themselves off from the historic Christian Faith in their neglect of
Mary.
Orthodox Christians who are sharing with Protestants need to be aware of the Protestants' fear of any attempt to put anything between them and Christ. We need to emphasize to our Protestant friends that for Orthodox Christians there is only one Mediator between God and men, Jesus Christ (I Timothy 2:5). We need to
emphasize that we pray with Mary to Christ. And we need to show that the Orthodox Church's understanding
of Mary is grounded in Scripture.

"BEHOLD YOUR MOTHER!"
Fundamentally, Orthodoxy is Christ-centered. Jesus Christ stands at the center of a whole remarkable set of
relationships. To accept Christ leads us to the Father and bestows upon us the Holy Spirit. To accept Christ
into our lives entails us entering into a personal relationship with the rest of God's family. While he was on
the cross, Jesus said to John the beloved disciple, "Behold your Mother!" and then the biblical text informs us,
"From that time on, this disciple took her into his home" (John 19:27). With this symbolic gesture Christ
makes Mary the mother of all faithful disciples. Taking Mary into our home means that: (1) we remember her
life and her commitment to Christ, (2) we honor her for her commitment to Christ, (3) we love her, and (4) we
enter into a personal relationship with her by asking her to pray for us.
To honor Mary is to honor Christ. David duPlessis, a Pentecostal minister, when asked what he thought of
Mary responded, "I obey her." In response to the look of surprise on his questioner's face, he continued saying, "She said, 'Whatever he tells you to do, do it."' So it is with Orthodox Christians, we follow Mary best by
obeying her Son in whatever he tells us to do. The word "whatever" tells of a total commitment to Christ.
We need to keep in mind that the Theotokos is one of us. This is key to protecting the integrity of the doctrine
of the Incarnation. Overemphasizing Mary's specialness (as in Roman Catholicism) can lead to detaching her
from the human race, while overemphasizing Mary's commonality (as in Protestantism) can lead to an implicit denial of Christ's sanctifying presence in her life. The blessing that God bestows on Mary will be bestowed
on us as well. As the first Christian, Mary provides us the model of the Christian life. To use a word picture,
Mary may be first in line but she's in the same line as the rest of us; together we all make up the Church. ◼

