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The Angels

DOGMA & THEOLOGY

Ministers of God and Companions of the Church
The Pre-Servant must think rightly about the angels for three reasons.

First, Scripture assumes that we know them. The Bible opens with the cherub at Eden's gate and
closes with the angel of Revelation, and across the sixty-six books in between the ministry of angels is
woven as a steady thread. A servant who cannot speak of angels is a servant who cannot teach the
whole counsel of God.

Second, the life of the Church cannot be understood apart from them. The Divine Liturgy names them
by rank; our hymns address them by name; the feasts of Michael, Gabriel, Raphael, Suriel, and the Four
Incorporeal Creatures are woven into the Coptic calendar; every sanctuary is furnished with the
Cherubim above the ark of the altar. A pre-servant who does not know this will not be able to explain
the church to the children who sit in her pews.

Third, the world is suffering a strange re-paganization in which angels are turned into sentimental
mascots or occult intermediaries. The Church's sober and scriptural teaching is the medicine for this
fever.

The aim of this lesson is not merely informational. As the Church prays in the Liturgy of St. Gregory,
“Those who are in this place, conform them to Your angels” — that is, make us like them. To study the
angels rightly is to be shown, in a living icon, what obedience, praise, service, and courage look like
when they are perfected. We study them so that we may imitate them.

What the Scriptures Say About the Angels

The foundation of our teaching is not popular imagination but the written Word. The Scriptures speak
of the angels plainly, often, and without embarrassment. They are creatures — not eternal, not divine,
not to be worshipped — and yet they are mighty, bright, holy, and close to God.

“Who makes His angels spirits, His ministers a flame of fire.” Psalm 104:4

The word itself — ayyelog in Greek, malak in Hebrew — means simply "messenger." The name
describes an office rather than a nature; it tells us not what they are in themselves but what they are in
relation to us and to God. St. Augustine observes this clearly: angel, he says, is the name of the
ministry, not of the essence. Their essence is spirit; their office is messenger.

“Are they not all ministering spirits sent forth to minister for those who will inherit
salvation?” Hebrews 1:14
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Every word in that verse deserves attention. They are ministering — they serve. They are spirits —
bodiless. They are sent — they do not come on their own errands. And the ones to whom they are sent
are precisely those who will inherit salvation. The angel is therefore the Church's friend by divine
appointment.

The Nature of the Angels

The angels are created beings. They are not co-eternal with God. St. Gregory Nazianzen, preaching on
the Nativity, teaches that God “first conceived the Heavenly and Angelic Powers. And this conception
was a work fulfilled by His Word, and perfected by His Spirit” (Oration 38, “On the Theophany,” IX).
Gathering what Scripture and the Fathers say of their nature, the Church has always confessed the
angels to be intelligent spirits: rational minds who know and love God, not impersonal forces;
possessed of free will, as their own history proves, since it was by this freedom that Satan and his host
fell; incorporeal, having no bodies as we do, though they can, by divine power, take visible form to
appear to men; and immortal, not because deathlessness belongs to their nature as it belongs to
God's, but because it is a gift of His grace. Each of these truths repays meditation.

Intelligent: the angels know; they are rational minds, not impersonal forces.

Endued with free will: they have chosen; and it was by this choice that the fall of Satan and
his host became possible.

Incorporeal: they have no bodies in the sense that we do; they are pure spirits, though they
can, by divine power, take form to appear to men.

Serving God: their life is leitourgia, the liturgy of adoration and obedience.

Immortal by grace: they cannot die, yet their deathlessness is a gift, not a property of their

essence.

Because they have no bodies, the angels do not occupy space and are not bound by it as we are. They
are not limited by distance, roads, buildings, or time the way physical creatures are; their movement is
better compared to the movement of a thought than to travel through space. In this same immediate
way, the angels carry out the will of God: the moment He commands, they are there; the moment He
asks, they respond.

On the question of whether the good angels can still sin, St. Augustine's own judgment, given in his
commentary on Genesis, is the Church's anchor: “there is in the holy angels that nature which cannot
sin” (De Genesi ad Litteram, Book XI). Because they chose God with the whole depth of a free and
rational nature, and because they now behold Him without any veil between, the angels who
remained faithful rest in Him without wavering; their freedom was not destroyed by this, but
perfected, in the same way that a will fixed wholly on the good is more free, not less.

Instant and unquestioning obedience

This immediacy of the angels is not simply a curiosity of their nature; it is a moral example. Scripture
repeatedly shows the angels obeying God's word the instant it is given, without hesitation, without
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complaint, and without demanding an explanation of commands that might, in human terms, seem
difficult or severe.

When Sodom and Gomorrah had given themselves over entirely to sin, Abraham interceded before
God, questioning whether the city might be spared. God, who does not err, sent two angels to Sodom
— one work to rescue Lot, another to execute judgment on the city (Genesis 19). In the days of
Hezekiah, “the angel of the LORD went out, and killed in the camp of the Assyrians one hundred and
eighty-five thousand” in a single night, delivering God's people (2 Kings 19:35). An angel struck down
the firstborn of Egypt in a night, in the great deliverance of Exodus. And when Herod accepted the
praise of the crowd as though he were a god, “immediately an angel of the LORD struck him, because
he did not give glory to God” (Acts 12:23).

These same angels also deliver mercy with the same instancy. The angel who announced to Zacharias
that his son would prepare the way of the Lord acted immediately and joyfully — but when Zacharias
doubted, the angel just as immediately sealed his mouth in silence until the child was born (Luke
1:11-20).

The lesson for the servant is not that God delights in severity, but that the angels model a total,
unhesitating yielding to the will of God, whether that will is experienced as comfort or as correction.
When we pray “Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven,” we are asking to do the will of God the
way it is done in heaven — immediately, without grumbling, without doubt. In this the angels are given
to us as an example to imitate.

The Multitude of the Heavenly Host

Scripture does not number the angels; it overwhelms us with their multitude. Daniel sees before the
Ancient of Days a scene that staggers the imagination.

“A thousand thousands ministered to Him; Ten thousand times ten thousand stood
before Him.” Daniel 7:10

The Epistle to the Hebrews takes up the same image and lays it upon every Christian assembly — we
have come, the Apostle writes, “to an innumerable company of angels” (Hebrews 12:22). The liturgical
tradition of the Church inherits this vision directly. In the anaphora attributed to St. Gregory the
Theologian the priest lifts his voice and prays: “Thousands of thousands stand before You, and ten
thousand times ten thousand offer You service.” What Daniel saw in prophecy, the Church sees in
every Liturgy; what the seer of Revelation heard on Patmos, the deacon chants at the altar.

King David gives us their character as well as their number:

“Bless the LORD, you His angels, who excel in strength, who do His word, heeding the voice of
His word.” — Psalm 103:20

We are not taught how many they are; we are taught that they are many, and that our reckoning fails
before their number. The practical effect of this doctrine is humility. The servant who remembers the
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innumerable host will not be tempted to overrate his own presence in the church hall; he will know
that the work of salvation is being carried by a company far greater than the roster of his own teachers.

Praise: The Highest Form of Prayer

The angels are not only obedient and numerous; they are, above all, worshippers. Their example
is worth pausing over, because it teaches the servant something about the nature of prayer itself.

The Christian tradition recognizes several distinct kinds of prayer. There is supplication, in
which we bring our requests before God. There is thanksgiving, in which we give thanks for what
we have received. There is simple conversation with God, a two-way exchange in which we
remain present as ourselves. There is intercession, in which our attention moves further from
ourselves toward the needs of others. And there is praise, in which the one praying is no longer
occupied with self or need at all, but only with the greatness and beauty of God Himself.

St. Paul commends the first two when he writes, “in everything by prayer and supplication, with
thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God” (Philippians 4:6) — these are good,
necessary, and the most common forms of prayer among believers. But praise, in which nothing
is asked and nothing is sought except to behold God as He is, holds a place of special honor,
because it asks for nothing but is content simply to know Him and declare what it sees.

This is the work of the angels above all others, and it finds its fullest expression in the Cherubim.
In the anaphora of the Liturgy of St. Basil the Church prays: “You are He around whom stand
the Cherubim full of eyes, and the Seraphim with six wings, praising continuously.” To be full of
eyes is not merely to see everything; it is to have one's whole attention fixed, undistracted, on
God alone. Ezekiel's vision of the Cherubim (Ezekiel 1, 10) presents them as wholly given over to
beholding the divine glory, missing nothing. Because they know Him so fully, they can do
nothing else but declare, “Holy, Holy, Holy, is the Lord of Hosts. Heaven and earth are full of
Your glory” (Isaiah 6:3). Knowledge of God, carried to its fullness, issues necessarily in praise —
one cannot be amazed by what one has not first come to know.

The Angelic Hierarchy

The Church has received, chiefly from St. Dionysius the Areopagite and after him from St. Gregory the
Theologian, a teaching that the heavenly host is arranged in nine orders, gathered in three triads. This
is not a human speculation imposed upon the Scriptures; it is a reading drawn from them. Isaiah 6,
Ezekiel 1 and 10, Colossians 1:16, Ephesians 1:21, Romans 8:38, and 1 Thessalonians 4:16 together
name each of the nine ranks, and the Liturgy gathers them together in a single confession: “Before
whom stand the angels, the archangels, the principalities, the authorities, the thrones, the dominions,
and the powers.”
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Highest — nearest to = Seraphim, Cherubim, ' The orders of immediate adoration — the
God Thrones ceaseless Sanctus, the fiery love, the
knowledge of the divine mysteries.

