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Patrology (Study of the Early Church Fathers) 
Objective:

· To understand the value of patrology in our Church 

· To know the sources of patrology in the Church 

Memory Verse: 
“Remember those who rule over you, who have spoken the word of God to you, whose faith follow, considering the outcome of their conduct” (Hebrews 13:7). 

References: 

· “Studies in the fathers of the Church,” by a monk from the monastery of Anba Macarius the Great 

Introduction 

· The Orthodox faith consider only three sources for its teaching: 

· The Holy Bible 

· The Sayings of the Church Fathers 

· Holy Tradition 

· The early Church fathers helped keeping these teachings without any change or alterations. 

Lesson Outline: 

I. The Place of the Fathers 

It has always been the custom, and still is, to prove the true faith in two ways: first by the authority of the Divine Canon, and second by the tradition of the Universal Church. The Canon alone does not of itself suffice for every question. Also, interpreting the divine words according to one’s own persuasion takes up various erroneous opinions. Therefore, it is necessary that the interpretation of divine Scripture be ruled according to the one standard of the Church’s belief, especially in those articles on which the foundation of all doctrines rest (St. Vincent of Lerins). 


In contrast, Sola Scriptura is a protestant doctrine, meaning that the Bible is sufficient in and of itself. 

II. The Mind of the Orthodox Church 

· Universal opinion of the Church 

· Commonly accepted practices of the Church 

III. Enlightenment vs. Inspiration 

· Scripture is inspired by the Holy Spirit, therefore is infallible.
· Fathers were enlightened and passed on their enlightenment to us 

· Occasionally they have differing opinions 
· When they all agreed, the matter becomes dogma or tradition.
V. Extent of the Fathers’ Writings 

· Ante-Nicene, Nicene, Post-Nicene Fathers (38 volumes)
· Books 

· Internet 

· CD’s 

· Additional Works 

· Wisdom of the Desert Fathers 

1. St. Anthony the Great 

2. St. Isaac the Syrian 

3. St. Isidore 

4. St. Shenouda 

5. Abba Poemen 

VI. Ecumenical Councils 

· Ecumenical vs. Local Council 

· The first local council was in Jerusalem (see Acts 15).
· Oriental Orthodox Councils:
1. Nicene (AD 325) 

2. Constantinople (AD 381) 

3. Ephesus (AD 431) 

· Eastern/Byzantine Orthodox Councils (additions to the above Councils):
1. Chalcedon (AD 451) 

2. Constantinople II (AD 553) 

3. Constantinople III (AD 680) 

4. Nicene II (AD 787) 

VII. St. Athanasius the Apostolic 

· Born in Alexandria around AD 300
· Attended the famous School of Alexandria
· Sought the wisdom and discipleship of St. Anthony at the age of twenty
1. Stayed with him for three years 

2. They prayed and worked diligently together.
3. Wove baskets together 

4. While St. Anthony would meditate, St. Athanasius would write. 

5. Wrote two books that are considered masterpieces: 

· “On the Vanity of Idols” 

· “On the Existence of the One God” 


St. Athanasius would write the entire day and would read his writings at the feet of his teacher, at the end of the day. St. Anthony would listen, enraptured by his writings. It was during this time that St. Athanasius gathered his first-hand information for his famous book, “The Life of St. Anthony,” which touched the hearts of so many and transformed their lives; among them was St. Augustine, who returned to Alexandria at the age of 23. 

· Was the key spokesperson in refuting Arius (theory known as Arianism) 

· Arius was a priest 

· He denied the Divinity of Christ 

· St. Athanasius attended the Ecumenical Council of Nicene in AD 325 

· Was a deacon 

· Was only 25 years old 

· Heroically defended the apostolic faith 

· Was hated by the Arians from that time forward 


Upon departure of Pope Alexandros, who prophesied that his successor would be St. Athanasius, all the bishops and the congregation chose St. Athanasius as the 20th  Pope of the See of St. Mark. 


