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Athanasius and All the World against Him 
Objective 

· Being firm in faith till death. 

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 

· “The Precious Gem” (Al Khareeda Al Nafeessa), Part I, Page 298 

· “The Story of the Coptic Church,” Page 186 

· “The Biography of Athanasius the Apostolic,” Kamel Saleh Nakhla 

Introduction 

· Review last week’s lesson. 

· Who is the saint in the picture in your hands? 

Lesson Outlines 

Athanasius is called “The defender of the Orthodox Faith.” He was a very great patriarch in the history of the Church. He defended the Christian faith against unbelievers and proved the truth of Christianity to the whole world. His parents were pagan (What does the word “pagan” mean?). His father was rich. He died when Athanasius was a little child. His mother brought him up. She sent him to a Christian School. He lived with the Christian children. He began to observe them when they play, speak, pray and show their love for one another. They asked him about his religion. He said, “I worship idols.” The children said to him, “Idols are not gods... Christ is God.” Athanasius said, “Indeed, I desire to become a Christian.” 

· What is the name of the man in this picture? 

· What was his parents’ religion? Who died first? 

· Where did he receive his education? 

· What did his friends say to him? 

He wanted to be baptized, but his mother refused. She brought a magician to convince him to desert Christianity. The magician said to her, “Do not trouble yourself; he is Christian.” They went to Alexandria and were baptized. The mother died; he was left with Pope Alexandros. Athanasius acted Baptism with the children. The Patriarch was pleased with him. He was ordained a priest. He served in the Church, read the Bible and prayed. When he grew up, he became a brave patriarch. He always said the truth and feared nobody. That is why he is known all over the world as “Athanasius who is against the world.” Because of his love for God, truth and his people, he was sent into exile five times but the Lord was always with him, gave him power and victory. 

· What is the name of the Patriarch? 

· What is the title of Athanasius? Why? 

You can give the children an idea about the defense of Athanasius against Arius and the formation of the Orthodox creed. See to it that the children study it and recite it daily. 

Conclusion 

· Athanasius was young but strong in faith. He had a good understanding of the word of God. Thus, he was able to defend the faith strongly. 

Applications 

Mark (√) right or (X) wrong at the end of the following: 

· Athanasius’ parents were Christian ( ). 

· The Lord is pleased with us whenever we mix with evil people ( ). 

· Athanasius is called the defender of the Orthodox Faith ( ). 





The Seventh Day of the Blessed Month of Bashans

The Departure of St. Athanasius the Apostolic, the 20th Pope of Alexandria

On this day of the year 89 A.M. (373 A.D.) the great Pope Anba Athanasius the apostolic, the

20th. Pope of Alexandria, departed. He was born to pagan parents about the year 295 - 298 A.D. It happened that when he was in school, he saw some Christian children acting the Christian rituals some as priests, some as deacons and one of them as a bishop. He asked their permission to participate with them, but they refused saying: "You are pagan, and you are not allowed to mix with us." He answered them: "I am from now on a Christian." They rejoiced with him, they made him a patriarch over them in the play, they enthroned him on a high place, and they offered him honor and respect. At that time pope Alexandros passed by, when he saw them, he said to those who were with him about Athanasius: "This child would be in a great position one day."


When Athanasius' father died, his mother brought him to Pope Alexandros, who taught them the principles of the Christian faith and baptized them. They gave their money to the poor, and stayed with the Pope, who taught Athanasius the Church subjects, and ordained him deacon and made him a personal secretary. The gifts of the Holy Spirit increased in him. He was chosen Patriarch on the 8th of Bashans of the year 44 A.M. (May 5th, 328 A.D.) after the departure of Pope Alexandros.


Pope Alexandros had recommended Athanasius, his deacon, for the Papacy, who lived with St. Antonyos the father of the monks and followed his example in asceticism. He manifested his brilliancy in exposing "Arius" in the universal council, when Arius said about Christ that he was "similar" in essence with the Father, St. Athanasius said: "One in essence with the Father." In this fashion he manifested his excellence.


St. Athanasius hid himself in the mountains, after the departure of Pope Alexandros for he believed of his unworthiness to this serious and important position. The people sought him until they found him; they brought him to the bishops, and he was ordained Pope in 328 A.D.


The historian Socrates testified about him saying, "Athanasius fluency in speech and his outspokenness in the council of Nicaea brought over him all the hardships that he encountered in his life."


After he became a Pope, he ordained for Ethiopia its first Metropolitan whose name was Anba "Salama.” The Church of Ethiopia has followed the Church of Alexandria since that time. The spiritual and religious state in Ethiopia had established and settled since that time.

St. Athanasius was exiled away from his Chair five times:

1. The First Exile:


Arius, after he had been excommunicated, tried to return to Alexandria, by sending a misleading and flattering letter to Emperor Constantine, which touched him. The Emperor asked Pope Athanasius to take him back. Athanasius refused to accept him because that would be a contradiction to the decision of the Universal Council.

The Arians accused Pope Athanasius with these charges:

1. That he supported pope Philominus who rebelled against the government.

2. That he broke the communion cup of the priest Eskira, and destroyed his altar.

3. That he killed bishop Arsanius, and used his arms in sorcery.

4. That he also raped a nun.


The Pope cleared himself from the first charge. A council was assembled in Tyre, most of the attendants were Arians, were against Athanasius to look into these charges. In the second charge, the Lord moved the priest Eskira's heart, who had conspired with them to testify falsely against him, and he cleared the Pope from that charge.


With regard of the third charge, Arsanius the bishop, who had agreed with them to accuse the

Pope falsely for his murder came to the council. Pope Athanasius kept him in an adjacent room. The Arians brought two arms of a dead person and claimed that they were the arms of Arsanius. Then Arsanius was brought in, and showed his arms to the council and declared his regrets. The Arians said that Athanasius was a sorcerer and he was able to make arms for him. They became violent against Arsanius who left the council and went to the Emperor.


Then they looked in the matter of the rape, they brought a harlot who claimed that Athanasius raped her. One of the entourage of Pope Athanasius, a priest called Timothy said to her: "How dare you to say that I came to your house, and overpowered your will?" She thought that the priest was Athanasius for she did not know him, and she said: "You are.” At once the false claim was exposed.


Athanasius could not meet the Emperor because of the interferences of the Arians, who accused him before the Emperor that he prevented the export of the wheat from Alexandria to the Emperor. The Emperor gave his order to exile Athanasius to Trefe (Treves) in France in February 5th, 335 A.D. where its bishop had met him with great honor.


Arius died a horrible death as Socrates said: "God made Arius to die in a public washroom, where his bowels poured out of his body, and the people regarded his death as a punishment from the Divine Justice."


When the Emperor heard about the death of Arius, he recognized the innocence of Athanasius, and recommended while he was on his death bed, in the year 337 A.D. that Athanasius be returned to Alexandria. After the departure of Constantine, the Empire was divided, Constantine II over France, Egypt became under the rule of Constantius, and Constance over Italy. With the mediation of Constantine, the Pope returned in the year 338 A.D. The people of Alexandria received him with great joy.

2. The Second Exile:


The Arians did not stop at that, but assembled a council, where they excommunicated Athanasius. They appointed instead someone called Gregory, and they sent their decision to Julius, Bishop of Rome. Pope Athanasius assembled a council in Alexandria in 340 A.D. where he protested against the Arians, then he wrote a letter to all the Churches to declare his innocence.


However, the Arians influenced Philogorius to help to install their appointed Patriarch Gregory to take over the Churches of Alexandria, and they also influenced Emperor Constantius.


The people of Alexandria were horrified, and decided to resist, but the Arians attacked the Churches in Alexandria on Good Friday, raped and slew many worshipers.


Pope Athanasius sought the help of all the Churches in the world, left his Chair, and traveled to Rome. A council was assembled in Sardica, where they declared:

a. The innocence of Pope Athanasius

b. Confirmed the cannons and the Creed of faith of the Council of Nicaea.

c. They excommunicated the Arian bishops.

d. Deposed Gregory from his office.


They delegated two bishops to meet Emperor Constans, the ruler of Italy, who agreed on what the council had decided, and threatened his brother Emperor Constantius with war if he did not return Athanasius to Alexandria. At the same time, some Egyptian radicals rose up and killed

Gregory in 349 A.D. Athanasius returned for the second time to his Chair, and the people received him with joy. Gregory the Theologian, the writer of the liturgy, described this reception saying, "The people came as the flood of the Nile," and he also pointed out to the palm branches, the carpets, and the many clapping hands.

3. The Third Exile:


The Arians did not like the return of Athanasius to Alexandria, and waited unwillingly until the death of Emperor Constans. The Arians accused Athanasius before Constantius that he collaborated with Magneutius who was the enemy of the Emperor. Constantius obtained a condemnation of Athanasius and his exile from a council assembled at Arles and another one at Milan. The soldiers went to the Church of St. Mary which was built by Pope Theonas (The 16th Patriarch). Athanasius was praying the Vespers service. The soldiers rushed inside the Church to arrest him, but God blinded them from recognizing him from the rest of the people and the lamps were extinguished. Athanasius escaped and went to the desert, and remained for sometime with the monks. The Arians appointed George of Cappadocia, bishop on Alexandria, but the Orthodox refused to accept him and anathematized him. He took over all the Churches and its properties. Nevertheless, the pagans, whom he persecuted, killed him and burnt his body.

4. The Fourth Exile:


After the death of Constantius, Julian his cousin became Emperor. He wanted to rally the people of Alexandria so he returned Athanasius. Athanasius assembled a council in 362 A.D., and provided conditions for the acceptance of the Arians that wish to return to the Church. He also gave a special attention to the preaching among the pagans. This was not appreciated by Emperor Julian, who loved and supported the pagans.


He ordered the arrest of Athanasius. Athanasius went out of Alexandria, and took a boat to Upper Egypt. The Governor followed him in another boat, and when he approached the boat of Athanasius, he asked about the boat of the Pope. They said to him that he was not too far away. The Governor went on his way in hurry but he did not find Athanasius, for he hid himself in another place.


Those around the Pope were greatly saddened because of the many tribulations that befell him. Athanasius told them, that in times of persecution, he felt great inner peace and that God took care of him and embraced him with His grace more than any other time in his life. He also said, "The persecution of Emperor Julian is like a summer cloud that will go away." While they were in these conversations, the news came to them that Julian was killed in his war with the Persians, and that he was killed by St. Mercurius (Abu Sefain), and that he said just before his death: "You have overcome me, O You son of Mary."

5. The Fifth Exile:


Jovian became Emperor after Julian had been killed, then Valens became Emperor and he was Arian. In 367 A.D., Valens ordered the exile of Athanasius again. Athanasius was forced to leave Alexandria and hid in the tomb of his father. Meanwhile, the Emperor killed 30 bishops who were pro-Athanasius. The Emperor saw the determination of the Copts, and decided to lift the persecution, and to return Athanasius to his Chair in 368 A.D.


Although Athanasius reached the age of 72, he did not compromise in performing his duties. For his steadfastness and his firm stand for justice, the world described him by the saying, "Athanasius against the world."


He wrote several books about the Arians, on the Incarnation, and other subjects. Abba Cosma

(The 44th Patriarch) praised these publications by saying: "I ask anyone who would find the books of Athanasius to write them on paper, and for those who could not find paper, to write them on their clothes."


Athanasius was the first Pope to wear the monastic tunic from the hand of St. Antonyos. He made it the uniform for bishops and patriarchs. He was the one who ordained St. Antonyos a priest, and then Archpriest.


He departed in peace after he had been on the Apostolic Throne for forty five years.

May his prayers be with us, and glory be to God forever. Amen.