Middle — governors of = Dominions, Virtues, The orders that administer the providence of

the created order Powers God over creation and restrain the rebellious
spirits.

Nearest to man Principalities, Archangels, The orders that watch over nations, deliver

Angels the messages of God to men, and are

assigned as guardians to the faithful.

The pattern is instructive: the higher the order, the closer to God; the lower the order, the closer to us.
This means that the angels who are our familiar companions are not lesser in dignity, but nearer in
office — they are the ones sent forth, carrying our prayers up and bringing the Lord's messages down.

Each order has its particular character:

The Seraphim, whose name means “the burning ones,” are wholly consumed with the love of God,;
Isaiah sees them with six wings and hears them cry, “Holy, Holy, Holy.” The Cherubim, full of eyes,
behold the glory of God without ceasing, missing no part of it. The Thrones bear the majesty of God as
a living seat of His glory. Scripture describes this highest order as fire-like: “For our God is a consuming
fire” (Hebrews 12:29); “His throne was a flame of fire” (Daniel 7:9); “Who makes His angels spirits, His
ministers a flaming fire” (Psalm 104:4). To be nearest to God is to be, in a sense, set ablaze by His
presence.

The Dominions direct the good order of the other angels, granting prudent governance and wise
management to the ranks below them. The Virtues (also called Authorities) work miracles and impart
the grace of miracle-working to those found worthy. The Powers hold authority over the demonic
realm, restraining evil spirits and repelling the temptations they bring, and they help the faithful who
struggle with sin to cast out evil thoughts.

The Principalities direct the lower angels and are entrusted with the oversight of nations, kingdom:s,
and peoples. The Archangels are the heralds of good news; they receive the prophecies and
understanding of God's will from the higher orders and announce them to the lowest order. The
Angels, nearest of all to man, announce the lesser mysteries and intentions of God, teach the faithful to
live righteously, and are appointed as guardians over each of us who believe.

The Ministry of the Angels: Messengers of God

If the name of the angels is messenger, then their chief office is to carry the Word of God. The pages of
Scripture are full of their errands. An angel closes the gate of Eden. Three angels dine with Abraham at
the oaks of Mamre and announce the birth of Isaac. An angel stays Abraham's hand on Mount Moriah.
An angel goes before the camp of Israel in the wilderness. An angel feeds and strengthens Elijah under
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the juniper tree when he is in despair after Jezebel's threats (1 Kings 19:5-7). Gabriel stands by Daniel
to explain the vision. Gabriel comes to Zacharias in the temple to announce the birth of John the
Forerunner, and comes again to the Virgin at Nazareth, to Elizabeth, to Joseph the Righteous, and to
Tobias — bringing, in each case, good news that prepares the way of salvation. An angel speaks to the
shepherds at Bethlehem and lets loose the multitude of the heavenly host in the Gloria. Angels
minister to our Lord after the temptation. An angel strengthens Him in Gethsemane. An angel rolls
away the stone. Angels speak to the myrrh-bearers. Two men in white stand by the disciples at the
Ascension. An angel opens the prison doors for the Apostles. An angel directs Philip toward the
Ethiopian eunuch. An angel appears to Cornelius. An angel stands by Paul in the storm. Angels open
and close the whole of the Apocalypse.

This is not a scattered collection of ornamental incidents; it is a consistent testimony that God speaks
to man by the mediation of His servants, and that every epoch of salvation history has its angelic
attendants. It also teaches that the angel is the minister of the Word, never a rival to it — every angelic
message points to Christ, never to itself.

“But even if we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel to you than what we have
preached to you, let him be accursed.” — Galatians 1:8

The Church therefore receives no new revelation on the word of an angel. The canon is closed, and the
true angels of God are content to point always to the Son. This same ministry of the word extends into
the life of the Church: in the Book of Revelation, God sends messages through angels to seven
churches, each carrying a word of correction, rebuke, or encouragement, aimed always at the growth
of the people's faith. This is the pattern of angelic ministry in every age — to protect and strengthen
the faith of God's people through the Word rightly delivered.

The Ministry of the Angels: Guardians of the Faithful

A second great office of the angels is guardianship. The Lord Himself, when warning His disciples
against despising the little ones, spoke a sentence that the Church has treasured above every private
revelation:

“Take heed that you do not despise one of these little ones, for | say to you that in heaven their
angels always see the face of My Father who is in heaven.” — Matthew 18:10

From this word, and from the testimony of Acts 12 — where the disciples, hearing that Peter is at the
gate, say “It is his angel” — the Church has confessed that every soul has a guardian angel from birth,
even though this has never been settled by dogmatic definition; it is, rather, the constant mind of the
Church. St. Jerome expresses this common conviction memorably: “How great the dignity of the soul,
since each one has from his birth an angel commissioned to guard it” (Commentary on Matthew, Book
[, on 18:10). Not every Father framed the teaching the same way: St. Basil, in his Homily on Psalm 43,
held the narrower view that this privilege belongs especially to Christians rather than to every soul
without exception — a reminder that this particular point, while widely held, was not stated with

201



31 ANGELS & SAINTS

perfect uniformity across the Fathers. This guardianship falls, fittingly, to the order nearest to man in
the ninefold hierarchy already described — the order called simply “Angels” — so that the rank nearest
to usin the heavenly host is also nearest to us in office.

“The Angel of the LORD encamps all around those who fear Him, and delivers them.” — Psalm
34:7

“For He shall give His angels charge over you, to keep you in all your ways. In their hands they
shall bear you up, lest you dash your foot against a stone.” — Psalm 91:11-12

Scripture and the life of the saints supply this teaching with vivid illustration. At the pool of Bethesda,
the sick waited every year for an angel to stir the water, trusting in the healing power God worked
through it (John 5:1-4). Lot is drawn out of Sodom by the hand of angels. Daniel is preserved in the
lions' den because his angel shuts their mouths. When Elisha's servant Gehazi saw the city of Dothan
surrounded by an enemy army and was afraid, Elisha told him, “Do not fear, for those who are with us
are more than those who are with them,” and prayed that the servant's eyes be opened — and Gehazi
saw the mountain full of horses and chariots of fire around Elisha (2 Kings 6:15-17). The Patriarch
Jacob, blessing the sons of Joseph, speaks of “the Angel who has redeemed me from all evil” (Genesis
48:16) — a fitting testimony from a man whose life had been marked by betrayal, slavery,
imprisonment, and long years of being forgotten before he rose to stand at Pharaoh's right hand.
Joseph could look back over that entire history and recognize the constant, quiet protection of an
angel at his side.

The guardianship of angels is both protective and formative — they do not merely shield the faithful
from harm but form them toward virtue, precisely as a guardian is charged with the whole well-being
of the one entrusted to their care. This is why the Church, in her daily prayers, concludes by asking:
“Surround us by Your holy angels, that, by their camp, we may be guarded and guided.” And because
we who study the angels are called also to resemble them, this same work of guarding becomes our
own responsibility toward those weaker than ourselves — most immediately, our own children. In the
commandment given to parents at baptism, the Church charges them to guard their children from
unsuitable places and influences. To guard the young in this way is itself an angelic work, and it
belongs to every servant.

Angels as Warriors

The angels are also warriors, and this office belongs particularly to Michael, the archangel who leads
the armies of heaven against the dragon and his angels (Revelation 12:7). The traditional icon of
Michael standing over the defeated devil expresses this truth, but Scripture and tradition also show
him and the angelic host contending against armies and nations, not merely against the devil alone. It
is for this reason that the Church commemorates the Archangel Michael on the twelfth day of every
Coptic month.
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This same warrior ministry protects what is holy. In the Liturgy, an angel of the sacrifice attends the
altar from the moment of the offering, guarding the sanctity of what is being consecrated until it is
presented before God.

The account of Elisha and Gehazi, already mentioned above, belongs equally to this theme: the
servant saw only the visible army surrounding them, but Elisha, aware of the greater and unseen
reality, could say with confidence, “those who are with us are more than those who are with them” (2
Kings 6:16). The Book of Judith gives the same confidence: “As the Lord lives, His angel has been my
keeper” (Judith 13:20).

For the servant, the lesson is one of steadiness rather than fear. Every believer has a guardian angel
who stands ready to contend on their behalf, particularly in the moment of temptation. The Christian
who is tempted toward sin, or afraid before it, is not fighting alone; the same host that fought for
Elisha and for Judith surrounds every soul that fears the Lord.

The Angels in the Divine Liturgy

The sharpest lesson in angelology is not found in a book but in the Liturgy. When the veil of the
sanctuary is drawn and the deacon cries “Stand in awe,” the Church is reminded that she does not
stand alone before the altar. The anaphora lifts the congregation to the scene of Isaiah's vision; the
Sanctus is the Cherubic and Seraphic hymn, and the congregation is invited to join its voice to theirs —
“Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord of Hosts.” The censer is offered for the living and the departed, and in the
fraction of the Liturgy of St. Basil the priest prays that the sacrifice may ascend “upon Your rational
altar in heaven” by the hand of the angel of the sacrifice.