Arians pursued St. Athanasius incessantly, causing him all kinds of trouble and difficulty throughout his life. He was exiled once and spent his entire papacy fleeing from the Arians and 4 emperors. When told that the whole world was against him, he responded, “And I am against the world.”  After his departure, the Universal Church bestowed upon him the title of “Apostolic.” It was said that the entire world would have fallen to Arianism, if it was not for St. Athanasius. 

· His famous works: 

1. “On the Incarnation of the Word”
2. “The Life of St. Anthony” 

3. “Defense Against the Arians and History of Aryanism” 

4. Numerous Paschal Letters 

VIII. St. Augustine of Hippo 

· Born in Tagaste on November 13, 354 AD

· Father was pagan. 

· Mother was St. Monica, a pious Christian. 

· Lived a life of pleasure in the tempting city of Carthage

· Had a carnal (pre-martial) relationship, which led to the birth of a son at the age of 18
· Attached himself to the various heresies of his days
· St. Monica deplored his heresy and would not permit him in her home or at her table. 

· Continued in a heresy for nine years
· Met St. Ambrose and began to accept the truth of Christianity
· Was baptized at the age of 33
· Sought Christian perfection 

· Sold his goods and gave the proceeds to the poor
· Withdrew from the city with some friends and lived a life of poverty, prayer, and the study of Scripture 

· Ordained a priest in AD 391 at the age of 37
· Eventually was ordained a bishop at the age of 42
· Considered as one of the most prolific writers of Christianity; he wrote:
1. Extensive interpretations of Scripture 

2. “Confessions” 

3. “City of God” 

IX. St. John Chrysostom 

· Born in Antioch in AD 347
· Father died when St. John was very young; mother raised him and his sister. 

· Studied to be a lawyer
· Was influenced by Bishop Meletius
· Began to seek an ascetic Christian life; devoted himself to prayer, manual labor, and the study of Scripture
· Was ordained a reader
· Sought to live as a monk in the caves near Antioch for two years
· Returned to Antioch due to poor health brought about as a result of his intense vigils and fasting
· About AD 381, he was ordained a deacon and in AD 386, a priest.
· Expounded the Scriptures for 12 consecutive years
· Was ordained Bishop and Patriarch of Constantinople
Conclusion: 


The life and writings of the fathers is a great source of spiritual inspiration for all of us. Their example is a light and a guide to many youth. 

Applications: 

· Search the internet for a story on the life of another father of the Church to share with the class next week.
· Search for a favorite saying from the fathers of the Church to memorize. 



THE CONCEPT OF PATROLOGY(

Patrology is of a growing interest, for this science searches in the lives of the Fathers, their literature and thoughts.


Contemporary Christians are eager to discover the faith of the early (Universal) catholic Orthodox Church and acknowledge her spirit. In fact, the story of the Fathers is the story of the early Church in all its aspects of worship, pastor-ship, social concepts, preaching, spirituality, etc. It is the story of the living Church who embraced her children with divine love. It taught them to face the pagan world and the heretics with love, in order to deliver them as her beloved children, guide them to overcome their evils, and acknowledge their errors and heresies. The mother Church strives for their spiritual growth and ultimately, their salvation.

METHODS OF PATRISTIC STUDIES

In studying Patrology, we face two integral systems:

1- The scientific system, which the West adopts: 
Scholars are interested in publishing the texts of the Patristic literature in a scientific, accurate translation to modern languages, analyzing them and studying their doctrines and thoughts: theological, ascetic, spiritual, biblical, etc.

2- The spiritual system, which the East adopts: 
The Eastern churches are interested in enjoying the richness of the Fathers’ spirituality by penetrating the depth of the texts and putting them to practice within the Church life.


These two systems are inseparable, for they are integral. The scientific system helps to establish sound basics, and the spiritual system transfers the texts into life and practice.

PATROLOGY

The word “Patrology” is derived from the Latin word “Pater” which means “Father.” Patrology is the science which deals with the life, acts, writings, sayings, doctrines and thoughts of the orthodox writers of the early Church.

1. The life of the Fathers: In order to understand their writings and sayings, their lives and the environment in which they lived must also be considered.