St. Athanasius( 

Pope of Alexandria and 20th Patriarch of the See of St. Mark

(FEAST DAY May 15)
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The saint of this story, St. Athanasius of Alexandria, lived at a time of great trouble for the Church. He fought hard to keep Christian teachings pure and true, when they had many powerful enemies.


St. Athanasius was born at the very end of the third century, near the City of Alexandria in Egypt. At this time Alexandria was a great center of education and culture and one of the capitals of the Christian Church. The Bishop of Alexandria was one of the most powerful churchmen in the whole Roman Umpire.


One day, the Bishop was in his palace, gazing through a window at the seashore. He was surprised to see a group of young boys moving back and forth with solemnity and dignity. He asked his assistant to bring the children to his palace, where he asked them what they were doing.


"We have selected Athanasius as our bishop, and we are following his order," one of the children said.


"What order," asked the Bishop.


"We are baptizing some heathen children," Athanasius explained. "I have chosen some of these Christian children to be priests, and we were baptizing the others, just as the priests do in Church."


He went on to tell the Bishop exactly how he had done it. He had instructed the heathen boys in the Christian faith, then following the church service of Baptism exactly, he had led the children into the water to be baptized. The Bishop was very pleased that Athanasius knew and understood the service so well. He called the boy's parents and advised them to give a good education to their son in preparation for the priesthood. The Bishop became especially fond of Athanasius. The boy spent so much time at the Bishop's home that he became a son to the venerable old man. Under the Bishop's guidance, Athanasius studied hard, and even before he was twenty, he was writing important theological works.

At about this time, the Roman Emperor Constantine ended the persecution of Christians, and they no longer had to worry about being tortured and killed for refusing to worship the Roman Emperor. Athanasius wrote a book, explaining what the coming of Christ on earth as man meant for the whole world. "He did not come to make a display of glory; He came to heal," Athanasius wrote of Christ. "Physically, he was entirely human with a body which suffered and died, but at the same time, He remained God with power over everything. By His coming, He overcame death, because He was promising eternal life." This short work of Athanasius, "Concerning the Incarnation," is very moving and is one of the best books about the Christian faith.


Just after young Athanasius wrote this book, a new teaching about Christ was spreading. Arius, a priest in Alexandria, believed that if Christ was the Son of God, then God must be older than Christ. If this was so, then Christ could not be as important as God. "There was a time when Christ was not," declared Arius, and therefore Christ could not be really God, as Athanasius had written, but would be a cross between God and man.


The leaders of the Church were horrified by the new heresy, later known as Arianism. If Christ was a sort of superman instead of God, what would happen to the Christian Church? This was against all the old Church or Christian traditions about Jesus.


Although most leaders of the Church were against it, Arius' teaching had gained wide acclaim. People could easily believe that Christ was a hero who had shown us the way to God. Even Emperor Constantine heard of it. He was friendly to the Church and was troubled to hear of the controversies that were upsetting it. Bishops were arguing against bishops, and the people were fighting each other. Even members of the same family began to argue about these questions. How could he stop these arguments? He decided to call a Church council of all the bishops.


The first great Church Council was called at Nicaea, in Asia Minor, in 325 A.D. Three hundred and eighteen bishops came from all over the empire, bringing priests and laymen with them. Arius was there to present his side, and he did so by singing a poem about his beliefs to the tune of a popular song. Athanasius, still a young deacon, answered him very seriously, pointing out all the evil which would come from a belief in Arianism. Most of the bishops were against Arius, and they decided to write a creed that would show exactly what Christians believed about Christ. This creed forms part of what we say at every Liturgy, "We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son; being of one essence with the Father by whom all things were made." This Creed was to express the faith of the Church, which Athanasius had so eloquently defended, and to check Arianism. The Council of Nicaea, the first of the great Church Councils, supported Athanasius and threw Arius out of the Church.


Athanasius returned to Alexandria triumphant and successful, and soon afterward, he became Bishop of Alexandria. He was much loved by the people of the cities and by the hermits of the desert, whom he liked to visit and with whom he occasionally lived. But Arius was still strong. The Emperor Constantine allowed him to continue preaching, and he had many powerful friends. People began to spread rumors attacking Athanasius, saying that he was against the Emperor and was disobeying the law, even committing murder. The Emperor called him to Constantinople and asked him to defend himself against the accusations.


As Athanasius stood before the court, he felt that his enemies were all around him. The followers of Arius hated him because he had led the Church's attack on their leader. They shouted at him that he was a murderer. He answered them by bringing into the courtroom the man they said he had murdered. The people were amazed and ashamed. The Arians were angry, but they could do nothing against the strong and popular Bishop. They held another trial and blamed Athanasius of opposing the Emperor. The Emperor himself was present, and he sent Bishop Athanasius far away to France, into exile.


A few years later, the Emperor Constantine died, and Athanasius was allowed to return to his own city. Alexandria met him with a great and solemn ceremony; the whole city was turned into a church. Although he had been away a long time, the fathers in the desert remembered his great work for the Church and reminded the people of their Bishop.


The next Emperor was under the influence of the Arians, and he hated and feared Athanasius. He sent an Arian to replace him as Bishop, and the new Bishop started a reign of terror, closing and destroying churches and torturing priests, monks and believers.


How could Athanasius fight now, with the Emperor and all his armies against him? "Only the knowledge of the truth can save us!" he exclaimed. He escaped to Rome, once again in exile. He was supported by the Bishop of Rome, while the new Bishops of the East supported Arianism. Later, he was allowed to return to Alexandria, but the Emperor was always trying to get rid of him.


Once, when Athanasius was at a Church service at night, soldiers broke in and surrounded the people and the sanctuary. Bishop Athanasius remained seated and ordered the deacon to read a psalm. At first the soldiers did not dare to attack worshippers in church, but finally they did so, killing, desecrating and plundering. The clergy managed to get Athanasius away and into the desert before the soldiers could get him. He spent twenty years of his life in exile, away from his Bishop's seat, but he never stopped writing and fighting to preserve the Christian faith against its enemies.


At the end of his life, he was finally able to return to Alexandria and live peacefully as an honored, loved, and powerful Bishop. All his life, he had steadfastly opposed the Arians, challenged the Emperors, and maintained the traditional Orthodox faith which he knew must triumph. If Athanasius had not stood up for our faith, perhaps the Church would not be the same today.

"Blessed are you, when men shall revile you, and persecute you, and shall say all manner of evil against you falsely, for my sake. Rejoice and be exceedingly glad, for great is your reward in heaven, for so persecuted they the prophets which were before you."


"Cover Sketch"
· The artist who designed it, "Lotfi," gave the impression that Athanasius had the spirit of preaching from his early childhood, at the age of nine. It explains how he was at that young age so zealous to baptize the pagans. 
· Athanasius never ceased to preach during all his life in Alexandria, Ethiopia, the 1st counsel of Nicaea and during his exile in Europe.
· This sketch can remind us and our children; that the Coptic Church in the U.S.A. must be a preaching Church as well - an Athanasian Church.
ATHANASIUS THE APOSTOLIC(

As Jeremiah the prophet was sanctified by God while yet in the womb, so was Athanasius. His whole being was saturated with abounding Grace, that even in play he would say to his companions, “If God chooses me to serve Him, I will be a Christian.” At these words they would all laugh in glee. Rufinus relates to us a story of Athanasius at play. He says that one day, Abba Alexandros, awaiting some of his clergy to dine with him, was looking out of his window. A few paces away from him, some children were playing on the seashore. Their attentiveness and their sober mindedness astonished the Pope and he watched them intently. His whole being vibrated with emotion as he realized that they were performing the Rite of Baptism. He had them called in and began questioning them. With bowed heads and cheeks red with confusion, they confessed the truth and turning towards one of them declared, “It is Athanasius who was our chief. He acted the role of a bishop and baptized those among us who have not yet been baptized.” Abba Alexandros looked at the lad who had been singled out and immediately loved him. The lad looked back at the venerable Pope with candor and frank audacity; his face lit up with the triple reflection of all beautiful souls: intelligence, serenity and purity. On examination, it was found out that each minute detail of the Baptism Rite had been carefully observed by this “bishop” of twelve.


On that very day of his first meeting with Athanasius, Abba Alexandros felt within his heart that he was before a person who was destined to become a chosen vessel for the service of the Church. Thus, even through play, Athanasius was initiated into the sanctuary of the Most High; he was stirred to the depth of his spirit and filled with joy. So he set himself to study the Scriptures and all Church books. At the end of the day, when school was over, he would hasten home to delve into them. With singleness of purpose, this became his sole interest.

When his mother beheld how engrossed he had become in his books, she was alarmed. At fifteen, she thought that the best cure for him was marriage. When she could not arouse his interest at all in this subject, she sought a soothsayer and asked him to help her in what she considered a dilemma. The soothsayer suggested that she let her son lunch with him, and with some effort, she succeeded in persuading him to do so. However, young Athanasius lost no time in going back to his books, and the soothsayer said to the mother, "Do not lose your time and energy, for your son will follow the Galilean and his life will be sweet-smelling incense among many nations.”

The mother pondered in her heart over these words and, in a moment of illumination, came to a wise decision. Not only would she allow her son to follow his inclinations so as to keep his affection, but she would offer him to the Church as Hannah of old had offered her son Samuel to the temple. Immediately, she accompanied him to Abba Alexandros and entrusted him into his hands, and from that day onwards Athanasius lived with the aged Patriarch, increasing daily "in wisdom, stature and favor with God and with man.” 


During those years, Providence was arming Athanasius for the task that would be set before him. Diligently did he study, and daily did he sit at the feet of the Alexandrian teachers, seeking to imbibe all their wisdom. He studied grammar, logic, oratory, Homer and other Greek classics, Greek philosophy and Roman law. He eagerly sought to learn the teachings of the old Heliopolitan masters (the sages of Egypt) and unravel their mysteries. He pondered over the Old Testament; he ardently assimilated the teachings of both Clement and Origen. But above all, the source of his spiritual maturity was the few years he spent in the desert with Abba Antony, whose spiritual wisdom and insight he fully assimilated. The aged man of God was delighted to see the ardor of this youth, who was barely twenty. He received him with open arms, as a father receives a son. Side by side, they spent long hours in conversation and in silence. And while Antony meditated, Athanasius sat beside him and wrote. Both breathed the same hallowed air, both prayed together and both enjoyed the occupational relaxation of plaiting baskets. By sunset of each day, Athanasius would go out and fill a jar of water from the nearby waters spring, that he may wash the hands of the old sage, then wash his own before partaking of the frugal meal, so imperative for the upkeep of the body that it may perform the demands of the spirit.


During those years, Athanasius wrote two books – two veritable masterpieces. One entitled "On the Vanity of Idols," and the other "On the Existence of the One God.” Both books are clear, profound, virile and vibrant with emotion. He utilized all the powers with which he was endowed: reason argued, faith expounded its dogmas, love changed and glowed up by turn-all fed the soaring inspiration.


Athanasius wrote throughout the day, towards its close and when the last rays of the setting sun receded from the earth, he would sit at the feet of St. Antony and read to him what he had written. The venerable saint would listen, enraptured, counseling, suggesting and inspiring the young writer by his own serenity and his penetrating intelligence. Thus, Athanasius spent his time in the desert in fruitful labor. It was during this period also that Athanasius annotated the information on St. Antony which he capitalized in later years by writing the biography of the saint. In this manner, he armed himself for the combat which awaited him. It could most assuredly be said of him that he was learned in all the wisdom of the Egyptians and was mighty in words and in deeds.

Athanasius was about twenty-three years old when he returned to Alexandria. No sooner had he settled in his native town than he bent his forehead under the hands of the venerable Abba Alexandros, to rise to deaconship. His soul, already robust, received in the effusion of Divine Grace an overflow of power.