Every part of the Eucharistic building witnesses to this. The Cherubim are carved above the ark of the
altar; the curtain of the sanctuary recalls the cherubic embroidery on the tabernacle curtain (Exodus
26:31); the icon of the Archangel Michael stands in every Coptic church because Michael is the prince of
the heavenly host and the guardian of the Church. On the twelfth day of every Coptic month the
Church commemorates the Archangel Michael, and on the twenty-second day the Archangel Gabriel;
the Feast of the Four Incorporeal Creatures is kept on Hatour 8, and the whole host is named together
in the Doxology of the Angels sung at the Midnight Praise.

A servant who prepares children for their first confession and communion, or who stands at the pulpit
to preach, does well to remember this architecture. The church building is a theology in stone and
wood; it teaches the faithful that the Liturgy on earth is the Liturgy in heaven, and that they have come
up, in Christ, to an innumerable company of angels.

The Archangels Named in Scripture and Tradition

Scripture names two archangels directly. Michael is named in the Book of Daniel as the great prince
who stands for the people of God (Daniel 10:13, 21; 12:1), in the Epistle of Jude as the one who
disputed with the devil about the body of Moses (Jude 9), and in the Apocalypse as the leader of the
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angelic army that casts down the dragon (Revelation 12:7). His name means “Who is like God?” — a cry
of warfare against every idolatry.

Gabriel is named as the angel of the Annunciation — to Daniel (Daniel 8:16; 9:21), to Zacharias (Luke
1:19), and to the Theotokos (Luke 1:26). His name means “God is my strength.” The Church sings of him
as the minister of the Incarnation, for it was by his voice that the consent of Mary sounded in the
world.

The Book of Tobit names Raphael, “the medicine of God,” who walks with Tobias and heals the eyes of
Tobit (Tobit 12:15). The Coptic tradition, reading the vision of the seven angels who stand before the
throne (Revelation 8:2) together with Tobit 12:15, also names Suriel, Sedakiel, Sarathiel, and Ananiel;
and the Four Incorporeal Creatures who surround the throne in Ezekiel and the Apocalypse — the
Living Creatures with the faces of a man, a lion, an ox, and an eagle — are commemorated together as
the chief witnesses of the Lamb.

The Fallen Angels

The Church confesses with equal firmness that there are fallen angels. They are not eternal enemies of
God — for there is no dualism in Christian theology — but creatures who, having been made good,
abused the freedom given them and fell irretrievably from grace. Our Lord speaks of them plainly:

“I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven.” — Luke 10:18

St. Peter writes of “the angels who sinned,” whom God “cast down to hell and delivered into chains of
darkness, to be reserved for judgment” (2 Peter 2:4), and St. Jude speaks of “the angels who did not
keep their proper domain, but left their own abode” (Jude 6). The Apocalypse names “the great
dragon, that serpent of old, called the Devil and Satan,” and his angels (Revelation 12:9).

Three truths safeguard the believer here. First, the devil is a creature — mighty, but made; fearful, but
defeated. Second, his fall is final — unlike man, the fallen angel is not offered a path of repentance, for
he sinned with the whole depth of his nature and without the mitigation of ignorance or weakness.
Third, his power is permitted, not sovereign; he can tempt but cannot compel, he can accuse but
cannot condemn, he can rage but cannot win. In the Liturgy, the priest breathes upon the water at
Baptism and prays, “Every adverse power, every assault of the devil, be trampled under the feet of
Your servant,” and the child comes up out of the font clothed with Christ. This is the father’s weapon
and the servant's confidence.

How the Servant Teaches the Angels to the Faithful
Knowing these things, the servant has a simple and sober catechesis to give.

We teach children that they are not alone — that a good angel walks with them by the gift of
God, and that they may speak to God with the confidence of a child whose hand is held.
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We teach that angels are creatures, not gods; we venerate them as we venerate the saints, but
we worship God alone. We do not make angels into deities, and we do not make them into
mascots.

We teach that angels are messengers of God — therefore we listen for their message in the
Word of God read and preached, and we do not chase after private visions or sensational
encounters. The true angel preaches Christ.

We teach that every Divine Liturgy is a meeting with the angels — and we prepare the children
to sing the Thrice-Holy with reverence, knowing whose song they are joining.

We teach that the devil is real but defeated — we do not minimize him, lest we be caught off
guard, and we do not magnify him, lest we forget the victory of the Cross.

We teach the names of the Archangels and the feasts of the Church — so that the catechumen
grows up feeling at home in the household of heaven.

The true mark of the spiritual child is that he feels comfortable in the company of the saints and the
angels — they are his family. This is the sort of formation the servant is called to give.

E Review Questions

1. Angels are messengers of God, True or False? (A: True)

2. Which angels are the closest to God? (A: The Thrones, Cherubim and seraphim, these
are the ones that are closest to God. They stand in closest proximity to God.)

3. What do the Dominions dominate over? (A: The Dominions dominate the rest of the
angels. They send down power for prudent governing and wise management to
authorities.)

4. What do the Principalities do? (A: The Principalities direct the lower angels. They are
entrusted with the management of the universe and the keeping of all the kingdoms
and princedoms, of lands and all peoples, races and nations.)

5. What are the roles of the Archangels? (A: The Archangels are the heralds of good
news, they reveal prophecies, knowledge, and understanding of God's will which
they receive from the higher orders of angels and announce to the lower order.)

6. What do the rest of the Angels do? (The Angels are the lowest of all the orders and the
closest to man. They announce the lesser mysteries and intentions of God and teach
people to live virtuously and righteous before God.)

7. Why is The Cherubim full of eyes? (A: Their eyes are focused, not on us, but on God.
Full of eyes, looking at God! They are soaking in everything! Looking at Him, not
missing a single detail.)
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The Intercession of the Saints

DOGMA & THEOLOGY

Having confessed the angels, we now turn to our elder brethren in the faith — the saints who, having
completed the course and finished the race, now stand before the throne and pray for us who are still
on the way. The doctrine of the intercession of the saints is one of the most beloved convictions of the
Orthodox Church and one of the most misunderstood by those outside the communion. The servant
who has grasped this lesson will have a new confidence in his own prayer, a new affection for his
spiritual fathers, a new reverence in the house of God, and a ready answer for the Protestant brother
who asks, in all sincerity, why we "pray to the saints." Our purpose in this lesson is not polemic but
confession. We are not defending ourselves; we are opening a door into a room that is full of light.

Growing up in a Church where many hymns, icons, church names, and censers invoke the saints; we
live in a culture in which the saints have been stripped from the imagination of Western Christianity.
Meeting Protestant friends at university, Evangelical co-workers in the office, and perhaps even Coptic
brethren who have absorbed the assumptions of a foreign theology, is inevitable.

We are not here to spend pages refuting objections — those will be answered, but briefly and toward
the end. We are here first to see, to rejoice, to confess. The communion of saints is an article of the
Creed; let us teach it with the joy that an article of the Creed deserves.

The Scriptural Foundation — One Household, Living and Departed

The first word must be Scripture's. The God of the Bible is not the God of abstractions; He is a God with
a family. And that family, the Apostle teaches, is not broken by death.

“For this reason | bow my knees to the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, from whom the
whole family in heaven and earth is named.” Ephesians 3:14-15

Heaven and earth. One family. Named from one Father. The Apostle does not say "the family in
heaven" and "the family on earth" as though there were two companies; he says "the whole family,"
passing through heaven and earth as a single, continuous household. This is the grammar of the

communion of saints.

“But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly
Jerusalem, to an innumerable company of angels, to the general assembly and church
of the firstborn who are registered in heaven, to God the Judge of all, to the spirits of
just men made perfect, to Jesus the Mediator of the new covenant.” Hebrews 12:22-24

The Apostle writes in the perfect tense — you have come. It is not something reserved for the hour of
death; it is the present condition of every baptized Christian. At this moment, as the Pre-Servant reads
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this lesson, he has already come to the spirits of just men made perfect. The question is not whether
we have access to the saints but whether we will exercise the access that baptism has already opened.

What the Saints Do — Three Kinds of Intercession

The Coptic tradition, following the Fathers and summarized with characteristic clarity by H.H. Pope
Shenouda Ill, distinguishes three kinds of intercession:

e Propitiatory intercession: The intercession that reconciles God and man by the
offering of a sufficient ransom. This is proper to the Lord Jesus Christ alone, and no
saint can shareiniit.

e Entreating intercession: The intercession of prayer, the asking of favor on behalf of
another. This belongs to every Christian, angel, and saint, and is commanded as an
act of love.

e Intercession of the poor: The intercession of those whom we serve, whose
gratitude calls down the mercy of God upon the one who has shown them mercy.

When we deny to the saints the first kind of intercession we refuse to insult the Cross. When we confess
in them the second and third kinds we receive what Scripture plainly teaches. Every objection falls
once the distinction is held clearly in mind.

Propitiatory Intercession: Christ Alone

The Apostle writes without qualification:

“For there is one God and one Mediator between God and men, the Man Christ Jesus,
who gave Himself a ransom for all.” 1 Timothy 2:5-6

This verse is often raised as an objection to our teaching. In fact it is its foundation. The Apostle is not
speaking of prayer in general — he has just, in verse 1, commanded "supplications, prayers,
intercessions, and giving of thanks be made for all men" — he is speaking of the ransom. There is one
Mediator because there is one Ransom. No saint paid the price; therefore no saint mediates in this
sense. The blood of Christ is unique, sufficient, and unshareable.