2. Their acts: The writings, sermons, dialogues, letters, etc. of the Fathers are inseparable from their own lives. Patrology’s significance is to be sure of the authenticity of these acts, publishing them and translating them in modern languages.

3. More importantly is the discovery of the thoughts of the Fathers, their dogma, doctrines and concepts concerning God, man, Church, salvation, worship, creation, the body, the heavenly life, etc.


Patrology is the door through which we can enter into the Church and attain her spirit, which affects our inner life, conduct and behavior. Through Patrology, the acts of the Fathers are transferred into living thoughts and concepts which are based on a sound foundation, without ignoring the world around us.

THE FATHERS OF THE CHURCH

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob are called the “Patriarchs,” or the Fathers of Israel (Gen. 1:24 LXX; Exod. 3:13, 15; Duet. 1:8; Acts 3:13; 7:2, 12; Rom. 4:12, 16; 2 Pet. 3:4).


According to the Jewish tradition, the official title of the scribes was “Fathers.”


In the New Testament Church, during the martyrdom of St. Polycarp of Smyrna, the Jews and pagans were crying, “This is the father of the Christians.”


When St. Athanasius referred to St. Dionysius of Alexandria, St. Dionysius of Rome and others, he used the term “Fathers.”

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY THE TERM “FATHER” IN PATROLOGY?


In the first century, teaching was a bishopric work or a “Fatherly” work. Teaching was not merely presenting some dogmas or doctrines but presenting a living experience, which the disciples examined together with their Fathers. Teaching and discipleship were inseparable. Through true Fatherhood, the bishops and priests looked to “teaching” not merely as a fruit of theoretical dogmas but as a fatherly love, through which they can repeat the words of St. Paul, “In Christ Jesus I have begotten you through the Gospel” 1 Cor. 4:15.

· “When a man learns from the mouth of another, it is said that he is the son of the person who teaches him, and the latter is called his father.” (St. Irenaeus)
· “The speech is the son of the soul; therefore we call those who teach us our fathers.” (St. Clement of Alexandria)

In Patrology the term “Fathers” was not confined to bishops, priests and deacons but included all those who supported us with orthodox Christian literature. This designated the apologists who defended the Christian faith in the early Church, even though they were not clergymen. It also designated the leaders of the monastic life who escaped from priesthood but had many disciples who practiced evangelical asceticism.


Certain qualifications are necessary, and only some of the ecclesiastical writers are called Church Fathers. These qualifications are:

a. The “Father,” according to Patrology, is one who participates in Christian Literature, such as discourses, dialogues, letters, sermons, advises and (or) commentaries on some books of the Scripture.

b. Orthodoxy of doctrine: The “Father” examines the Church life without deviation from orthodox doctrines. 

There are, however, some exceptions for the title “Father.” It has been conferred upon those who have valuable literature, although they have inclined towards some heretic attitudes, e.g. Tertullian, Tatian, Origen, and Eusebius of Caesarea.

Patrology is concerned with studying the writings of heretics and the apocryphal in order to understand the whole environment of the Church and its surroundings. This gives an insight into how she stood in the face of heresies and witnessed to the truth, struggling to serve even the heretics themselves and win them back to the kingdom of God.

c. Holiness of Life: Orthodoxy of doctrine and holiness of life are integral. We study Patrology to enjoy the evangelical life of the Church and to attain the spirit of the early Church, through her saints who offered their lives as a witness to the living truth, side by side with their teachings.
To ensure the orthodoxy and holiness of life, the writings of the fathers were mostly introduced by the words, “An essay (or an epistle) of our Father Saint...”

d. Antiquity: Some scholars see that the Patristic epoch starts with the Apostolic Fathers down to the sixth century. Others take it further to the eighth century, while others see that there is no specific era for the Fathers. They believe that it extends throughout all ages, for the Spirit of God is working in the Church of Christ; in every age there are saintly teachers and “Fathers.”

e. The Catholic Church admits another condition: the approval of the Church through canonization. However the Orthodox Church does not canonize the Fathers. She has no official list of saints and Fathers but sufficiently proclaims the heretical writings and excommunicates the heretics until they return to the truth and deny their heresies. The Church has only a list of saints who are mentioned in the liturgy of the Eucharist and in Church hymns, asking for their prayers and the salvation of the world.