In the 4th century, the deacon still exercised the active functions set down by the early Church. He constituted “the eyes and the ears, the mouth and the hand, the heart and the soul of the Bishop.” These words describe most fittingly what Athanasius became to Abba Alexandros from that time onwards. He was not only the power which sustained the soul of the aged Pope but was the light which illuminated his path. And Abba Alexandros leaned on him as a father leans on a beloved son. Both worked together in harmonious concord; both were aspiring spirits, with the same keen understanding and the same lofty Ideals – which served the Church to the very end. Athanasius went about his work, performing its lowest to its highest demands. Part of the day he spent in the poorest slums, giving succor to the disinherited of the earth: feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, visiting the prisoners and the strangers. If, during his errands of charity, he met a brother whose faith was shaken, he reaffirmed him with words of confidence and comfort.

Arius well knew this formidable foe, of whom he was secretly jealous. He, therefore, shot his venom and his biting sarcasm at both the Pope and Athanasius; they both shared the pangs and the honor of being hated for righteousness' sake.

Athanasius was a rare genius indeed; his outstanding intelligence harnessed the logical flow of words and made of him a most gifted dialectician. His aptitude for the polemic was of special value in the struggle against such agile sophists as the Arians. He stood up amidst the turmoil of contending doctrines as the gigantic pyramids stand against the skyline. A traveler promenading on the ancient land of Egypt may feel crushed by their grandeur. Likewise a Christian, contemplating Athanasius, this giant son of the same ancient land, may feel the same impression, with this difference: that while he may feel crushed by his stature, he would be charmed and attracted towards the heights of spiritual attainment which Athanasius set before him.

When finally the struggle reached its most crucial point, and three hundred and eighteen Bishops and other Church leaders assembled at Nicaea to try and re-establish peace, Athanasius stood up in their midst and crushed the Arian heresy by the force of his reasoning power as well as by the strength of his faith. To the vaporous and mercurial phraseology of Arius, he replied in firm lucid language, which set forth the Truth as a clear-cut diamond. 


With all these assets and accomplishments, it is little wonder that Athanasius was the man singled out as the most worthy to succeed Abba Alexandros as Pope of the Coptic Church. When grief for the departing prelate subsided and gave place to the thought of a successor, the people unanimously reiterated the name that the departed Pope kept murmuring on his death-bed, and it reverberated from lip to lip like a magnificent obsession: Athanasius … Athanasius!


The Bishops shared the people's sentiments, so together they sought him in his desert abode with St. Antony and brought him to Alexandria amidst shouts of joy and exultation. Leading him to the Cathedral, they all remained until the consecration was completed. Fifty bishops officiated at his ordination, while the multitudes cheered. 


Abba Athanasius and his people enjoyed peace during the first three years of his papacy. During this short period, Fromentius, an Egyptian monk, was consecrated as the first Bishop of Ethiopia. Both the king and the people of that country welcomed him with great joy, and they entitled him "Abba Salama," i.e. Father of peace. In the Ethiopian annals, he is described as the "revealer of the Light." (Up to the present day, Ethiopia's Primates are ordained by St. Mark's successors, the Coptic Popes).


After ordaining Fromentius, Abba Athanasius made his first Pastoral tour throughout the Egyptian region of his See. He sailed by boat up the Nile as far as Aswan, stopping to visit his people along the way. The people regarded this as a sign of paternal solicitude. They responded to this act by spontaneously giving him their love and veneration. Thus a strong link of devotion and loyalty was created between the Copts and Abba Athanasius early in his career as Pope, and it continued to the end of his life.


While on this journey, consolidating his Church and edifying his people, Abba Athanasius heard that the Arians were beginning to raise their heads again. He immediately dispatched a message to his spiritual father St. Antony, in his desert abode, and asked him to go to Alexandria to refute them. The venerable old sage responded without hesitation and once more entered the metropolis. There, he went about speaking everywhere - in public places and in private homes, warning the believers against the pernicious influence of the Arians and exposing and clarifying the difference between their divergent teachings and the orthodox faith. "Now his speech was so exceedingly savory and so well seasoned with heavenly salt that none of his hearers could be angry at his words, for he was ready and prepared to hear and answer every kind of opinion."

"There is a time for war and a time for peace.” And for Abba Athanasius, the time for peace was drawing to an end – Arius being again the cause of agitation within the Church. Stealthily going to see Emperor Constantine, he feigned repentance and with his sycophant manner, convinced him of his pretence. The Emperor, who wished unity within the Church at any cost, issued a decree that he was to be accepted unconditionally back into the Church communion. This he did without consulting church leaders. The Emperor's decree had the opposite effect from its intent, for the bishops throughout Christendom took sides, exchanging numerous epistles among them. Abba Athanasius immediately reacted. He remonstrated openly by stating that whoever is excommunicated by an ecumenical Council must be reinstated in the same way, for the Church decrees that he who has the authority to bind is the only one who may unbind. This remonstrance infuriated Constantine and he threatened to banish whoever refused to submit to his decree. Athanasius, however, was not the person to recoil before threats, and not only did he remain firm in his stand, but went to Nicomedia to speak to the Emperor in person. Meeting him face to face, he defended his point of view with such ardor and eloquence that the Emperor was greatly moved and permitted him to return to his people.

But, unfortunately, this did not put the matter to rest. Like a snake in the grass, Arius and his supporters who both envied and hated Athanasius, raised up their heads again, once Athanasius returned to his See. Incessantly, they calumniated him in the eyes of the Emperor and tried to convince him that he was the cause of the continuing dissensions within the Church, since he refused to accept the Emperor's decree. Again Constantine was affected by the talk, and again he wavered between the two sides. While in this wavering attitude, he decided to convoke a Council at Tyre.


This Council at Tyre was totally different from the ecumenical Council of Nicaea. It was the Arian bishops who had maneuvered until they made the Emperor call for it. The Emperor himself was not intending to be present at it, for he was planning to go to Jerusalem to attend the consecration of the newly-constructed Church of the Holy Sepulcher.


When Abba Athanasius received the invitation, he realized that its intent was to mollify Arius, and that the majority of the bishops who would attend would be Arians. At first, he ignored the invitation and remained in his metropolis. But his adversaries grouped together against him, and convinced the Emperor that if he refused to come, he must be brought by force. And so the Emperor sent a messenger to Athanasius informing him of that.


When he received this message, Athanasius decided forthwith that he would go of his own free will rather than be dragged by imperial troops. Furthermore, he felt within his heart that this was another call on him to defend the Faith. Taking along with him fifty of his bishops, he quietly sailed for Constantinople.

Abba Athanasius arrived at Constantinople without warning. One day, as the Emperor was riding through the city, a man in sacerdotal clothes intercepted his path. Not recognizing him at first, and piqued by his audacity, the Emperor was about to turn away from him when Athanasius declared to him in a clear emphatic voice and with complete equanimity, "God is the Judge between you and me.” The voice and the manner struck a vibrant note in the Emperor's conscience, who immediately recognized the speaker to be Athanasius. He invited him to his palace, and right away sent a letter to the bishops at the Council of Tyre to come and meet him in Constantinople.

Receiving the letter, the bishops realized that if they faced Athanasius before Constantine, they would be discountenanced. To counteract that eventuality, they forged an accusation against Athanasius to the effect that he had aroused the Egyptians to disobedience and thus prevented the corn destined for Constantinople from being sent to it. 

Although the accusation had nothing to do with the purpose of the Council, yet it was a serious one since the imperial capital relied on the Egyptian corn for its subsistence. When Athanasius replied to it by saying that this was a matter administered by the civil authorities and he had nothing to do with it, he was answered by being told that his influence had become so great that he could easily sway the authorities whichever way he chose.


Although the Emperor was not really convinced of the accusation brought against the Alexandrian Pope, he imagined that the only way for establishing peace lay in getting Athanasius out of the way. He therefore decreed to banish him to Treves, a town on the Franco-Belgian border. This was the first exile Athanasius suffered and it lasted for a little over two years, from Feb. 336 to May 338 A.D.


The journey of Abba Athanasius from Constantinople to Treves was like unto the triumphant march of a hero; wherever he passed, he was welcomed with joy and honor. His sojourn in the Occident roused the attention and the sympathy of the people towards Church matters; it became the starting point of a more active Church policy on the part of the West.

Having obtained the banishment of the foremost protagonist of the Nicene Creed, the pro-Arian faction aimed at reinstating Arius. They succeeded in convincing Emperor Constantine of the heretic's repentance. Thereupon, an imperial order was sent to Alexander, Bishop of Constantinople, to accept Arius into the communion of the Church. Alexander was a peace-loving man throughout his life, and now at ninety year of age, he was ready to fight. For his loyalty to the Orthodox Faith was still stronger than any other motive within him. He, therefore, answered the imperial message by giving the same argument as Athanasius that "Arius was deposed by an ecumenical council, and only another such council can reinstate him.” The Emperor, in another fit of anger, sent an ultimatum to the aged Bishop, telling him that he must allow Arius to officiate with him the following Sunday, or he too would be banished. The effect of this ultimatum was to charge the whole city with suspense. The aged bishop was not ready to obey, yet the imperial order was categorical. At that time, James, Bishop of Nisibis, was visiting Bishop Alexander at Constantinople. Both Bishops found solace in each other's companionship, and both resorted to prayer and fasting so that God may show them a way out of this dilemma. It was Thursday when the ultimatum had been received. Throughout Friday, they both supplicated God in great earnestness; Saturday wore on while the two Bishops still prayed and fasted unwaveringly.


Now Arius, in anticipation of his triumph, strutted haughtily among his friends, while his followers paraded the streets in smug arrogance. At three o'clock on Saturday afternoon, while Arius stood in the main square of Constantinople, he was suddenly seized with severe colic. He asked for a place of rest and was directed to a nearby one behind the Forum. While inside, a sudden sickness gripped him, and he bled profusely. Some time later, his friends missing him and worrying about his delay, went in to see him and, to their horror, found him dead.


The death of Arius relieved the strain in the city and was considered an act of divine intervention. All the Churches were opened in an instant, and people thronged to offer their thanks. The people's emotions were deeply stirred, not only in Constantinople but throughout the Christian world. The Arian faction became stupefied, and Constantine regarded the incident as another sign which seemed to lead him to greater attachment to the Creed of Nicaea.

In the meantime, Abba Athanasius met Constantine the Younger at Treves. After the meeting, the prince wrote to his father, Constantine the Great, inspiring him with the thought of ordering the Pope's return to Alexandria. The Emperor had actually exiled Abba Athanasius only on the presumption that this was the best means for establishing peace within the Church, but finding that the absence of St. Mark's Successor only aggravated the situation and receiving his son's letter in his favor, he thought it wiser to recall him from his exile. These thoughts crowded his mind as he lay sick and near death. He died, however, before accomplishing this act of redress.


Upon the death of Emperor Constantine, his Empire was divided among his three sons: Constantine, the Younger, who took over the rule of the West; Constance, who took Italy, North Africa and Illyrian, and Constantius, to whose lot fell Egypt and the Orient. The rule of Constantine the Younger was very short-lived, for his two brothers plotted against him and killed him then divided the Empire among them-selves.


During his very short reign, Constantine the Younger ordered the release of Athanasius from his exile and sent a letter to the Church of Alexandria to inform them of that release. Abba Athanasius returned to his See among demonstrations of great joy from his people, who received him with acclamations and prayers of thanksgiving.


No sooner had Athanasius returned to his native land than he embarked on a second pastoral tour up the Nile. At the town of Esnah, north of Aswan, he was met by Pakhoum (father of Coenobitism). He and his monks went out to meet their Patriarch, chanting psalms and hymns of joy. Wherever he went, Athanasius did what the Apostles of Christ did three centuries earlier - teaching, strengthening, comforting, healing - according to the people's need.