The same Apostle John who calls Christ "the propitiation for our sins" in 1 John 2:2 also calls Him in
the preceding verse "our Advocate with the Father" — paraclete — and St. John the Baptist calls Him
"the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world" (John 1:29). The saints in the Apocalypse are
those who have "washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb" (Revelation 7:14)
— not in their own blood. The Coptic liturgy sings this night and day: every absolution, every
exhortation, every prayer is offered "through Jesus Christ our Lord." No saint, no angel, no Mother of
God ever displaces the Mediator. Their intercession is not a rival to His; it is the echo of His.

“If anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. And
He Himself is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the whole
world.” 1 John 2:1-2
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Entreating Intercession: The Common Inheritance of the Faithful

When a Christian asks his brother to pray for him, he is not rivaling the one Mediator; he is obeying the
New Testament. The Apostle Paul asks again and again that prayer be made for him.

“Brethren, pray for us.” 1 Thessalonians 5:25

“Therefore | exhort first of all that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and giving of
thanks be made for all men” 1 Timothy 2:1

“Now | beg you, brethren, through the Lord Jesus Christ, and through the love of the
Spirit, that you strive together with me in prayers to God for me.” Romans 15:30

If it is licit — indeed commanded — to ask for the prayers of a brother standing beside me on earth,
how much more licit is it to ask for the prayers of a brother who stands before the throne? The saint is
not less a brother because he has passed into the nearer presence of God; he is more a brother,
because death, as St. Cyprian teaches, does not dissolve the bonds of the Body of Christ — it
strengthens them.

Scripture itself shows us the saints interceding. In the Old Covenant Abraham pleads with God for
Sodom (Genesis 18:22-33) and the Lord answers him. Moses stands in the breach for Israel after the
golden calf and the Lord relents (Exodus 32:11-14). Job is told to pray for his three friends, "for | will
accept him" (Job 42:7-8). Samuel says, "Far be it from me that | should sin against the LORD in ceasing
to pray for you" (1 Samuel 12:23). Elisha prays and the dead child is raised (2 Kings 4:32-35). In the New
Covenant the Apostles command intercession, the Church prays for Peter in prison (Acts 12:5), the
elders are summoned to anoint and pray for the sick (James 5:14-16). "The effective, fervent prayer of
a righteous man avails much," writes James — and the most righteous man who prayed, he continues,
was Elijah (James 5:17). If the righteous on earth may pray for us with great effect, the righteous who
are perfected cannot pray with less.

Do the Departed Saints Know Us? Do They Hear Our Prayers?

This is the point at which the Protestant objection gathers. It is raised as though the Bible knew
nothing of it. In fact the Bible is full of it.

“There is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.” Luke
15:10

The angels, then, know when a sinner on earth repents. If knowledge reaches the angelic host, it
reaches the saints also, for the Lord says of the resurrection that "they neither marry nor are given in
marriage, but are like angels of God in heaven" (Matthew 22:30). What the angels know, the perfected
know — this is the consistent reading of the Fathers.

“They cried with a loud voice, saying, How long, O Lord, holy and true, until You judge
and avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth?” Revelation 6:10
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The souls under the altar know what is happening on earth — they know that their blood has not yet
been avenged, they know that persecutions continue, and they bring their knowledge to God as
prayer. They are not asleep; they are alert, they are conscious, they are praying.

“Now the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of the saints, ascended before God
from the angel's hand.” Revelation 8:4

The prayers of the saints are offered in heaven. They are held in golden bowls — the vials of Revelation
5:8 — and they ascend with the smoke of the incense. The whole of the heavenly Liturgy is a great
intercession offered on our behalf.

St. Paul writes, "Now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then face to face. Now | know in part, but then |
shall know just as I also am known" (1 Corinthians 13:12). Our knowledge grows when we pass into the
immediate presence of God; it does not shrink. And in the parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus (Luke
16:19-31) Abraham is shown to remember the earthly condition of both men. The departed saints
know, and they remember, and they pray.

God Honors Those Who Honor Him

The doctrine of the intercession of the saints rests, at its deepest, on a principle repeated everywhere
in Scripture: God honors those who honor Him. "Those who honor Me | will honor," the Lord says to Eli
(1 Samuel 2:30). And this honor does not cease at death; it flowers at death.

Consider the case of the Prophet Elisha. He was a man mighty in God — he did not die a mighty death,
he died in his bed — and yet the Scripture records:

“So it was, as they were burying a man, that suddenly they spied a band of raiders;
and they put the man in the tomb of Elisha; and when the man was let down and
touched the bones of Elisha, he revived and stood on his feet.” 2 Kings 13:21

A dead man, on touching the bones of a dead prophet, was restored to life. The bones of the saint were
holy after the saint had passed, and the power of God flowed through them. The Church did not invent
the veneration of relics; the Holy Spirit wrote it into the book of Kings. The same pattern returns in the
New Covenant — at Ephesus "handkerchiefs or aprons were brought from his [Paul's] body to the sick,
and the diseases left them" (Acts 19:12); at Jerusalem "they brought the sick out into the streets and
laid them on beds and couches, that at least the shadow of Peter passing by might fall on some of
them" (Acts 5:15). The shadow of the saint was medicinal; the very cloth of the saint was healing. God
honors those who honor Him, and the honor extends to the saint's body, to the saint's belongings, to
the saint's shadow — how much more to the saint's prayer.

“If anyone serves Me, let him follow Me; and where | am, there My servant will be also.
If anyone serves Me, him My Father will honor.” John 12:26

The Witness of the Church — Liturgy, Fathers, and Icons
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The Church has never separated the doctrine of the intercession of the saints from her worship. In the
anaphora of St. Basil, after the consecration of the Holy Mysteries, the priest prays: "Most of all, the
pure, full of glory, ever-Virgin Saint Mary,... Saint John the Forerunner, Saint Stephen the Protomartyr,
our father St. Mark the Evangelist, ... and all the choirs of the Saints." The Church names them; she
calls them by name, one by one, because they are a family, and the faithful are drawn into their
company. The Coptic hymns "Ari Epresvevin" — "Intercede on our behalf" — addressed to the
Theotokos, and "Tobh Emepchoice" — "Ask the Lord on our behalf" — addressed to the saints, are the
daily speech of the faithful.

The Fathers speak with one voice. St. Cyril of Jerusalem, explaining the Liturgy to the newly baptized,
says that we commemorate the Patriarchs, Prophets, Apostles, and Martyrs, "that God, at their prayers
and intercessions, would receive our petition." St. John Chrysostom calls the saints "our unfailing
advocates." St. Augustine, writing in the West, says that the martyrs do intercede, but that they
intercede through Christ and in Christ. St. Gregory of Nyssa, preaching on St. Theodore the Tyro, says
that at the grave of the saint "those who come approach as to the living, alive, and this is no invention
of the imagination." The doctrine is catholic — common to all the ancient Churches of both East and
West — and it is as old as the second century, when the Acts of the Martyrs began to record the prayers
of the persecuted Church at the tombs of her confessors.

The icons of the saints are the visible face of this doctrine. An icon is not an imagination; it is a window.
The icon of the saint in the church is the Church's confession that this brother is alive, that he is
present, that his face may be turned toward us even now. The kiss given to the icon, the candle lit
before it, the prayer offered in its presence — none of these is worship; all of them are the family's
greeting of an elder brother who stands in the next room.

The Intercession of the Poor

Pope Shenouda lll, following the Fathers, reminds us of the third kind of intercession, often forgotten:
the intercession of the poor. When the Christian feeds the hungry, clothes the naked, visits the sick,
and welcomes the stranger, the gratitude of those he has served rises to the throne of God as a prayer,
and the mercy of God descends upon his head.

“Then the King will say to those on His right hand, Come, you blessed of My Father,
inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world... Assuredly, |
say to you, inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these My brethren, you did it to
Me.” Matthew 25:34,40

This is an intercession that any Christian may ask for now. The poor whom we serve become, in the
economy of grace, our intercessors. St. John Chrysostom, in his preaching at Antioch and
Constantinople, makes this point with startling insistence: if you wish to have powerful advocates on
the day of judgment, clothe the poor, for the garments you give them will plead for you. The pastoral
application for the Sunday school is immediate. Teach the children that the child they help, the elderly
neighbor they visit, the orphan they remember in their prayers, is already gathering for them a
company of advocates before God.
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Why Churches Are Named After Saints

The Orthodox faithful often give the names of saints to their churches, their monasteries, their schools,
even their children. This practice has been misunderstood as an importation from paganism; it is in
fact a direct inheritance from the Bible itself.

The Temple of Solomon was called "the house which I have built for My name" (1 Kings 8:44) — and yet
it was called "the house of Solomon" as well (2 Chronicles 7:11). The Torah is called "the Law of the
LORD" and also "the Law of Moses" (Joshua 8:31). The prophetic books are called the word of the Lord
and also "the words of Jeremiah" (Jeremiah 1:1). The Holy City is called "the City of God" and also "the
City of David." There is no rivalry in this; there is a simple logic. The instrument of the Holy One is
honored with the name of the Holy One, and the name of the Holy One is attached to His instrument.
So too the Apocalypse: "Now the wall of the city had twelve foundations, and on them were the names
of the twelve apostles of the Lamb" (Revelation 21:14). The New Jerusalem itself bears the names of
the saints.

When a Coptic village calls its church "the Church of St. Mina" or "the Church of St. Mark," it is doing
nothing more than writing into the name of its temple the names that the Holy Spirit wrote into the
foundations of the heavenly city.