THE AUTHORITY OF THE FATHERS


To what extent do we have to accept what the patristic literature has included?


The holy fathers’ sayings represent the thoughts of the universal (catholic) Church, as received from the Apostles, guided by the Holy Spirit Who unceasingly acts in the Church.


St. Augustine says, “They hold fast to what they found in the Church, practiced what they had learned and what they had received from the Fathers.” “He who despises the holy Fathers must know that he despises the whole Church.”

This authority is based on two elements:

1. Natural element: The Fathers are mostly known by their saintly lives and their faithfulness in receiving the deposit of the living faith from the Apostles. They were witnesses to the true Church life in all aspects. They acquired almost the same spirit as the Apostles, in spite of the great differences in their cultures, gifts and circumstances.

2. Divine element: The Fathers lived under the guidance of the Holy Spirit who directed the Church to the truth. We do not believe in the infallibility of the Fathers as individuals. However, the Church as a whole is always preserved in her faith by the Spirit of God.

HOW CAN WE USE THE WRITINGS OF THE FATHERS?

1. We must not rely on the writings of a single Father because no one is capable of acknowledging the “truth” in its entirety. We only accept the opinion of a Father if it is in harmony with the Bible and Church tradition.

2. We must not rely on one or more separate quotations from the acts of any Father but rather study all his thoughts and understand the quotations within his whole work. We must also consider the circumstances and the Church at that time. We must not single out one or more quotations to form our own opinion.

3. We must study the meaning of the terms which a Father had used. Sometimes they had certain contemporary philosophical or popular concepts of their era. Some Fathers used the same pagan or heretic terms of that time, especially when they wrote to certain worldly groups. They wrote to them using their own pagan terms, language and concepts.

4. It is very useful to study the meaning of some difficult terms by comparing them with the same terms used by their contemporary Fathers.

USING THE WRITINGS OF THE FATHERS


St. Athanasius used some quotations from the writings of the Fathers in his works. St. Basil depended on many quotations from the writings of the Fathers. This attitude increased in the fourth century and increased more and more in the fifth century. As an example, St. Cyril of Alexandria, in his writings to Egyptian monks to defend the use of the term “Theotokos,” referred to the writings of the saints. Secondly, in assuring the Trinitarian faith, he used the wisdom of the holy Fathers. Again in his writings against Nestorius, he declared that the Holy Spirit spoke through the holy Fathers.

THE COPTS’ INTEREST IN THE WRITINGS OF THE FATHERS


From the early centuries, the Copts were interested in the writings of the Fathers. This is evident by the increased Coptic manuscripts that are found. They translated Patristic literature into the popular language. As an example, there are many Coptic papyri for the Apostolic Fathers:

· A papyrus preserved in the National Library in Berlin contains Coptic translations (Akhmimic) of the Epistle of St. Clement of Rome to Corinth (4th century).

· Another at Strasbourg contains quotations from a translation of the same letter (7th century).

· Many copies of the Coptic translation of the Epistles of St. Ignatius of Antioch, which the scholar Joseph Lightfoot mentions, are preserved in the National Library of Vienna and the British Museum.

· Manuscripts containing Coptic translations (Sahidic dialect) for the “Shepherd of Hermas” are published by Delaporte. Other manuscripts contain a translation of the same book were bought by Lefort in Cairo.


 Name: ________________________________________
First
                   
Last                                   .
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Memory Verse: 
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Remember those who rule over you, who have spoken the word of God to you, whose faith follow, considering the outcome of their conduct.


Hebrews 13:7












































( Introduction to Patrology,  a lecture in Patrology by Fr. Tadros Y. Malaty, St. George’s Coptic Orthodox Church, Sporting – Alexandria, Egypt, 1993
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