It was fortunate that Athanasius undertook this tour so soon after his return to Alexandria, for he was not going to be left in peace long. Bishop Eusebius of Nicomedia, who had been one of his strong opponents and a supporter of Arius from the very beginning, started activities aimed first at winning the favor of Emperor Constantius, and then at plotting against Athanasius. When he succeeded in the first, he tried to convince the Emperor that the return of Athanasius had been hastily decreed by his dead brother and had not been approved by any Council as it should have been. Furthermore, he convinced the Emperor that this being the case, they had the right to appoint one of their bishops to sit on the chair of St. Mark instead of Athanasius. The Emperor approved, and Gregory of Cappadocia was chosen to do so. It was a blatant act of impropriety, contrary to all Church law, for Athanasius was exiled by order of Constantine and not by a council, but the Emperor was not the man to take this into consideration, and Eusebius of Nicomedia had only one motive – to overthrow Athanasius.


When the news of an intruder-bishop was proclaimed in Alexandria, it fell on the Copts like a thunderbolt. They were all stunned, especially that the sky of dissension was thought to be clear and there was no presage of the oncoming storm. Having recovered from the daze of it, the people all rose as one man in a fury. They kept continuous guard round the Pope's mansion, and whenever Abba Athanasius went to pray, the Church would be thronged with crowds. They prayed in all earnestness; they wept; they were under severe tension. Every soul was a tremor. Each one felt that it was the beginning of a sanguine revolution.


In the midst of these growing apprehensions, Athanasius kept an impassable serenity. He continued to explain the Holy Writ to his people, endeavoring to moderate their vehemence and strengthen their faith. 


The Arian faction, in turn, sensed the imminence of a collision and decided to save their forces for the inevitable hour. They worked and schemed in secret. They enlisted among their ranks all the discontented pagans and the entire disillusioned rabble.


Passion Week began. The faithful assembled in the churches to attend the Services and chant the hymns appropriate to the occasion. Suddenly a menacing blare of trumpets resounded throughout the city, together with the gradually mounting cries and shrieks of the crowds. The intruder, Gregory, had arrived at Alexandria, accompanied by priests, soldiers, and a motley multitude, headed by Philagrius, the city Prefect. It was a signal for unutterable horrors. They marched into the churches on horseback, killing the Faithful and trampling over them with horses' hoofs. It was a massacre. Christian blood filled churches and streets.


During these tense and dark days, persecutors and persecuted alike focused all their attention on one man: Athanasius. The Faithful eagerly sought to save him, while the Arians desired to destroy him. Notwithstanding the impending danger, Athanasius remained in his own Capital; every house in Alexandria became a refuge for the Great Pope and every person a shield. He, therefore, moved throughout the city feeling secure in spite of danger. And he stayed among his people until Easter Day, that he may celebrate it with them and share their misery and their suffering. Easter, being God's guarantee for the final triumph of Good over Evil, gave comfort to the sorely afflicted people. After the celebration of this glorious festival, Abba Athanasius quietly disappeared, in compliance with the insistent wishes of his people.


The Arians, disappointed at their failure to kill Abba Athanasius, vented their rage on his people; they doubled their oppression, committing against them all the horrors which but a few decades earlier were committed by Diocletian and his soldiers. To these atrocities, they added the most odious calumniations against the person of St. Mark's successor, who had chosen the city of Rome as the place for his self exile, for it was beyond the power and jurisdiction of Constantius.


Gregory, backed by the Emperor and his civil authority, gave strict orders that no Orthodox priest was to be permitted to officiate at any Church, still less to visit the people. The Copts now had two bitter alternatives: either to accept the services of an Arian priest, or to die without any spiritual succor; to bow the head under the hand of a heretic, or to go unbaptized. Most of them elected what to them was the lesser of the two evils – they boycotted Arianism and the intruding “self-styled” patriarch and worshipped God behind the closed doors of their homes. All the efforts Gregory made to win or influence them went unrewarded. They disdained him, refused to go near him, and deprived him of the honors he longed and hoped for. All their sentiments and their fervent prayers were with their legitimate leader, who they hoped was only temporarily absent from their midst; and it was his spirit together with the Grace of God that sustained them during this most difficult period and enabled them to suffer injuries and even death without giving in or giving up.


Antony, the chief of solitaries and aged saint, was still alive in the desert. His serene spirit revolted against these turbulent events. So he descended from his mountain and once more appeared in the streets of Alexandria. Standing in its central square, he addressed the people in simple, sublime language, and the multitudes thronged to hear him. None dared raise a hand against this giant man of God, whose age and years of consecrated saintly service had won him universal veneration. The Arians trembled while he spoke but perforce remained silent. When he ended his defense, he returned to his desert abode, leaving within the city a host of consoled, re-affirmed souls.

In the meantime, what was Athanasius doing in the land he chose for self-exile? He was active as ever, and Christians from many lands had their attentions riveted on him while their hearts throbbed with emotions. To them, "this illustrious fighter bore on his shoulders the whole edifice of Christ's Church."

Julius, Bishop of Rome, welcomed him to the city and sent out an invitation to all bishops in Christendom to come, confer with him and hold a council in which any differences could be resolved. A good number of the Occidental bishops immediately responded to his invitation, but of the Orientals, only those who were friendly to Athanasius came. As for his foes, headed by Eusebius, former bishop of Nicomedia who had become bishop of Constantinople, they bided their time and delayed the messengers sent by Julius.


When time passed and there was neither a sign of them nor a message from them, Julius decided to open the Council sessions anyway. The case of Athanasius did not drag. The abstention of the Eusebians, the presence of Athanasius with his modest but firm assurance and the radiance of his glorious deeds, the testimony (written and verbal) of the Egyptian clergy, and the examination of the reports sent to serve as a basis for the accusations against him - all these facts called for the justification of the Alexandrian Pope and proclaimed his innocence. The council of Rome unanimously confirmed him in his rights and maintained him in the communion of the Church.


During this procedure, the envoys of Julius arrived from the East. Their crestfallen mien declared only too plainly that they carried bad news. The Arians, with their Eusebian allies refused to attend. Instead of giving a direct refusal, their reply was subtle. Its purport was that the Christian Church never acknowledged the rule of the individual; hence an invitation to a council, signed by one person, is to be discredited even if that person was the bishop of Rome. For, though Rome was the Imperial Capital, yet it was out of the Orient that the Gospel had been proclaimed. Why, then, did Julius write to them in his own name? Why did he not accept as valid the verdict of the council of Tyre whereby Athanasius was deposed? Are not the decrees of a council immutable until another council rescinds them? Besides, the Emperor of the East was waging war on Persia and it was not appropriate that they should leave their Sees during such a crisis.

Thereupon the Fathers of the council of Rome decided to answer. They sent the acts of their assembly in a letter which Julius was charged to transmit to the Eusebians. The letter is exceedingly interesting both as a valuable document and because it proves that the Bishop of Rome at that time exercised no universal jurisdiction and did not have those prerogatives that his successors in later ages claimed that he had.

The letter opened thus: "Julius to Danius, Flaceillus, Narcissus, Eusebius, Maris, Macedonius, Theodorus, and their friends who wrote to us from Antioch, our dearly beloved brethren, salutations …” 


Julius then continues: "I read your letter brought to me by my priests Elpidius and Philoxenus, and I was astonished to find that in answer to my letter, written with affection and love for the Truth, you sent me an answer full of bitterness and disrespect. The pride and arrogance of those who have written it are reflected in every line; such sentiments are far from Christian. In fact the spirit of dispute bursts from it instead of the spirit of love. If the writer of this letter desired to give proof of his eloquence, he might have reserved it for other occasions. In ecclesiastical affairs, the apostolic canons are to be sought rather than eloquence … If it pleased some of you to listen to the voice of anger and write a letter under its sway, the sun should not have set on such anger, still less should it have been consigned to paper. What did you find in my letter to legitimize such rage? Is it because I have invited you to the council? This invitation should have delighted you. Those who have no doubt whatsoever on the justice of their acts cannot be discontented when their acts are subjected to examination; they ought rather to be persuaded that what has been passed with justice will not be found unjust. That is why the great Council of Nicaea permitted the discussion of the acts of previous councils … A tradition established by the Church and confirmed by the councils cannot be abrogated by some individuals …”

After going into the details of the coalition between the Arians and the Eusebians and dwelling at length on the testimonies witnessing to the integrity of Athanasius, Julius ended his letter with these words: "Those who have not made known unto us what they have done and have behaved according to their own desires, want us to give them our consent without knowing the causes. This is contrary to the regulations established by St. Paul and taught by the Fathers; it is a new regulation. I pray you take heed of what I have written unto you because my sole aim is the common welfare. I notify you of what we have received of the blessed St. Peter which I deemed well-known but, for the emotion-provoking incidents, actually taking place. Bishops are uprooted from their Sees, other imposed in their stead, while the faithful are forced to acknowledge those whom they do not want. Put an end, I pray you, to such matters and write against those who behave in this manner, that the Churches will not be troubled and the faithful need not act against their conscience. Give not the pagans occasion to laugh at us, and bring not the anger of God upon you. Each one of us, on the day of judgment will have to give an account of what he has done in this life … I desire, dearly beloved brethren, that you will be well in the Lord.”

In spite of the sincerity and goodwill that this letter portrayed, it produced no effect on its recipients. They considered it personal and not conciliatory. Athanasius, aware of that, decided to remain in exile in spite of the fact that the Council of Rome had reinstated him. He continued carrying on his spiritual and intellectual activities – studying, writing, praying and discreetly sowing the Seed of Christ’s teachings. These activities, together with the dignified and simple manner with which Athanasius bore himself, captivated the hearts of many Roman patricians. It exemplified an emancipation of soul which they did not possess but which they craved. In their desire to attain this emancipation, they requested Abba Athanasius to write the biography of his teacher. He responded to their plea and gave them (and all Christians) his famous book, "The Life of St. Antony.” Consequently some of the large villas of Roman Senators and consuls were transformed into retreats for monastic life. 


Hearing about the erudition and sanctity of the Alexandrian Pope, Emperor Constance also was moved, and he expressed the wish to receive instruction in the Scriptures from him. Thus, Athanasius wrote a summary of all the books of Holy Writ and sent it with a letter to the Emperor. Upon receiving it, Constance was so pleased that he invited the learned Father to his court.


Though appreciative of the invitation, Athanasius debated within himself whether it would be wise of him to visit the Emperor or not. His own country being subject to Constantius, he did not want to do anything that might antagonize him and aggravate the situation of the Orthodox living under his rule. After meditating and praying about this matter, Abba Athanasius reached the decision to visit Emperor Constance in Milan.


At Milan, Athanasius was received with due honor. His visit with the Emperor of the West was quite congenial, but faithful to his principles of prudence, he did not make it an occasion to complain to Constance of the deeds of his brother Constantius. Knowing that in every court there were eyes to spy, ears to eavesdrop and tongues to betray, he practiced absolute reserve. Furthermore, every time he conferred with Constance, he deliberately took with him witnesses from among the bishops whose sincerity he trusted – these were Hosius of Cordova, Crispin of Padua, Protais of Milan and others. Later on, circumstances proved how sagaciously he had acted in this; for whenever there were any calumnies about his conferences with the Emperor, he called to witness those sincere and venerable men to discredit the false talk.


One thing Athanasius could not master was his aroused emotions whenever he uttered the name of Alexandria and his beloved Church there, betrayed into the hands of a cruel intruder. He would burst into an involuntary indignation whenever he pictured the trials and tribulations of its people and the peril under which they lived. It was the righteous indignation of a soul passionately attached to a cause.