A Pastoral Answer to the Brother Who Objects

Let the Pre-Servant learn a short and charitable answer to give to the Protestant brother who asks, in
good faith, why we "pray to the saints." Three sentences, in a kind voice, will almost always suffice.

e We do not pray TO the saints as we pray to God — we ask them to pray WITH us, as
you would ask your friend or your grandmother to pray for you.

e The Bible says that Christians have already come to the spirits of just men made
perfect (Hebrews 12:22-24), that the prayers of the saints rise as incense before
God (Revelation 5:8; 8:3-4), and that the souls under the altar pray for justice on
the earth (Revelation 6:10) — so our practice is a reading of Scripture, not an
addition to it.

e There is one Mediator between God and men, the Man Christ Jesus (1 Timothy 2:5)
— and for that very reason we can boldly ask the whole family in heaven and earth
to pray with us through Him, because it is His one Mediation that binds the whole
family into one prayer.

The servant must speak these sentences without heat. The brother asking is not an enemy; he is often
a sincere Christian who has inherited a defective catechesis. The best apologetic in such a
conversation is not an argument but an invitation — come, visit a Coptic Divine Liturgy, hear the
names read, see the icons venerated, watch the censer pass, and ask yourself whether the Christianity
of the first four centuries looks more like this or more like a bare auditorium with a single teacher at
the front.

How to Teach the Intercession of the Saints
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The catechesis for children is simple, joyful, and structured.

e Teach them the names of the saints of our Church — St. Mark, St. Athanasius, St.
Antony, St. Pachomius, St. Macarius, St. Mina, St. George, St. Demiana, St. Rebecca,
St. Moses the Black — and tell their stories with the zest of family history.

e Teach them the hymns — "Ari Epresvevin" to the Theotokos and "Tobh
Emepchoice" to the saints — and explain, line by line, what the words mean.

e Teach them to ask for a saint's prayers in a direct, childlike voice, and to feel no
embarrassment in doing so.

e Teach them to venerate the icons without fearing that they are committing idolatry
— show them the distinction between proskynesis and latreia in words a child can
hold.

e Teach them to serve the poor, and explain that by doing so they are building for
themselves a company of intercessors who will pray for them for the rest of their
lives and into eternity.

e Teach them, above all, that they belong to a family larger than the one that lives in
their neighborhood — a family that is partly visible and partly invisible, partly
pilgrim and partly perfected, but wholly one in Christ.

The Warmth of the One Household

The doctrine of the intercession of the saints is not an appendix to the Christian faith; it is the warmth
of the house. There is one God; there is one Mediator between God and men; there is one Church; and
within that one Church, at any given moment of the Liturgy, the living are joined to the perfected in a
single communion of praise and of prayer. The saints are not dead; they are most alive. They are not
distant; they have been made near. They do not compete with Christ; they stand only because He
stands for them. They pray for us with an undistracted attention that our earthly intercessors cannot
yet attain, and their prayer is effective because it is offered in Him who is the effectiveness of every
prayer.

The servant of the Pre-Servants class should leave this lesson with a settled warmth in his heart. He
has a family. That family is larger than his parish, larger than his diocese, larger than his generation. It
is the whole household in heaven and on earth, named from one Father. And when he kneels tonight
to pray, he is not alone; his voice is added to a chorus that has been singing since the Apostle Stephen
first saw the heavens opened. Let him teach his children this joy, and let him teach it with confidence.

“Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside
every weight, and the sin which so easily ensnares us, and let us run with endurance
the race that is set before us.” Hebrews 12:1

E TReview Questions
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1. Which saint(s) do you intercede in? (A: N/A)

True or false. The churches named after saints are dedicated to them. (A: False)

3. What are instances of God honoring his saints by giving them gifts, etc? (A: The dead
bones of Elisha the Prophet raised the dead, the handkerchiefs of St. Paul healed the
sick and cast out demons, and the shadow of St. Peter healed the sick.)

4. Name a biblical example of intercession. (Sample A: Moses interceding for his people
to the Lord.)

5. What do the relics represent? (A: They are not a form of idolatry, but rather a temple
for the Holy Spirit.)
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Mariology

DOGMA & THEOLOGY

Mariology is the branch of dogmatic theology that studies St. Mary — who she is, what the Church
confesses about her, and why. Before we go further, it's worth asking yourself a plain question: what
do you actually believe about the Virgin Mary, and where did that belief come from? Most servants
have absorbed a mix of things — some from the Liturgy, some from Sunday School, some from
conversations with friends of other traditions — without ever sorting out which parts belong to the
faith once delivered to the saints and which parts are misunderstanding on one side or another. That is
the work of this lesson. We will look at Mariology across the whole spectrum of Christian teaching, so
that you can explain clearly what the Coptic Orthodox Church believes about St. Mary, why she
believes it, and how that differs from what other Christians believe.

What Dogma and Dogmatic Theology Mean

Two words need defining before we can go anywhere: dogma and dogmatic theology. A dogma is a
solemn, formal definition of one of the Church's doctrines — a boundary line the Church draws to
protect the truth against a specific error. Dogma exists to guard orthodoxy against pagan or heretical
teaching, and once the Church has defined a dogma, it does not develop or change; it is settled, black
and white. Dogmatic theology, in turn, is the ordered study of God's revelation of Himself to man. St.
Augustine described it simply as "rational discussion respecting the deity." Break the word theology
itself into its two Greek roots and you get exactly that: theos, God, and logos, word or reasoned
account — the reasoned account of God.

Mariology takes its place inside this family of studies. The table below lays these branches out side by
side. Each of these disciplines exists to reveal more of Christ through an independent angle of study,
and Mariology is no exception. Its purpose is to connect Scripture, Tradition, and the teaching of the
Church concerning St. Mary.

Type Definition

Christology The Person of Christ
Pneumatology The Person of the Holy Spirit
Soteriology The study of salvation
Ecclesiology The nature of the Church
Eschatology The end of times
Trinitarianism (Theology Proper) God's attributes

Mariology St. Mary
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Angelology The nature of angels and demons
Anthropology The purpose and nature of humanity
Hamartiology The nature, origin, and effect of sin
Bibliology The nature, canon, and purpose of Scripture

Mariology is not an independent dogma floating above Christology. Rightly understood, it is
Christology seen from below — the Incarnation traced through the door by which it entered the world.
Every title given to the Virgin is a title given to protect the truth about her Son. Every feast of the
Theotokos is, beneath the surface, a feast of the Lord. The Church has never venerated the Virgin as a
goddess, has never prayed to her as to the Father, and has never made her a substitute for Christ. What
she has done, continually and without embarrassment, is call her by the name the Holy Spirit gave her
through the mouth of Elizabeth — "the mother of my Lord" (Luke 1:43) — and from that one sentence
all the rest follows.

A Timeline of the Councils: Why History Matters Here

You will hear Mariology more clearly if you hold in mind the map of church history through which the
doctrine passed. The Church did not invent the teaching about St. Mary; she defended it, when it came
under attack, with the same resolve she used to defend the Trinity and the Incarnation. The table
below traces the line from Pentecost through the councils to the divisions of later centuries, and shows
what each moment meant for the Church's confession about St. Mary.

Year Event Mariological Significance
AD 33 Pentecost The Theotokos stands in the upper room with the
Apostles (Acts 1:14); the Church's life begins with her at
its center.
AD 325 First Council of Nicea The Son is confessed homoousios with the Father; the
ground is laid for the right confession of His mother as
Theotokos.
AD 381 First Council of = The divinity of the Holy Spirit and the full doctrine of the
Constantinople Trinity are confirmed; the Creed as we pray it is
completed.
AD 431 Third Ecumenical = Against Nestorius, the Church under St. Cyril of
Council at Ephesus Alexandria confesses the Blessed Virgin as Theotokos —
Mother of God.
AD 451 Council of Chalcedon The Oriental Orthodox Churches did not receive the

Chalcedonian formula; we continue to confess the one
incarnate nature of the Word of God after the mind of St.
Cyril.
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AD 1054 The Great Schism The separation of the Roman and the Eastern Orthodox;
Coptic Orthodoxy is already nearly 600 years outside the
Chalcedonian communion but preserves an ancient and
unbroken Mariology.

AD 1517 The Reformation Mariology becomes, in parts of Western Christianity, a
casualty of reaction against late-medieval accretions;
the Coptic Church, untouched by this history, keeps the
Mariology of Ephesus intact.

As the table shows, the Coptic Church's confession of the Theotokos is not a late or provincial opinion.
It was settled in 431, nearly six centuries before the schism that separated Rome from Constantinople,
and more than a thousand years before any Reformer picked up a pen. When we confess the
Theotokos, we are confessing a doctrine of the undivided Church — older than the papal claims that
later divided East from West, and older still than the disputes that later divided West from West.

The Council of Ephesus and the Title Theotokos

The heart of Mariology was forged in the controversy of the fifth century. Nestorius, Archbishop of
Constantinople, taught that the Virgin should be called Christotokos — Christ-bearer — but not
Theotokos, God-bearer. Nestorius did not deny that Jesus was divine outright; his argument was
subtler. He held that God the Son existed eternally before Mary, that Jesus took his divinity from the
Father and his humanity from his mother, and that calling her "Mother of God" confused the two and
implied that the divine nature itself had a beginning in her womb. Nestorius believed no real union of
the human and divine was possible in one Person: if it occurred, he reasoned, Christ would have to
grow, mature, suffer, and die in ways he thought God could not do. So he preferred Christotokos,
insisting he was defending sound Christology, not degrading the Virgin.