Impressed by Athanasius and convinced of the righteousness of his cause, Emperor Constance promised to do his utmost for re-establishing the peace of the Church. To keep his promise he immediately wrote a letter to his brother Constantius, making a strong plea for this. Constantius had already become very tired of the atmosphere of blood and strife in his Eastern Empire and deeply desired to liberate himself of it, hence his brother's letter found in him an attentive ear. The two Emperors agreed to convoke another Council for the purpose and chose as its site the town of Sardika in Illyria, on the borders of the two empires and the two Churches.

The idea of this Council at Sardika was welcomed by all who really cared for the return of peace and harmony within the Church. The Arians and Eusebians, however, were quite alarmed. They could not refuse to go, as they had refused to go to Rome, since the Council was being held at the request of the two Emperors. So, they went in spite of their wishes. They did so with unchanged attitudes and with the same uncharitable spirits.


About two hundred bishops converged in the Sardikan Council and, as at Nicaea, Hosius of Cordova was elected presiding Bishop. 


Sizing the situation, the anti-Athanasians found that the procedure was going to be purely ecclesiastic: that all the churches with complaints had sent witnesses against them, bringing well-authenticated documents; that Athanasius, whom they hoped would be absent, was there in person and very composed and confident. They realized that he was surely going to confront them in his usual powerful manner, and that if they accepted to sit at the Council, the probability would be that they, rather than their adversaries, would be indicted. Bearing these facts in mind, they pretended that they needed time to deliberate and plan their defense and so withdrew to hold secret meetings. What they really wanted to plan was how best to retreat from Sardika and avoid a confrontation with the venerable Council. While they deliberated, Hosius entreated them to come to the council without delay, and to this entreaty, the Sardikan fathers added: "We must conform to the desire of the Emperors and examine the very cause of this deplorable dissension.”

Athanasius himself, in spite of what his Church had suffered because of their actions, went to see them and, forgetting pride and prestige and in a spirit of true Christian charity, implored them to acquiesce with the unanimous desire and come to deliberate with their colleagues that peace may be restored to the Church Universal.


But they still persisted in not showing up, and so Athanasius flung the gauntlet at them, saying, "I declare that I shall wash myself clean of all your calumnies and shall convict you of oppressing the Churches." Unable to refute him, they remained resolutely silent and unmoved. While all this was going on, a letter arrived from Emperor Constantius proclaiming his victory over the Persians. This letter provided the dissident bishops with the excuse they were waiting for; they must hurry back to share with the Emperor the celebration of his victory.

Nonetheless the Council of Sardika went ahead and held its sessions. They passed two major decisions: to declare their adherence to the Nicene Creed and to excommunicate all intruding bishops. They also passed more church canons which they communicated to all churches in both East and West. These canons were accepted, although the Council of Sardika was not considered ecumenical because of the withdrawal of the Oriental bishops.


When the Council wound up its sessions, a full report of it was sent to both Emperors. A plea was also made to Constance, Emperor of the West, to write to Constantius, Emperor of the East, that he may validate their decisions. Responding to their plea, Constance wrote a letter and commissioned two prelates and a Christian general to carry it to his brother. Constantius met them well and, to the relief of all who took to heart the welfare of the Church, approved his brother's request. Not only that, but to the chagrin of the Arians, wrote to Athanasius the following letter: "Constantius Victorious Augustus, to Athanasius: Our clemency and our goodness do not permit us to leave you much longer to the raging sea and the tempest. Our piety has continuously followed you in your exile, your poverty and your voyages across savage lands. If we have deferred the disclosing of our intentions up to the present, it is because we hoped that you will take the initiative and ask for the remedy to your ailments. Probably, fear withheld you from carrying into action the desire of your heart; therefore, we address this letter to your courage, declaring to you all our munificence. And be it known unto you that in future you can present yourself to us without fear and prove for yourself the effects of our goodwill. We give you freedom to return to your homeland which you certainly desire. We have written to this effect to our brother Constance Victorious Augustus that he may permit you to come to us and to receive of our mutual goodness the permission to enter into your country.”

This long-sought freedom to go home certainly filled the heart of Athanasius with joy, but prudence commanded him to remain a little longer just to be sure that the letter was not dictated by an imperial whim. At this reserve, Emperor Constantius sent him a second letter in the same vein, but Athanasius still did not move. Shortly after, Emperor Constantius met some priests from Alexandria at Edessa and entrusted them with a third letter to Athanasius, a letter full of assurance, sincerity and goodwill. In this letter, Constantius made known unto him the death of Gregory. This intruder, who had only succeeded in keeping his usurped Chair by blood and sword, had finally met his death in a street brawl. And the Emperor of the Orient assured Athanasius that he would safeguard his peaceful return and would see to it that life return to normal within the Church of Alexandria.


With all these affirmations ringing in his ears, Athanasius listened to the call of his heart and left for Alexandria. Out of propriety and friendliness, he passed by Rome where he was met by the Bishop and the people with great joy and hailed as the great defender of Orthodoxy.


From Rome Athanasius went to Antioch to meet Emperor Constantius. After the interview, the Emperor wrote to all the bishops and priests of the Church Universal declaring to them that Athanasius had been completely reinstated and that all his adherents, like him, should fear no anxiety for the future. He then wrote a particular letter to the people of the Church Universal living in Alexandria. Lastly, he wrote to the prefects of Egypt, the Thebaid, and Lybia, informing them that all the papers written against Athanasius should be removed from the public annals, destroyed and considered as non-existent.


On leaving Antioch, Athanasius went to Jerusalem. All the bishops of Palestine, with the exception of three, received him with joy and assembled in a council to give him a collective testimony of their sentiments. They also gave him a letter to the priests, the deacons and the people of Alexandria, which they all signed.

Jerusalem was his last stop on the way home. After nine years of exile, nine years of uninterrupted pain and growing virtue, Athanasius was finally recompensed with an unexpected triumph. He returned home with enhanced rather than diminished prestige, vindicated by the declarations of four councils, the favor of two Emperors, the support of innumerable bishops and the unanimous applause of Orient and Occident. His heart was overjoyed to see that the peace, so long hoped for, was at long last re-established within the Church and the empire.


His entry into his metropolis was indescribable. The bishops of Egypt and Libya hastened to receive him and form a procession for him. The magistrates hurried to the frontiers so they might welcome him first. The people shouted with joy. For many days, public banquets were given wherein the rich regaled the poor. Processions and parades lasted far into the night. Everywhere, the full hands sought out the empty ones to fill them, and so whole-hearted was charity that, for a moment, poverty seemed to have vanished. An atmosphere of probity and fervor pervaded the whole country, and each home seemed transformed into a sanctuary. Athanasius wept for joy as he beheld the heights of love and faith which his people had attained, and he glorified God Who kept the sacred fire burning within their souls.

For a while peace reigned, and the Church of Egypt grew and flourished. Unfortunately, the good times were not yet destined to stay. Emperor Constance, of the Occident, was betrayed and assassinated by Manganites, one of his generals. Agitations shook the Empire, and Constantius waged war on his brother's assassin. He overthrew him and thus became the sole ruler of both Eastern and Western Empires. These shaking events inevitably had their repercussions on Egypt and its Church. An atmosphere of strife and change was just the right one for the Arians to start their intrigues anew. Across their path stood one man and one alone, against whom persecutions and calumnies beat as the waves beat against a rock. Their bitter experience throughout twenty five years had taught them that as long as Athanasius was alive and free, their ambitions were but empty baubles. They, therefore, began to whisper into the ears of Constantius, and unfortunately, the Emperor, in an hour of weakness and a vainglorious mood, forgot his letters and his promises to Athanasius and again lent an ear to his calumniators.


To the denunciations and intrigues of the Arians was united the soft and gentle voice of a beautiful woman, Princess Aurelia Eusebia, second wife of the Emperor. Her sweet words quietly saturated his mind against the Egyptian Pope.


As for Athanasius, he continued to teach his people and to govern them with sublime calmness even though he felt the clouds were ominously darkening. 


Lent came. Never were Christian assemblies so vast and so fervent. A presentiment of alarm filled the hearts of the people, urging them to pray all the more intensely. They celebrated Easter with great splendor. In the midst of these pastoral occupations, Athanasius received a letter from Constantius in which the Emperor feigned that the Pope had asked his permission to visit him in Rome and regulate with him some Church matters, and in response to his request, Constantius gave orders to facilitate his journey. When Athanasius carefully perused the letter, he found no explicit order in it but simply a permission to go to the Imperial court. He, therefore, gave a verbal reply only to the imperial messenger, thanking the Emperor and declaring to him that he was as yet very busy organizing his Church and that he would accept the invitation later on. In this manner, he postponed the cruel hour of parting again from his people. Nonetheless, he realized that he must be on guard. Clouds were gathering thick and fast on the horizon and he must prepare for the tempest. This prudent behavior enraged the Arians. They circulated new accusations: that Athanasius had been in league with Magnentius, and that consequently all his friends had deserted him, even St. Antony himself. Such rumors surprised and scandalized the Faithful. Athanasius gave a signal to St. Antony, and the aged man descended once more from his mountain. When he arrived, the whole of Alexandria went out to meet him: rich and poor, men and women, Christians and non-Christians, all hastened towards him. They all looked at the man of the desert, bearing lightly the weight of a whole century of living: his face bright, his vision still good, and his feet firm. They brought to him all the sick and the maimed and like unto his Savior, he healed them all. The multitudes waited on his every word and on his radiant smile; his authority over them was decisive, for his mere presence made all who were in it feel especially blessed. He confuted the calumniators and comforted the Faithful.

Albeit, Emperor Constantius did not give a frank order to arrest Abba Athanasius; however, his rage against him was continuously mounting, fed by the insidiousness of the Arians and the insinuations of his wife. He feared that the impassioned volatile Orient would rise in revolt against a new persecution of this Successor of St. Mark who had become the object of so much affection and reverence. He therefore awaited that inevitable hour in which Athanasius would fall under the anathemas of the coalesced Eusebian-Arians. With these thoughts, he readily responded to the letter of Liberius, the new Bishop of Rome, to convoke a Council at Milan.

Very few Oriental bishops attended the Milan council, while there were over three hundred Occidentals. As soon as they assembled, the Arians declared that they must come to an agreement on the subject of condemning Athanasius before deliberating on any other subject. Most of the bishops present ratified the condemnation that had already been prepared, through fear of the Emperor whose feelings they knew. Some of them however were fearless and courageously stood up and defended the Orthodox Faith and Athanasius, its great champion. They refused to be cowed by the clamors of the Arians and the menaces of the Emperor.


One of these was Hilarious, Bishop of Poitiers, who sent a letter of protest to Emperor Constantius, telling him of the anger and disappointment felt by all true Christians at his behavior. He wrote, "We are discovering, O ravening wolf, the skin under which you hide. You present yourself to the bishops to give them that same kiss by which the Lord was betrayed. You bow the head to receive their benediction, and you trample the Faith under your feet. You invite them to dine at your table, and when they rise from your banquets, it is to sell God as did Judas … you renounce your rights in their favor but it is to make them forget their own duties and lose the eternal reward.”

Athanasius was condemned in absentia, for he did not go to Milan to attend the Council. No order was given to arrest or banish him, yet the Church of Egypt was pressured and persecuted in diverse ways. When Easter came, the people did not dare to go to Church to celebrate it, for they knew they would not be left in peace. So they celebrated it in the cemeteries. Athanasius bore his yoke with majestic calmness and continued to teach his people and strengthen their hearts.