St. Cyril of Alexandria answered him, and his answer is the key that unlocks the whole doctrine. The
question, St. Cyril said, is not whether the divine nature had a beginning from Mary — it did not. The
question is who was born of Mary. A mother does not give birth to a nature; she gives birth to a person.
If the one born of the Virgin is a divine Person — the eternal Word — then the one who bore Him is the
mother of that Person, and that Person is God. Therefore she is rightly called Theotokos.

We confess that the only-begotten Word of God, begotten of the same substance of the
Father, the true God from true God, the light from the light, through whom all things
were made in heaven and earth, for our salvation came down and emptied Himself,
was incarnate and was made man; that is to say, He took flesh from the holy Virgin,
and made it His own from the womb, and subjected Himself as we to birth, and came
forth a man from a woman. — St. Cyril of Alexandria, Second Letter to Nestorius

The First Council of Ephesus in 431 received St. Cyril's letters, condemned the teaching of Nestorius,
and confessed the Blessed Virgin Theotokos. When the news reached the streets of Ephesus, the
people of the city — who had prayed and fasted all day for the safe outcome of the council — carried
the bishops on their shoulders through the city by torchlight, crying "Theotokos! Theotokos!" It
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remains one of the great moments in Christian history, and the Coptic Church was at its center: St.
Cyril, our twenty-fourth Patriarch of Alexandria, is remembered as the Seal of the Fathers, and his
Christology is our Christology.

Ask yourself what is actually at stake in Christotokos versus Theotokos. It sounds, at first hearing, like a
technical dispute over a compound noun. It is not. If the Church allows that Mary bore only a man later
joined to God, then the union of God and man in Christ becomes something added on rather than
something real from the first moment of the Incarnation — and if that union is not real and total, our
salvation is not real and total either. Nestorius's error mattered because Christology and soteriology
stand or fall together. This is also why the Council of Ephesus approved, in the same period, the
creation of icons bearing the images of the Virgin and Child; devotion to Mary was already widespread,
visible in the fresco depictions of mother and child in the Roman catacombs, but Ephesus gave it a
settled theological foundation. The early Fathers saw Mary as the new Eve who said "yes" to God as
the first Eve had said no, and understood her as a compassionate intercessor standing between
suffering humanity and her Son, who is King and Judge. Every time the Coptic Church prays the Creed
and confesses that the Lord "came down from the heavens and was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and
the Virgin Mary, and became man," she is reciting the fruit of Ephesus.

The Scriptural Witness to the Theotokos

The title Theotokos is not a late accretion onto a simpler biblical religion. Itis a single-word summary
of what the Bible itself says about the Virgin Mary.

Then Mary said, Behold the maidservant of the Lord! Let it be to me according to your
word. And the angel departed from her. Luke 1:38

The Incarnation begins with her consent. The eternal Son, who could have come in any way and at any
moment, waited for the "yes" of one of His creatures — because He was establishing a new covenant,
and a covenant requires a free partner.

But why is this granted to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me? For
indeed, as soon as the voice of your greeting sounded in my ears, the babe leaped in
my womb for joy. Luke 1:43-44

Elizabeth's word, spoken under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:41), is the patristic definition
of Theotokos in miniature. "The mother of my Lord" — Kyrios — is Elizabeth's translation of the divine
Name. The Church did not invent the title; she preserved it.

For behold, henceforth all generations will call me blessed. For He who is mighty has
done great things for me, and holy is His name. Luke 1:48-49

All generations. The Coptic Church's veneration of the Virgin is a fulfillment of her own Spirit-inspired
prophecy, not an innovation upon it. A Christianity that does not call her blessed in every generation
has, at that point, stepped outside the song of the Magnificat. The rest of the Gospel continues the
witness. At Cana, she says to the servants, "Whatever He says to you, do it" (John 2:5) — her whole
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counsel in the Christian life, and the Church has not forgotten it. At the Cross, the Lord gives her to the
Beloved Disciple, and in him to the whole Church: "Behold your mother!" (John 19:27). In the Upper
Room she is named among the hundred and twenty who await the descent of the Holy Spirit (Acts
1:14). In the Apocalypse the woman clothed with the sun brings forth the Man-Child who is to rule the
nations (Revelation 12:1-5). Scripture gives us her portrait from Annunciation to Apocalypse.

The Ever-Virginity of the Mother of God

The Coptic Church confesses, with all the ancient Churches, that St. Mary was a virgin before birth, in
birth, and after birth — semper virgo, ever-virgin. This is not a devotional flourish; the Scriptures teach
it, and the Fathers received it as a matter of course.

Before birth

"How can this be, since | do not know a man?" (Luke 1:34). Her question to Gabriel is hard to explain
unless she was already, in her own soul, vowed to virginity. She was betrothed to Joseph but kept the
integrity of a consecrated life; this is the sober reading of her question.

In birth

The Fathers read Ezekiel 44:2 — "This gate shall be shut; it shall not be opened, and no man shall enter
by it, because the Lord God of Israel has entered by it; therefore it shall be shut" — as a prophecy of the
inviolate womb of the Theotokos, fulfilled in the mystery of Christmas.

After birth

"Woman, behold your son!" — the Lord, from the Cross, entrusts His mother to the Beloved Disciple
(John 19:26-27). A Jewish son would not have given his mother to a disciple if she had other sons to
care for her. The other "brothers of the Lord" named in the Gospels (Matthew 13:55) are, according to
the ancient tradition, either sons of Joseph from a prior marriage or close kinsmen, since in Semitic
usage the word for brother covers both cases.

This is not a peripheral devotion. St. Athanasius called her the Ever-Virgin. St. Ambrose called her the
New Eve. St. Jerome wrote his treatise Against Helvidius in defense of her perpetual virginity — and in
another letter left the Church one of its most quoted lines on the subject, that death came through Eve
and life through Mary. Even the Reformers Luther and Calvin confessed her perpetual virginity in the
sixteenth century. It is only in the last two centuries that large parts of Protestantism have drifted from
a teaching held by the undivided Church for over a thousand years.

The New Eve: A Typology Older Than the Creeds

The Fathers read the Bible as a single book whose two Testaments mirror each other. At the center of
the first stands the first Eve, whose disobedience helped unmake the world. At the center of the
second stands the Second Eve, whose obedience helped remake it. The comparison is not a medieval
flourish; it goes back to the middle of the second century, to St. Justin Martyr, who was the first to set
Eve and Mary side by side in his Dialogue with Trypho around the year 155. St. Irenaeus of Lyons then
developed the typology at length a generation later, and St. Jerome carried it forward still further.

218



31 ANGELS & SAINTS

And thus also it was that the knot of Eve's disobedience was loosed by the obedience
of Mary. For what the virgin Eve had bound fast through unbelief, this did the virgin
Mary set free through faith. — St. Irenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 111.22.4

Notice what St. Irenaeus does. He takes the Annunciation (Luke 1) and sets it beside the Fall (Genesis
3), and shows that the reversal happened by the obedience of a woman. The first Eve stood at the side
of the first Adam; the Second Eve stands at the side of the Second Adam. The first ate from a tree and
opened death; the Second Adam hung upon a tree and opened life, and the Second Eve stood beneath
that tree (John 19:25). The parallels are deliberate and exact. If you have wondered why the church
never tires of praising the Theotokos, this typology is the reason.

The Titles of the Theotokos

The Church has given the Virgin many titles across her hymnology. Each one is a small stanza in the
song of her Son.

e Theotokos — Mother of God, the title of Ephesus, our defense against Nestorius.

e Ever-Virgin — semper virgo, her integrity before, in, and after the Incarnation.

e Our Lady — Kyria, the feminine of Kyrios; the mother of the King is the Queen Mother, honored
as such in Scripture (1 Kings 2:19; Psalm 45:9).

e The Second Eve — the mother of all the living by grace, as Eve was by nature (Genesis 3:20).

e The Burning Bush — the mother who bore the divine fire without being consumed (Exodus
3:2-4; read by the Fathers as a Marian type).

e The Ark of the Covenant — the vessel in which the Word and the Bread from heaven were
carried (Exodus 25; Hebrews 9:4; Revelation 11:19-12:1).

e The Eastern Gate — the gate by which the Lord alone entered (Ezekiel 44:1-3).

e The Ladder of Jacob — the bridge between heaven and earth (Genesis 28:12), sung in the
Coptic Theotokia of Monday.

e The Vine — for the true Vine Himself passed through her, and through her the Fruit of Life was
given to the world (John 15:1-5).

The Saturday Theotokia and the weekly Psalmodia of the Coptic Church preserve an extraordinary
treasury of these titles. Every day of the week has its own Theotokia, and together they form a cycle of
Marian contemplation stretched across the whole life of the Church — which is worth knowing the next
time you hear a title for the Virgin that sounds unfamiliar. It is almost certainly older than you think.

Sharing Christ's Titles Without Sharing His Nature

One question that comes up honestly among both Coptic and non-Coptic Christians is why the Church
gives the Virgin titles that Christ also uses of Himself — the vine, the shepherd, the light — without this
implying that she competes with Him or shares His divine nature. The Church's own hymns raise the
question directly: why do we call the Virgin "the true vine" in the Prayer of the Third Hour — "O Mother
of God, you are the true vine bearing the Fruit of Life" — when the Lord Jesus says of Himself, "l am the
true Vine and My Father is the vinedresser. | am the vine, you are the branches" (John 15:1,5)?
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Giving the title "the true vine" to the Virgin does not contradict the Lord's own title. The Lord is the
Vine in one sense, and the Virgin is the vine in another. The Lord is the Vine as the One from whom all
of us, the branches, originate; He is the Head and we are members of His Body. The Virgin, according to
the Church's hymns, is the vine who bore the Fruit of Life, the Son of God — she is the one through
whom that Vine entered the world, and she is the vine that neither grew old nor was cut down by
anyone.

This is, in fact, a pattern the Lord Himself established. He says, "I am the good Shepherd" (John
10:11,14), a title David had already given God in the Psalms ("The Lord is my Shepherd," Psalm 23:1)
and Ezekiel had likewise used of Him (Ezekiel 34:11-16). Yet the Lord still appoints His children to be
shepherds after Him: He tells Peter, "Feed My lambs. Tend My sheep" (John 21:15-16), just as the Lord
had said in Jeremiah, "I will give you shepherds according to My heart" (Jeremiah 3:15). The title
"shepherd" then became the title of the Apostles' successors, the bishops who "shepherd the church
of God which He purchased with His own blood" (Acts 20:28), and St. Peter tells the elders to
"shepherd the flock of God which is among you" (1 Peter 5:2). In the same way, the Lord calls Himself
"the Light of the world" (John 8:12; 9:5), yet tells His disciples, "You are the light of the world"
(Matthew 5:14) and "Let your light so shine before men" (Matthew 5:16). The Lord is the absolute Light;
His disciples are light only because they derive their light from Him. So it is with the Virgin: she is called
Queen and the daughter of the King, not because she rivals Him, but because she is the one who bore
Him — which is why the Coptic Church, in her icons of the Virgin, portrays her as a crowned queen at
the right hand of the Lord Jesus Christ, glory be to Him.

Veneration, Not Worship

Every servant should be ready to answer a set of honest questions that Sunday School children and
inquiring adults alike will eventually ask. Consider a few of the verses that, taken alone, can sound like
an exaggeration:

e "AtYourright hand stands the Queen" (Psalm 45:9);
e "Theroyal daughter is all glorious within" (Psalm 45:13);
e “Many daughters have done well, but you excel them all” (Proverbs 31:29).

Is this exaggeration? It is not, once you remember that Scripture elsewhere commands that God
Himself "be glorified in His saints" in that Day (2 Thessalonians 1:10) and that glory belongs "to Him...
in the church by Christ Jesus to all generations" (Ephesians 3:21). Glory given to a saint, rightly
understood, returns to God; it does not compete with Him. This is exactly the pattern of Elizabeth's
own greeting to Mary: "But why is this granted to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?
For indeed, as soon as the voice of your greeting sounded in my ears, the babe leaped in my womb for
joy" (Luke 1:43-44) — a greeting inspired by the Holy Spirit, honoring Mary precisely because of who
she carries.

You should also be ready to sort out a short list of true-or-false questions that surface again and again
in catechesis:
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e St. Mary is the Mother of Christ (true, and more precisely the Mother of God, as Ephesus
confessed);

e the Coptic Orthodox Church worships St. Mary (false — the Church distinguishes worship from
honor with real theological precision, discussed below);

e St. Mary was sinless at the birth of Christ in the specific sense claimed by the Immaculate
Conception (false, as the next section explains);

e Jesus had brothers and sisters in the sense of other children born to Mary (false, per the
Ever-Virginity discussed above); and

e St. Mary can forgive our sins (false — she intercedes and asks on our behalf, but forgiveness
belongs to Christ alone).

The precision the Coptic Church actually uses here matters, and it is not a modern invention. Worship
— the absolute adoration owed to the Creator by the creature — belongs to the Holy Trinity and to the
Holy Trinity alone; the Church has never offered it to Mary, to any saint, or to any angel. What the
Church offers the saints and angels is honor and love, the respect due to those in whom God has dwelt
and worked. What the Church offers the Theotokos goes further than the honor given to any other
saint, precisely because no other saint carries the title "Mother of God" — but it is still honor, not
worship, and it still flows toward God rather than competing with Him. The Church refuses to call the
Virgin a goddess, just as she refuses to place her above the Son. But she also refuses to call her a mere
saint among saints, for she is not: she is the one creature whom the Creator called "Mother," and no
other creature, in time or in eternity, bears that title.

A Queen stands at Your right hand in gold from Ophir... The royal daughter is all
glorious within the palace; her clothing is woven with gold. Psalm 45:9,13

The Coptic Church has always read the King's daughter of Psalm 45 as a prophecy of the Theotokos:
sheis the Queen at the right hand of the King, and her glory is the reflection of His.

On Jesus having brothers and sisters

The Fathers of the Church found evidence for Mary's perpetual virginity in the New Testament itself, as
already discussed above. Her reply to the angel — "How can this be, since | have no relations with a
man?" (Luke 1:34) — suggests a resolve to remain a virgin even within her betrothal. And when the
Lord, from the Cross, entrusts the care of His mother to the beloved disciple (John 19:26-27), the act
implies that Mary had no other children to whom she could have been entrusted instead.

The Coptic Church and the Theotokos

The Coptic tradition is, by any honest measure, one of the most Marian of any Christian tradition —
and with good reason. The Holy Family spent years of their flight on Egyptian soil, and every step they
took from Gaza to Assiut and back again has left behind a shrine and a story that Coptic piety still
remembers.

e The month of Kiahk is the great Marian month, when the Church sings the Theotokias of the
seven days of the week in cycles through every Saturday evening — the Kiahk Psalmodia.
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e The Feast of the Annunciation (29 Baramhat) and the Feast of the Nativity (29 Kiahk) form the
two poles of our liturgical year.

e The Feast of the Dormition of the Theotokos (21 Tobah) — the commemoration of her falling
asleep — is kept with abundant Mariology in our hymnology.

e The sixteen feasts of the Virgin in the Coptic calendar mark the stations of her life and her
miracles.

e The apparitions of the Theotokos over the Church of Zeitoun in Cairo (beginning April 2, 1968,
and continuing over subsequent nights) are received in our Church as a sign of her continued
maternal care.

e The Shrine of the Virgin at Mostorod, the Tree of the Virgin at Matariya, Gebel al-Tair, and the
Church of the Virgin at Assiut are stations of the Holy Family's flight, and they belong to our
catechetical inheritance.

If you grew up in a Coptic Orthodox Sunday School, you inherited a piety in which the Theotokos is felt
to be the mother of the house. Teach it without embarrassment, and with the confidence that you are
handing on exactly what the Fathers handed to you.

Different Teachings About St. Mary Across the Spectrum

With the Coptic Church's own confession established, we can now set it beside what other Christian
traditions teach, so that you can speak to a friend of another tradition with both charity and precision.
Five teachings are worth walking through in turn: Theotokos, Perpetual Virginity, the Immaculate
Conception, the Intercession of St. Mary, and the Assumption of St. Mary.

Theotokos

As already discussed, Elizabeth calls Mary "the Mother of the Lord" — a phrase that holds together
both His divinity and His humanity. When the Lord addresses her as "woman" at the wedding at Cana
and again from the Cross, He is not distancing Himself from her; He is speaking with the formal
address appropriate to the new relationship being established between the Theotokos and the whole
Church. Her motherhood is not limited to the years of His earthly life on earth; she remains, to this day,
the one who bore the Son of God, which cannot be undone because it is a fact of history, not merely a
title of devotion.

Perpetual Virginity

As set out above, the Coptic Church confesses that St. Mary was a virgin before, during, and after the
birth of Christ, till her death. St. Gregory of Nyssa read her question to Gabriel — "How will this be,
since | do not know a man?" — as evidence of a vow of virginity already made. The Lord's word from
the Cross, "Woman, behold your son!", implies she had no other children to whom He could instead
have entrusted her care; had she had other sons, entrusting her to a disciple instead would have been
a slight against His own family. There is also a suggestive prophecy in the Old Testament: "This gate
shall be shut; it shall not be opened, and no man shall enter by it, because the Lord God of Israel has
entered by it; therefore it shall be shut" (Ezekiel 44:2). This perpetual virginity is exactly what allows
the Church to call her the Second Eve — Christ being the Second Adam, Mary the Second Eve — a title
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first introduced, as noted earlier, by St. Justin Martyr around the year 155, discussed at length by St.
Irenaeus, and carried forward by St. Jerome.

Immaculate Conception — a Catholic-only doctrine

The Immaculate Conception holds that St. Mary herself was conceived free from original sin. This is the
one teaching on this list that belongs to the Roman Catholic Church alone; no Orthodox Church, Coptic
or otherwise, has ever held it, and it was itself a matter of live debate inside the Catholic Church until
the nineteenth century. In 1854, Pope Pius IX proclaimed it ex cathedra — that is, with the full weight of
papal infallibility as defined in Roman Catholic doctrine — in the bull Ineffabilis Deus, declaring that
Mary, "at the first instant of her conception, by a singular privilege and grace of the Omnipotent God, in
virtue of the merits of Jesus Christ, the Savior of mankind, was preserved immaculate from all stain of
original sin," and that she "was redeemed in a more sublime manner" than the rest of humanity.