Sometime later, an imperial secretary came to Egypt bearing an oral message to the Alexandrian Pope that he was to leave his homeland. In answer to this message, Abba Athanasius produced the letters of the Emperor by which he had been authorized to stay in Alexandria, affirming that he would not leave his people without receiving a written order. A few weeks elapsed, and then the whole of Alexandria was shaken by the sudden arrival of the imperial legions from Libya. The chief of the army went to see Athanasius and again told him by word of mouth that he was to leave his See. The Successor of St. Mark gave him the same answer which he had given to the first messenger, but he realized that these messages were the dark omens presaging the storm. He, therefore, asked his people to resort to prayer and fasting. At this request, the Churches overflowed with crowds who earnestly prayed not only during the day but far into the night.


One evening, the multitudes thronged the Church of Abba Theonas, more numerous than ever, to celebrate a solemn feast. It was a great and beautiful spectacle indeed; a vast crowd of Faithful bowing their heads in silent adoration, lifting their voices in praise and glorification. Suddenly a harsh clang was heard, and the doors of the Sanctuary were violently pushed open. The soldiers, headed by their general, marched into it, trampling the worshippers under their feel or shooting them with their arrows. At this sacrilegious invasion, Abba Athanasius kept his seat and asked the deacon to read Psalm 136, during which the people responded with the refrain "For His mercy endureth forever" after each couplet. The Faithful obeyed; they stood firm, making of their own bodies a bulwark between their Pope and his enemies. While they chanted, some monks surrounded Athanasius and carried him away imperceptibly. The soldiers trampled, shot, and hacked their way through the people, only to find in the end that they had failed to lay hands on the one person whom they had been ordered to take dead or alive.

Athanasius was thus saved by God for more combats and more attainments. That same night, when his monks had carried him away, he went out in the dark with that tranquil audacity which had served him most marvelously in his hours of great peril. He did not leave his beloved Alexandria, for he knew that, should he knock on the door of any Christian, he would find a place of refuge. For six years he was lost to sight while all the efforts of the Arians at finding him went unrewarded. They were completely baffled, for Athanasius kept sending his Paschal letters in their due seasons, wrote to his bishops whenever he found it necessary, and was ever present in the midst of his people, though his enemies could not find him. Greater persecutions were meted out, more violence was committed, but all the rigors could not extract the confession from one single person of the followers of Athanasius on his whereabouts. Emperor Constantius presumed that he must have fled to Ethiopia to stay with Fromentius, his friend and disciple; messengers were dispatched there in haste, but Athanasius was not to be found.


One day, an encyclical epistle from the invisible Pope circulated with the rapidity of lightning throughout Egypt. He had heard that the Arians proposed a creed to his bishops demanding their signatures. So he immediately dispatched his message to them to uphold them against the heretics, and thus his vigilance never slumbered.

But where had Athanasius gone and how did he manage to hide for six whole years? Now there was in Alexandria at the time a pious, God fearing deaconess who had consecrated herself to the service of her people. She served quietly and charitably and her reputation was above reproach. 


When Athanasius was hurriedly carried away from his Church on that evening of horror, he walked in the streets of Alexandria pondering and praying. A very strong impulse that seemed like a divine order urged him to go to the home of that deaconess. And so he went there. When he knocked on her door, she opened it and to her great astonishment found it was the blessed and beloved Athanasius. She quickly ushered him in, and he told her that he had been inspired by the Holy Spirit to take refuge in her house and hide there. 


Unreservedly, and with a sense of being honored and blessed, she gladly accepted what she felt was "a necessity laid upon her." She continued to carry on her daily tasks in her regular manner, so that nobody seeing her could suspect for a moment that she was providing a haven for the great Athanasius. But, quietly, she prepared for him all his needs, brought for him the books he asked for, and carried his messages to the persons designated by him.

Meanwhile the Alexandrian Church continued to be subjected to persecutions and terror of the cruelest kind. Again an intruder-bishop was imposed upon it through the wiles of the Arians, backed by the might of a volatile and changeable Emperor. The imposed, illegal head of the church was, again, a Cappadocian by the name of George, and he was servile, ignorant and brutal, the type of man willing to execute any orders to commit atrocities as long as the imperial troops supported him. And this is exactly what he did. Neither young nor old, neither clergy nor laity were spared from the iron fist of his persecutions, which he hoped would break the spirit of the Copts and make them renounce their fealty to the Orthodox faith and their loyalty to Athanasius. But the hopes of George and his Arian backers were in vain. Like many of the persecutors before them, their brutalities had an effect opposite to that of its intent. It consolidated the bond of compassion and kindness among the faithful who, having proved all things, held fast to "that which was good” – their Church and its true Christian teachings.


Six years after he had taken refuge in the home of the deaconess, Athanasius seized the opportunity, when the wave of Arian brutality and vigilance had waned, and quietly slipped out and made a trip to the Holy Land. From there he wrote "An Apology to Constantius, the Emperor" in which he reminded him of his Christian background and the good deeds he had done and, in his usual eloquence, made a strong appeal to him to restore peace and justice to the Church of Alexandria and to its faithful people. This "Apology" was circulated through the Empire and had a deep impact on Christians everywhere.


Protected and shrouded by the innumerable friends and disciples, Athanasius re-entered Egypt, with his enemies still unable to trace him or lay hands on him. He retreated to the desert and made its many monasteries his dwelling place, moving from one to the other as the spirit moved him. 


At the first monastery, he learned of the departure of St. Antony from this life. The bond of love, which had cemented his heart so strongly to the great saint during his earthly life, gave Athanasius a sense of assurance that the Spirit of this Athlete of God would be with him and help him more than ever. With this assurance he carried on his life of Christ-centered activities, and as he moved from one monastery to the other, his prayers, his praise and his adoration mingled with the prayers, praise and adoration of the desert conquerors. He was consoled to think that Christ was loved and glorified in the desert; he was sad to think that Christ was persecuted in Alexandria and other cities of Egypt by his blinded foes.

It was through the fidelity and vigilance of the monks that Athanasius, though absent from his flock, was ever present in his church. At the least movement of the enemy, they immediately warned him. Whenever he wrote, they immediately transcribed his writings and circulated them throughout Christendom. He continued his course of action, giving his counsels and his orders, teaching, guiding, and writing.


These years of seclusion in the depths of the desert were probably the most prolific years in the life of Abba Athanasius. Alone with his thoughts, away from all the distraction of city life, he wielded his indefatigable pen. Out of the dark desert caverns shone the Light which illumined the path for all religiously-minded people throughout the ages. While this masterful teacher was forced to find shelter in the solitude of the desert, he wrote his defense against Arianism in four volumes. Forgetting all personal questions and ignoring all treachery and backhandedness, he concerned himself solely with the theological questions. He rose above all the ephemeral troubles and party prejudices to concentrate on divine ideas; his one aim being to clarify the dogma that had been darkened by polemics.

Hardly had he laid down his pen than a letter came to him from Serapion bishop of Thmuis, informing him of the rise of a hew heresy. The heretic, this time, was Macedonius Bishop of Constantinople, who denied the divinity of the Holy Spirit.


A great sadness pervaded the soul of Abba Athanasius when he heard of this new aggression on the Holy Trinity. Immediately, he picked up his pen and set himself to refute it. "To Serapion, bishop of Thmuis, against the blasphemers who say that the Holy Sprit is a creature… It is in the depth of the desert that the letters of your holy friendship reached me; they have been the means by which the Father of all mercies and the Lord of all consolation comforted my soul in the midst of distress and persecution. As I read them, your sincere friendship and the love of all my other friends surrounded me and filled me with joy. But alas! Hardly had I come to the end of reading them, than my soul was filled with sadness at the perversity of these men bent on ruining the Truth …" Athanasius, however, did not linger over his sadness; the fighter within him was roused. He attacked the new system and demolished it; then clearing away all the debris, he laid the firm foundations on which he built the Orthodox Dogma in its integrity. Relying totally on the Holy Scriptures, he proved that the Holy Spirit is God Eternal; He is sanctifying, vivifying, Creator; Immutable and Immense, He fills the universe. Baptism is to be administered in His name as well as in the name of the Father and the Son; Divine Grace is given us by the Father in the Son through the Holy Spirit; He is the Speaker by the prophets.


After giving a vivid and clear picture of the Church's belief in the Holy Spirit, the valiant Pope added: "Though far in the desert, I was moved to the very depth of my being at the impudence of the innovators … I am sending my refutation of their heresy to your piety, entreating you to correct whatever error you may find therein and to pardon me for it.”

This last phrase expresses the humility of the great hero, for his letter was a masterpiece worthy of the Holy Spirit Who had certainly inspired His defender.

The letter of Abba Athanasius had the immediate effect of quieting this new heresy. It also dumbfounded the Arians who seemed at the time to be in power because of their great influence at the court. With all the imperial support they received, however, the Arians were, nonetheless, baffled by Abba Athanasius and his people who obstinately refused to bend the knee unto Caesar. 


Athanasius foresaw the fall of the anti-Nicaeans even in their hour of triumph. Having forced him away from his Capital and dispersed all the redoubtable Orthodox, they dissented among themselves. Proof of this was afforded by the number of creeds they promulgated; whenever they assembled, they wrote a different one.

Amidst all these clashing events, the world was suddenly shaken by grave news: Emperor Constantius, on the eve of going to war against Persia, was seized with a fever which proved fatal and brought about his death. At the hour of his hope, in a triumphant issue, the incorrigible persecutor of Athanasius and of the Church fell.

The direct and sole successor of the Constantinian Dynasty was Julian. He came to the throne with all the assets that could charm the people: hereditary right, youth, eloquence, and the prestige of a powerful military genius. And all the people had high hopes at his advent, the highest being those of the Alexandrians. Did not the new Emperor study at their School? On his part, the new ruler of the Empire fanned the people's expectations by his easy flow of eloquence and the shower of favors: He decreed a general amnesty to all those in exile! This all sweeping graciousness hid behind it an abominable hostility which he was yet apprehensive to avow. He reckoned that the recall of the exiled Bishops would light the fire anew between the devotees of the Galilean.


The Bishops hastened back to their people – all except Athanasius. He waited for a sign from Heaven. When he heard of the death of George of Cappadocia, the intruder-Bishop, he considered this the sign to return to Alexandria. In the great city, the people, wearied by their ordeal, were in dire need of the presence and leadership of their beloved Athanasius. So were the true Copts all over the country. When the news spread that he was returning to his See at last, all of Egypt was stirred by it. An irresistible enthusiasm dominated every soul, and huge masses went out to greet him as he sailed by ship up the Nile northward towards Alexandria. They all wanted to see the man who had become a legend while yet alive; they crowded on both banks to greet him as he passed and to receive his paternal blessing. As he came within sight of the great metropolis, everyone went out to meet him. They formed themselves into groups according to their age and their calling; they marched towards him in long undulating lines - a multitude that was so large, it was hard to count.


At long last he entered Alexandria. He had grown older and thinner but maintained the same fiery Spirit. Wearing the same old garb of monks, he seemed more majestic and magnetic to his people. Cries of love and admiration echoed and re-echoed from one end of the city to the other. And as he advanced amidst his people, smiling serenely and joyously, his whole being radiated with paternal love. 


Abba Athanasius set himself immediately to the task of re-organizing his church. His first act was to convoke a council in which he laid the rules for accepting repentant Arians. Some of his bishops were not exactly pleased at the clemency of his regulations, but he quieted their fears by explaining that "The Kingdom of God should not belong to us alone; we must therefore endeavor to the best of our ability to accompany with us to this glorious realm as many of our brethren as possible. We must bend to reach the fallen. Violence is no remedy; it will render the wounds of the Church more incurable. Both Christian charity and reason demand that we maintain in their dignity all those who give us proof of their sincere repentance." When this plea did not satisfy all those present, Athanasius added: "Shall we be more demanding than God? When the Prodigal son repented, after dissipating his heritage on riotous living, he had the joy of being welcomed home; he was accounted worthy of his father's embrace; he received a gold ring and was dressed in the sumptuous robes which he had worn before his fall. And the father disapproved of his elder son's indigence. Henceforth those who abjure the heresy in order to adopt the Faith of our fathers are to be admitted within our ranks. Far from closing the door in their faces, let us welcome them with open arms and rejoice at their return. Let us be true followers, indeed, of our Lord.”