The Coptic Church does not follow this teaching, and the reasons are worth understanding rather than
merely repeating.

First, Scripture does not support it: Romans 3:23 states plainly that "all have sinned and fall short of
the glory of God," and St. Mary herself, far from claiming exemption from this, says in the Magnificat,
"My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit has rejoiced in God my Savior" (Luke 1:46-47) — the word
Savior only makes sense on the lips of someone who needed saving.

Second, even within the Catholic Church, the doctrine has generated its own difficulties: if St. Mary
needed to be sinless in order for Christ to be born without sin, one could ask whether her mother must
then also have been sinless in order to bear a sinless daughter, and so on backward without end.

Third, the Coptic Church answers the underlying question — how could the Lord be born without
original sin from a mother who, like all of us, was under it — directly from the angel's own words to
her: "The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Highest will overshadow you; therefore,
also, that Holy One who is to be born will be called the Son of God" (Luke 1:35). It was the Holy Spirit's
overshadowing at the Incarnation itself, not a prior exemption of Mary from original sin, that accounts
for the sinlessness of the Child. According to the Scriptures, our Church believes St. Mary was highly
favored by God — "Rejoice, highly favored one, the Lord is with you; blessed are you among women!"
(Luke 1:28) — and that she, by the power of the Holy Spirit, kept herself pure and holy; that is a real
and great grace, but it is not the same claim as freedom from original sin at conception.

To say that St. Mary is the Immaculate Conception, in the end, makes the Cross less necessary for her
than for the rest of us, and to that degree it diminishes the very Cross the Magnificat itself glories in.

Intercession of St. Mary

The Coptic Church does not pray to St. Mary as one prays to God; the Church addresses her, and asks
for her prayers, in the same way Scripture itself addresses many things that are not God:

e angels ("Bless the Lord, you His angels, who excel in strength, who do His word" — Psalm
103:20-21),

223



31 ANGELS & SAINTS

e the created order ("Praise Him, sun and moon... mountains and all hills; fruitful trees and all
cedars" — Psalm 148:1-9), and even,
e inthe imperative mood of the Psalms, evil spirits commanded to depart (Psalm 6:8-10).

Asking for the prayers of one who is alive in Christ, and whom the whole of Scripture calls blessed, is
not foreign to the pattern of biblical address; it carries no implication that she, rather than Christ,
saves us. Nothing about her intercession is necessary for salvation in the way faith in Christ is
necessary. But in finding glory in the saints, and above all in the greatest of the saints, the Church
glorifies God and opens her own eyes to Him through one more window He Himself provided.

Assumption of St. Mary: a shared belief with a distinctly Catholic dogma

Here the picture is more nuanced than it might first appear, and it is worth being precise rather than
simply repeating a slogan. The belief that St. Mary's body, and not only her soul, was taken up into
heaven at the end of her earthly life is not a Catholic invention; it is an ancient conviction shared
across Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and Oriental Orthodox Christianity alike, the Coptic Church fully
included. The Coptic Synaxarium itself preserves a detailed account, kept every year on 16 Mesore, of
St. Mary's falling asleep, her burial at Gethsemane, and the discovery — when the Apostle Thomas
asked to see her body — that the tomb was empty, her body already assumed body and soul into
heaven, where the Apostles then beheld her "sitting on the right hand of her Son and her Lord,
surrounded by the angelic Host," in fulfillment of David's word, "At your right hand stands the queen"
(Psalm 45:9). This feast stands alongside the Feast of her Dormition on 21 Tobah, which
commemorates her falling asleep itself. In other words: the Coptic Church already believes, and has
always believed, that St. Mary's body was taken up to heaven.

What is distinctly Catholic is not the underlying belief but its formal definition as a binding,
ex-cathedra dogma. In 1950, Pope Pius Xll — a different pope and a different document from the
Immaculate Conception of a century earlier — proclaimed the Assumption in the apostolic
constitution Munificentissimus Deus, drawing on 1 Corinthians 15, where St. Paul alludes to Genesis
3:15's prophecy that the seed of the woman will crush Satan's head, reasoning that since Christ rose to
fulfill this, the woman who shared His enmity with Satan should share a like end; on Psalm 132, a
psalm of the return of the Ark of God to Jerusalem, read as prefiguring Mary as the New Ark taken body
and soul into the true Jerusalem; and on Revelation 12:1-2, "that woman clothed with the sun" that St.
John the Apostle saw on Patmos.

The Coptic Church has never needed, and has never made, an equivalent juridical proclamation,
because the belief was never contested within her the way it eventually was contested in the West; it
has simply always been part of her living Synaxarium and her liturgical calendar rather than a matter
requiring a formal dogmatic ruling. The difference, then, is not that Copts reject the Assumption while
Catholics affirm it; it is that Rome eventually felt the need to legislate what the Coptic Church has
always simply sung and kept.

Comparing the Teachings Across Traditions
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The table below gives a working summary of where the major Christian traditions stand on these five
teachings. Real variation exists within each tradition, especially among Anglicans and within different
strands of the Reformation, so treat this as an honest starting map rather than the final word on any
individual's belief.

Perpetual Immaculate Theotokos Intercession Assumption
Virginity Conception
Coptic / Oriental = Yes, dogmatic No Yes, dogmatic = Yes Yes — Dormition &
& Eastern (Ephesus, 431) assumption (feast,
Orthodoxy not juridical dogma)
Roman Yes, dogmatic Yes, dogmatic = Yes, dogmatic Yes Yes, dogmatic
Catholicism (1854) (1950)
Lutheranism Luther affirmed it; No Yes, per Luther = No Not dogmatic;
not binding varies
Calvinism / = Calvin affirmed it; No Accepted as a = No No
Reformed not confessional safeguard
Anglicanism Historically No Retained in  Variesbywing = Some keep a
affirmed; varies some liturgy Dormition feast
today
Methodism Wesley affirmed it; = No Affrmed by No No
not official Wesley

Answering the Protestant Objection

The sincere Protestant brother often finds Coptic Mariology to be the greatest single obstacle to his
understanding of our Church. He has been told that we have "invented" doctrines about her, that we
"worship" her, that we put her in the place of Christ. None of this is true, and you should be able to
answer him with charity and with precision.

First, on the title Theotokos: we did not invent it. The Holy Spirit, through Elizabeth, said "the mother
of my Lord" in the first chapter of Luke. Theotokos is the single Greek word that says what Elizabeth
said in three. If your Bible says that Jesus is the Lord God, and that Mary is the mother of Jesus, then
the word Theotokos is an inevitable consequence of your own confession.

Second, on the veneration of the Virgin: we do not worship her. Worship belongs to God alone; the
honor we give St. Mary, as already discussed, is a different thing entirely, however much higher it
stands than the honor we give any other saint. And we invite our brother to consider what he himself
would think of a man who loved his father but refused to honor his father's mother. The Christian who
despises St. Mary insults Christ, not by theological intent but by the plain logic of the Fifth
Commandment.

Third, on asking for her prayers: "All generations will call me blessed." Every generation that fails to do
so has, at that moment, stepped outside the Magnificat.
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Fourth, on the perpetual virginity: the Reformers held it. The early Church held it. The teaching is older
than Protestantism by fifteen hundred years, and those who teach it today are in the company of
Luther, Calvin, and every Father of the first ten centuries.

The pastoral posture toward this conversation should be firm but kind. We do not boast; we invite.
"Come and see" (John 1:46) was good enough for the Apostles, and it remains the Church's best
invitation still.

The Crown of the Book

St. Cyril, our Father among the saints, the Seal of the Fathers, the Pillar of the Faith, closes his Third
Letter to Nestorius with a doxology that we make our own. What God has joined in the one Person of
the Son, let no man put asunder. What the Spirit revealed to Elizabeth, let the Church confess unto the
ages. And what the Magnificat commands, let every servant carry into every class he will ever teach: to
call her blessed, and to teach the children of this Church, generation after generation, to do the same.

Hail to you, O Mary, the pure dove, who has borne unto us God the Word. You are the
ark, overlaid round about with gold; you are she in whom was contained the Manna,
the Bread which came down from heaven. Intercede on our behalf before Christ our
God, that He may forgive us our sins. — from the Coptic Hymn of the Theotokos
(Kiahk Psalmodia)

E TReview Questions

1. Nestorianism is one denomination that exists today, what is their belief? (A: It
emphasizes the distinction between Christ's human and divine natures, and argued
that Mary should be called Christotokos but not Theotokos.)

2. Nestorius' heresy led to conflict with which church father? (A: St. Cyril: the Patriarch
of Alexandria)

3. What is one difference between the terms Christokos and Theotokos? (A: Their
meanings: the "Mother of Jesus," (Christokos,) and not the "Mother of God,"
(Theotokos.))

4. True or false? St. Mary is the Mother of Christ. (A: True)
5. True or false? The Coptic orthodox Church worships St. Mary. (A: False)
6. True or false? St. Mary was sinless at the birth of Christ. (A: False)

7. True or false? Jesus had brothers and sisters. (A: True)
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8. True or false? St. Mary can forgive our sins. (A: False)

9. How can we be sure of St Mary’s virginity? (A: “How can this be, since | have no
relations with a man?” (Lk 1:34))

10. True or false? Calling St Mary the Vine contradicts our Lord’s title. (A: False)
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