With these touching and revealing terms, the illustrious teacher of Alexandria convinced all his hearers and thus succeeded in winning vast numbers of heretics. This marvelous achievement would have sufficed many a man, but not Athanasius. As he scanned the state of the faithful, he found that for several years, an insidious quarrel troubled the two sister churches: the Greek and the Latin. This quarrel had arisen, not over principle, but over words. In fact, three words were at the bottom of it all: person, substance and hypostasis. The Greeks used the word "hypostasis" to express the idea for which the Latin uses the word "person.” And to make matters worse, the Greek word "hypostasis" resembled in its linguistic composition the Latin word "substance.” This linguistic divergence threatened to rupture the believers of one Creed, each accusing the other of accepting a contrary belief. Athanasius decided that it was time to end this quibbling; he invited both groups to convene together, asking each in turn to define clearly and concisely the exact meaning of the words over which they dissented. Out of the definitions sprang the light; the seeming adversaries were astounded to discover that they shared the same belief. Each was then free to use his own linguistic expression without causing offence to the other. The only recommendation Athanasius made was that they keep intact the Creed of Nicaea, a recommendation dictated by a deep insight which seems to have penetrated far into the unknown future.

This Athanasian policy scored a success out of all proportions; the depth of Athanasius' soul called unto the depth of other souls, and they speedily responded. The half-Arians adopted the Orthodox Doctrines almost immediately. The pagans felt attracted by his magnetic personality, and his tranquil logic won them. To the pagan priests, who were augurs and soothsayers, he seemed a veritable sorcerer who enchanted men and women from all ranks.

Emperor Julian had not calculated that his edict of amnesty would have such auspicious results. He had condescendingly liberated Athanasius and other Orthodox Bishops hoping to poison the atmosphere between them by placing the chief opponents face to face. When his hope was not realized, he was enraged. Consequently, he took off the mask of magnanimity he had so ostentatiously paraded with and exposed his real self by apostatizing. Then, he sent a letter to the people of Alexandria in which he ordered Athanasius to leave their city. This was coupled with a letter to the Prefect of that city, warning him that should Athanasius remain in his metropolis later than the first of December, he and his officers would have to pay a hundred pounds weight of gold as a punishment.


These two letters infuriated the people. They delegated some of the most trustworthy among them to go to Antioch and meet the Emperor to see if they could convince him to change his orders. When the delegates arrived, they were met with disdainful arrogance. 

December was drawing near. Athanasius realized that if he did not leave the city, his people would be exposed to grave danger. To comfort them before leaving, he assembled them and spoke to them: "Let not your hearts be troubled, my dearly beloved children.” he said. "This is merely a passing cloud which one whiff of the wind will dispel.” And once again, he embarked on the Eternal River towards his familiar haven, the Thebaid.


Meanwhile, the Prefect received orders to follow Athanasius. So, no sooner had he heard of his departure than he boarded a boat and sailed upstream after him. Unaware that he was being pursued, Athanasius wished to stop on the way, so he asked his men to lay anchor. As they were all relaxing happily under some palm trees, Abba Athanasius suddenly got up saying, "We are not sailing upstream; we are going back to Alexandria to prove that He Who protects us is greater than him who persecutes us.” They all got up at once and started going back downstream. Hardly had they sailed a few miles than a boat crossed their path, and it was that of the Prefect. Its sailors asked, "Have you seen Athanasius and his men?" Athanasius who was sitting in the midst of his own, his face half hidden by its hood, answered calmly without moving from his place, "He is not far from you.” Not realizing who the speaker was, the Prefect's men speeded up their oars. As for the pursued Pope, he re-entered Alexandria and resorted to the tomb of his own father, where he lived for six months. Only then did the authorities discover that St. Mark's Successor had not left his metropolis. But the Emperor was preparing an expedition against Persia and, envisaging himself as a triumphant conqueror, he thought it hardly worth his while to pre-occupy himself with a follower of the Galilean. So he just gave his men orders to be on the lookout for him. The friends of Athanasius, who were in the very court of the apostate, sent him a secret message of the Emperor's orders. So the heroic Pope took the road to the desert once more. He advanced with prudence, spending a day here, two days there, sleeping at times in a far away village, at others in some deserted ancient temple, and often spending the nights amid the palm groves by the banks of the Nile under the starry skies. Thus, all endeavors to find him were fruitless.


One day when for a moment the shadow of weariness clouded the soul of Athanasius, Piamon, Abbot of the Arsinoe monasteries, and Theodorus, Abbot of Tabennisi came to see him. By the manner with which they spoke, he sensed that they were in an unusually good mood. Asking for an explanation, Theodorus made haste to answer, "If we seem happy, beloved father, it is because we are bringing you some good news. Julian has just been killed by the Persians, and his successor is a Christian prince who has a heart set on the peace of the world. You need not remain away from your See now. Rather, go to Antioch where the new monarch will receive you with great honor.” Abba Athanasius, thanking God for the quick deliverance He had provided, immediately left the desert and its cherished inhabitants and descended the Nile. He resolved to go first to Alexandria and wait there for an invitation from the new Emperor to go to Antioch. The wind sped his boat by, and to their great relief and joy, his people suddenly saw him in their midst.

Julian the Apostate was succeeded by Emperor Jovian, a man endowed with piety and gentleness of character. His advent filled the hearts of the Egyptians with high expectations.


Jovian entered Antioch after coming to terms with the Persian conquerors, and as soon as he did so all the bishops hastened to present their congratulations with the exception of Abba Athanasius. This did not anger Jovian, because in his youth he had learned to hold the Alexandrian Pope in great esteem. Inquiring about him and hearing that he had settled quietly in his great metropolis, he sent him the following letter: "To the very religious Friend of God, Athanasius – from Jovian – We greatly admire, beyond all words, the sanctity of your life and the indefatigableness of your efforts. Therefore, we extend to you our esteem and our protection. You merit both for the valor you have displayed amidst all your trials, and for your heroic disdain of armed forces and implacable persecutors. 


"Knowing of your loyalty to the Faith and your constancy in teaching your people, we cannot suffer you to remain under the burden of banishment. We request you to return and to resume your work of edification. Retuni, there to the Holy Church and shepherd God's people. As you stand at the head of your people, remember us in your prayers. We are persuaded that God will shower His favors on us and on all who are Christian like unto us, if you will kingly accord us the succor of your prayers.”

This imperial letter was followed by another, in which Jovian asked the Alexandrian Teacher to instruct him in the True Faith. In response to this second letter, Abba Athanasius assembled his own bishops, and after conferring with them sent the Emperor the following answer: "Your thirst after things divine is most becoming to a prince; it is a sign that your heart is really in the Hands of God. And since Your Piety desires to know from us the True Faith of the Church we find nothing more edifying on this important issue than the Faith professed by your Fathers at Nicaea … The True Faith shines in spite of all heresies and Chiasms through the clarity of the Scriptures. The saints, baptized unto this Faith, have sealed It with their blood and are now enjoying the well-earned repose in Paradise … The men who contradict It can never prevail against It.” Abba Athanasius, then, wrote the Nicene Creed in its integrity, and added: "This is the Faith, O Prince, in which you should live, for it comes from God and from his Apostles.”

The response of Athanasius intensified the Emperor's interest; and forthwith he invited him to Antioch. The Alexandrian Pope accepted gladly, and was received at the court with great honor. In consequence, several Arian bishops returned to Orthodoxy, and all further Arian efforts to calumniate Athanasius were gone with the wind. 

Unfortunately, this heaven-sent peace was quite short. Sudden death overtook Emperor Jovian as he was traveling from Antioch to Constantinople. He had reigned for seven ephemeral months. His passing away deprived the world of a good Christian, and Athanasius of a loyal friend.

Two brothers succeeded Jovian: Valentinianus in the West, and Valens in the Cast. The profound peace enjoyed by Egypt after the long laborious combats was like a dream-truce.


When Valens first took the reins in his hands, he left the situation as it was. Abba Athanasius resolved to go on a third pastoral tour, so that his people who had often seen him hounded and harassed would be able to see him in the joy of an unforeseen triumph and thus be assured of the inexhaustible vitality of the cause he championed. Several bishops and priests gathered in Alexandria to form a retinue for him. They embarked and took a leisurely voyage this time. As they sailed slowly, people collected on the banks of the Nile in countless numbers. The Pope and his companions stopped at every town and every village. At night, the whole countryside would be lit with torches held by long lines of people waiting to greet their Pope and singing joyful hymns. 


At times, Athanasius would disembark, and go far inland to visit some out-of-the-way village. The waiting crowds, urged by an irresistible enthusiasm would follow his procession. It was a wondrous experience for the people of the Egyptian countryside who considered Athanasius the light of their Church and the glory of their nation. They could not take their eyes off him. The contrast between his elevated position and the simplicity of his garb, between the vigor of his character and the pleasant cordiality of his visage; and between his spiritual insight and erudition and his ability to mix with the lowliest-all that magnetized the people: they venerated and loved him simultaneously.


This voyage was both a triumph and a conquest. It strengthened the Faithful and caused many heretics to repent and return to the Orthodox doctrine. The Church that had been so mercilessly abused was gloriously rehabilitated.


As the procession advanced southward, Theodorus, Abbot of Tabennisi assembled his Coenobites, and they went out together to meet their Pope. When the two processions met, a chorus of virile warm voices chanted a psalm. Together, they marched towards the monasteries. A profound joy invaded the soul of Athanasius when he beheld the monks in their own abodes. He praised God for causing the desert to flourish. He blessed them and spoke words of comfort and cheers to them. They, in turn, looked with admiration on this living miracle: a man so great humbling himself as the least of them; kind and affable more than any they had seen.

The visit to the monasteries was the termination of the pastoral tour, after which Athanasius set sail northward, going downstream back to Alexandria. As he parted with Theodorus and his monks, the illustrious Pope chanted the words of the 137 psalm: "If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her cunning. If I do not remember thee, let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth: if I remember not Jerusalem above my chief joy.”

It was a good thing that Athanasius had a chance to make this heart-warming tour, for Valens – like other Emperors before him – succumbed to the influence of the Arian Bishop of Constantinople and unexpectedly issued an edict that all Orthodox bishops be banished from their Sees. He also threatened that the magistrates and prefects who did not enforce his commands would be held answerable for it.


At the first rumors of the imperial menace, the Alexandrians flew into a passion, expressing their readiness to withstand any consequences rather than expose their aging Father to another banishment. They assembled in masses and dispatched notes of strong protest to their governor. 


At first the governor seemed unmoved by these protests and unwilling to risk the consequences of going against the Emperor's order. When, however, he sensed that the people’s anger was rising to a boiling point, and that any action against Athanasius might lead to riots and bloodshed, he decided it would be wiser to forestall such an eventuality. Hence he ceded to their wishes and permitted the illustrious Pope to remain in his capital. Having done that, he immediately dispatched information of his decision to the Emperor, justifying it on the grounds that he had made it because he wanted to avoid unnecessary disturbances and bloodshed, and to maintain peace along those people of' the city who so ardently supported their beloved Pope.


When Valens received the governor's dispatch, he was in a receptive mood. Hence not only did he give his approval to the decision to leave Athanasius in peace, but he even sent a letter to the venerable Pope entreating him to remain at the head of his Church.


In consequence, a profound calmness enveloped Alexandria. The people relaxed and went about their daily business. The churches kept their doors always open and were always full. Services were held in them daily, and they continuously reverberated with the echoes of the sacred chants.


Athanasius also relaxed and was pleased that the Emperor's conciliatory message had restored peace and harmony within his Church. He had learned from long experience, however, that Emperors could be fickle. The promises of Valens were good but there was no guarantee that he would not suddenly change them. So in order to avoid the consequences of such a possible change, one day not long after, he quietly left Alexandria and retreated again to his desert abode. Also he had been saddened to hear that Apollinarius, Bishop of Laodicea and one of his dear friends, had committed a new heresy, and he wanted the time and freedom required for the task of refuting it.


The heresy of Apollinarius was the opposite of that of the Arians. He denied the humanity rather than the divinity of the Christ, affirming that He had been a man in appearance only but not in reality. 


This heresy was just as unacceptable to Athanasius as the Arian heresy for it was contrary to the teachings of the Apostles, and to the true Christian faith. It meant a denial of the Incarnation, the redemption by blood and the glorious Resurrection-making the incarnate Word a sort of divine phantom. The combatant spirit of the heroic ‘Defender of the Faith’ was again stirred to its depths, and he mustered all his energy, his logic and his accumulated knowledge to refute the new heresy. He had become an old man now, but the fire of his youthful soul was still aflame, and he could not bear to see the physiognomy of his Lord disfigured in any way.


He wrote a three-volume work expounding the Faith again, and refuting Apollinarius without once mentioning his name. Such consideration proved that the love he bore for the erring person still gripped his heart in spite of his grief at the error. After this last defense, Athanasius laid down his pen, and did not take it up again. He had used it superbly as a faithful and profound portrayer of the Savior of mankind, thus providing all truth seekers down through the ages with a bright beacon to guide them into the paths of' Truth about Him and in Him. Arius could no more say "He is only human"; Apollinarius could no more say "He is only Divine.” For Athanasius had proven to all those who had ‘ears to hear’ and ‘eyes to see’ that the Christ made the two into a perfect unity and was the God-man-that ineluctable and ineffable mystery, eternally surpassing the thought and eternally captivating the heart.59 He was both fully God, and also fully man. That is why only through Him could God reveal Himself and impart divine life. Christians who believed otherwise would be idolatrous, for if they worshipped a Christ who was not Consubstantial with God, they would be worshipping other than God.

And now the life of Athanasius was nearing its sunset. Like the Apostle Paul, he "had fought the good fight, he had run the race.” he had fulfilled his destiny. He was twenty seven years old when he became Pope, and had guided the Church during forty-six years. Except for the first three and the last five years of his life, which were years of peace, he had fought continuously, steadfastly and fearlessly to defend the Christian faith and to maintain It in its integrity as It had been taught and handed down by the Apostles. Unflinching, unwavering, undaunted he had stood up and faced Emperors, powers and principalities without moving one iota from his single purpose, regardless of the consequences to himself. At certain times during his fight, he could count on and did have many courageous supporters. At other times he seemed almost alone. But even when he was alone, he knew for a certainty that ‘one with God is a majority’. And so when he was told that the whole world was against him, he answered, ‘And I am against the world’. "Athanasius contra mundum, et mundum contra Athanasius" became a well-known expression of his fearless independence, and his immovable fidelity to his Lord and Savior.

St. Basil-later called the Great – one of his younger contemporaries among the Church Fathers, said of him, "Athanasius was for the faithful what Pharos (the famous Alexandrian lighthouse) was for ships; when the night was dark and tempests raged, all eyes turned instinctively to him." 


In gratitude for his labors and his unique contribution, the Church Universal conferred on him the titles of ‘the Defender of the Upright Faith’ and the more concise one of ‘the Apostolic’. This latter title, in which he is made a compeer of Christ's Apostles, has come to be an indivisible part of his name. 


Sixteen centuries have now passed since Athanasius walked on this earth; and yet he is still as much as ever the subject of study and wonder. 


A great scholar of his life ended the book he recently wrote about him by describing him in the following terms: - "After sixteen centuries, the Orient and the Occident unite to admire that existence so illustrious and so saintly, so agitated and so prolific, so unhappy and so glorious. Everywhere – wherever the Church lives and reigns-it will link to Its Creed the name of its most heroic of champions, desiring to show Christians of all ages to what heights of virtue can rise those who give themselves wholly to Christ and what marvels they can perform with profound convictions. It is time to bring to light the sublime figure of Athanasius as a shining example to us human beings. Convictions waver and characters are becoming pliable; but by his indomitable firmness and his ardent and sovereign love, this immortal Athlete enkindles us to remember of what race we are.”


St. Athanasius(
References:

· The Story of the Copts, Chapter XII
· Coptic Church Review, Vol. 9, No. 2, 1988

· The Book of Synaxarium

Church Calendar:

· St. Athanasius’ Feast Day, 7 Pachons (May 15th)
· The Assembly of the Holy Council of Nicaea, 9 Hathor (November 18)
Lesson Aim:

1. The life of St. Athanasius
2. An introduction about the ecumenical councils and the Council of Nicaea (A.D. 325)
3. The virtue of faith; the Nicene Creed 

Bible Reading:
Romans 4:13-25
Golden Verse:

“All things are possible to him who believes.” Mark 9:23
Some Notes on St. Athanasius:

1. Without doubt, he was the leading person in the Council of Nicaea, although he was only in his twenties. He was only a deacon, and there were 318 other bishops.

2. He was 20 years old when he wrote two important books: Treaties against the Heathen and On the Incarnation.
3. He was banished and exiled 5 times in his fight against Arianism.

4. While in exile, he wrote many letters to defend the Orthodox faith.


ST. ATHANASIUS(
Reading: 

The Story of the Copts by Iris Habib el Masri, Pg. 111+ 

Golden Verse: 

"Be merciful unto me, 0 God, be merciful unto me: for my soul trusteth in thee: yea, in the shadow of thy wings will I make my refuge, until these calamities be over past." Psalm 57: 1 

Lesson Aim: 
· To learn about the life of St. Athanasius and his involvement in our Church.
Lesson Notes:

1. St. Athanasius' Childhood 

a. As a child, he was chosen by God to serve the Church. 

b. Even through his play as a child, he was initiated into the Church. 

c. He was offered to the Church by his mother and served Abba Alexandros. 

2. St. Athanasius and His Fight Against Arianism 

a. The involvement of Athanasius at the Council of Nicaea against Arius' teachings
b. Athanasius' strong faith about the Nature of Christ
c. His fight against Arius, and later Arianism, continued throughout his entire life. 

3. The Years He Spent in Exile 

a. The support he received from his people gave him security
b. He continued to write books and defend the Christian Church and her faith. 

c. His return to Alexandria with a welcoming reception and joy at the end of his life


St. Athanasius(
(An abbreviated story for kids)

I. Her Childhood
A. Born around 297 AD
B. His parents were atheists.

· The father died when Athanasius was a very young.
C. Abba Alexandros sees Athanasius enacting Baptism as a kid playing with his friends.
D. Athanasius’ mother offered him to the Church and Abba Alexandros took him as his son.
1. He became a deacon and grew in spirit.
2. He studied the Bible and all Church books.
3. He wrote two very important Theological books at an early age.
E. He was chosen as a Pope after Pope Alexandros.

II. His Fight against Arianism
A. Arius started a heresy and attracted many people behind him.
1. “Christ is not God but the Son of God, not equal to God.”
2. “Christ was created; there was a time when Jesus Christ did not exits.”

3. “Jesus Christ is less than God, a mediator between God and man.”

B. The Ecumenical Council of Nicaea (325 AD)
1. 318 bishops gathered to try Arius.
2. Athanasius was the main voice against Arius; he was only a deacon in his twenties.

3. The Nicene Creed was written.

C. The Roman Emperor sided with Arius and allowed him to continue preaching.
III. St. Athanasius is Exiled 5 Times
A. He was accused of false crimes and charges; some of these charges included:
1. Trying to overthrow the Roman kingdom
2. Killing a priest
3. Sinning with a woman

B. Athanasius’ faith was strong and firm.
1. He wasn’t afraid of anyone.
2. Almost everyone was against him.

i “Athanasius against the World”

ii He is an example for us in this world.

C. St. Athanasius is exiled, and an appointed bishop tries to take his place.
1. The Copts were all behind St. Athanasius and would not follow the intruding bishop.

2. They hid St. Athanasius safely at the cost of their lives.

3. He was exiled on 5 different occasions!
D. St. Athanasius spent his times of exile writing to defend the faith.
E. He finally returned to Alexandria at the end of his life, and there was great joy among the Copts.
IV. Applications
A. We must be good Christian witnesses unto others.

1. In behavior and in conversations

2. Be zealous for the salvation of others; this is God’s desire.
3. Be ready to defend your faith.
B. We must know our faith well enough to pass to others.

1. Read the Bible daily.

2. Read Church books.

3. Pray to God for spiritual wisdom as you speak.

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NAME: ____________________________
first                                                 last                                            .
St. Athanasius

Read: Synaxarium 7th of Bashans
Verse to Memorize: 

	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


1.  The 1st. part of the Church Creed was written by the Ecumenical Council of 

        a) Jerusalem
b) Chalcedon
c) Nicaea
d) Constantinople
e) Ephesus


2.  ______________ was the main voice against the heresy of ___________ at the Council of ___________.  [Arius, Athanasius, Nicaea] 

3.  From an early _______, Athanasius set himself to study the ___________ and all Church ___________.  He was offered by his ______________ to the Church to serve Abba _________________.  [books, Bible, age, Alexandros, mother] 

4. Which of the following describes Arius' belief? 
        a) Jesus Christ is equal with God. 
        b) Jesus Christ was created by God. 
        c) The Holy Spirit is not God. 
        d) Jesus Christ is less than God in glory. 
        e) b & d 

5.  Which of the following best describes St. Athanasius?  (Circle all possible answers) 
        a) He was one of the 318 Bishops at the Council of Nicaea. 
  b) He initiated the monastic life. 
  c) He fought to preserve the Christian Orthodox faith. 
  d) He is responsible for ending Christian persecution. 
  e) He is a great theologian of the Church. 

6.  How many times was Pope St. Athanasius exiled? ________ 

7.  Mark () for true and () for wrong in front of the following: 
        a) Athanasius' parents were Christians. (   ) 
        b) The Lord is pleased with us whenever we mix with evil people. (   ) 
        c) Athanasius is called the defender of the Orthodox faith. (   ) 
        d) 200 Bishops were gathered at the Council of Nicaea. (   ) 
        e) Athanasius spent 20 years of his life in exile. (   ) 





























































































The Orthodox Creed


We believe in One God, the Father the Pantokrator, Creator of heaven and earth, and all things visible and invisible.


We believe 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 made, of one essence with the Father, by 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 the Virgin Mary and became man.  He was crucified for us under Pontius Pilate.  He suffered and was buried, and in the third day He rose again, according to the Scriptures.  He ascended into the heavens and sits at the right hand of His Father; and He is coming again in His glory to judge the living and the dead, Whose Kingdom shall have no end.


Yes, we believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and Giver of Life, Who proceeds from the Father.  Who, with the Father and the Son, is worshipped and glorified, Who spoke by the prophets.


And in One Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic Church.  We confess one baptism for the remission of sins.  We look for the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come. 


Amen.








( Reference source unknown; if you know the source, please inform us.


( The Story of the Copts (Book 1), by Iris Habib el Masri, The Coptic Bishopric for African Affairs, 1987, Chapter XII


( Prepared by Dr. Raif Yanney, St. George Coptic Orthodox Church, Bellflower, CA


( Prepared by Isaac Gindi, St. George Coptic Orthodox Church, Bellflower, CA


( Prepared by Ossama Ekladious, St. George Coptic Orthodox Church, Bellflower, CA
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