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As ruler of the Church of Alexandria and president of the Third
Ecumenical Council of 431, Cyril was one of the most powerful men
of the fifth century and played a decisive role in the history of his
times. He was an important thinker who defined the concept of
christological orthodoxy for the next two centuries. Cyril is also
often regarded as an unscrupulous and power-hungry cleric who
was responsible for the murder of the female philosopher Hypatia
and for the overthrow of the archbishop Nestorius.

Cyril of Alexandria presents key selections of Cyril’s writings in
order to make his thought accessible to students. The writings are
all freshly translated and an extended introduction outlines Cyril’s
life and times, his scholastic method, his christology, his ecclesiology,
his eucharistic doctrine, his spirituality and his influence on the
Christian tradition. Brief introductions and notes to the individual
selections provide valuable contextualization and elucidation of the
ideas contained in them.

Norman Russell is a freelance lecturer and translator. He is the
author, with Benedicta Ward, of The Lives of the Desert Fathers:
The Historia Monachorum in Aegypto (1980).
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PREFACE

Cyril of Alexandria (c. 378-444) has been a controversial figure
from the fifth century to the present day. In the English-speaking
world our perception of him, moreover, has been coloured by
Gibbon’s damning portrait of him in the forty-seventh chapter of
The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, where he is represented
as the murderer of Hypatia and the bully of the Council of Ephesus.
His writings, described by Gibbon as ‘works of allegory and
metaphysics, whose remains, in seven verbose folios, now peaceably
slumber by the side of their rivals’, are little read.

Cyril, however, deserves better. He was certainly a man of iron
will and a consummate ecclesiastical politician. But he was also a
theologian of the first rank and a biblical commentator whose
insights can still be illuminating today. Within the last five years
several important books on Cyril have appeared. The first of these
was M.-O.Boulnois’ magisterial Le paradoxe trinitaire chez Cyrille
d’Alexandrie. The same year (1994) saw the publication of J.M.
McGuckin’s St Cyril of Alexandria: The Christological Controversy,
and L.J.Welch’s Christology and Eucharist in the Early Thought of
Cyril of Alexandria. Just recently there have been two further fine
studies of Cyril’s christology: B.Meunier’s Le Christ de Cyrille
d’Alexandrie, and A.H.A.Ferndndez Lois’ La cristologia en los
commentarios a Isaias de Cirilo de Alexandriay Teodoreto de Ciro.
Cyril is less well served with translations. Although his complete
letters have been translated by J.I.McEnerney in the Fathers of the
Church series, and valuable selections of letters and shorter texts
may be found in L.R. Wickham’s Cyril of Alexandria: Select Letters
and in McGuckin’s book mentioned above, of the longer works only
On the Unity of Christ is available in a modern English translation
(by McGuckin). The aim of the present volume is to make some of
Cyril’s longer works more accessible. Selections are offered from
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PREFACE

two works not previously translated into English, the Commentary
on Isaiab and Against Julian, and from two available only in
Victorian versions, the Commentary on Jobn and the Five Tomes
Against Nestorius. The Explanation of the Twelve Chapters is added
to these as a key text from the immediate aftermath of the Council
of Ephesus.

The quotations from L.R.Wickham’s Cyril of Alexandria: Select
Letters (Oxford, 1983) are reproduced by permission of Oxford
University Press.

I should like to thank Sebastian Brock, who gave me expert
advice on some of the relevant Syriac literature, Lawrence Welch,
who furnished me with a proof copy of his book when it was
otherwise unobtainable, and Mina Goritsa, who sent me several
important publications from Greece. I am also most grateful to Abel
Ferndndez Lois for answering my enquiry concerning Jerome’s
influence on Cyril, and to Andrew Louth, who read the entire
manuscript and made many valuable suggestions. T owe a special
debt of gratitude to Carol Harrison, the General Editor of the series,
for her helpful advice and encouragement. The errors and infelicities
of language that remain are, of course, my own.

Norman Russell

27 June 1999
Feast of St Cyril of Alexandria
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1
THE MAKING OF A BISHOP

EARLY LIFE

When Cyril died in 444, he and his uncle Theophilus, whom he had
succeeded on the throne of Alexandria in 412, had ruled the
Alexandrian Church for a total of fifty-nine years. For as long as
anyone could remember they had dominated the ecclesiastical
politics of the East Roman world. Between them they had deposed
two archbishops of Constantinople, declared leading teachers of the
Antiochene tradition heretical, and pursued ecclesiastical and
theological courses of action, the one against Origenism, the other
against Antiochene christology, which made them enemies
throughout the East. It does not come as a surprise that someone
should have written to a friend on the occasion of Cyril’s death:

At last with a final struggle the villain has passed away.
...His departure delights the survivors, but possibly
disheartens the dead; there is some fear that under the
provocation of his company they may send him back again
to us.... Care must therefore be taken to order the guild of
undertakers to place a very big and heavy stone on his grave
to stop him coming back here.!

Cyril and his uncle Theophilus belong to the new era inaugurated
by Theodosius I’s laws against polytheism, an era characterized by
Christian violence not only towards pagans and Jews but also
towards dissident fellow-believers.? Christians today are repelled by
many aspects of the careers of Theophilus and Cyril. Their
determined campaigns against their opponents attracted adverse
comment even in their lifetime.? But what differentiates them from
their episcopal contemporaries is not so much their aggressive power
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politics as the scale of the resources, both material and intellectual,
available to them.

Cyril was born in about 378 at Theodosiou in Lower Egypt,
which was his father’s hometown.* His mother came from Memphis,
the ancient capital, at that time still a stronghold of polytheism. We
know nothing of his father’s family, but John of Nikiu informs us
that Cyril’s maternal grandparents were Christians.” They died
comparatively young, leaving an adolescent son, Theophilus, and a
daughter scarcely out of infancy. Shortly afterwards, perhaps during
the resurgence of paganism under the emperor Julian in 362-3,
Theophilus, who was then sixteen or seventeen, left Memphis for
Alexandria, taking his little sister with him. There he enrolled
himself in the catechumenate and thus came to the attention of the
bishop, Athanasius. After baptizing the orphans, Athanasius took
them under this wing. He placed the girl in the care of a community
of virgins, where she remained until she was given in marriage to
Cyril’s father. The boy was marked out for higher things. Athanasius
took him into his household and arranged for him to complete his
studies under his supervision. As a highly intelligent Christian with
no family ties, Theophilus could evidently be of service to the
Church of Alexandria.®

Theophilus’ early ecclesiastical career has been reconstructed by
his biographer, Agostino Favale.” In about 370 he was admitted to
the clerical state and for the last three years of Athanasius’ life
served as his secretary. When Athanasius died, Theophilus was too
young to be considered for episcopal office. Five days before his
death on 2 May 373 Athanasius designated Peter II as his successor.
In 378 Peter was succeeded by his brother Timothy. In the meantime
Theophilus was rising up the ecclesiastical ladder. In about 375 he
was ordained deacon and began to teach publicly. It was in this
period that Rufinus, who spent six years at Alexandria studying at
the catechetical school under Didymus the Blind, attended lectures
given by Theophilus and was impressed by him.® When Timothy
died in 385, Theophilus was about forty years old and as archdeacon
of Alexandria well positioned to take over the episcopate.

Theophilus succeeded to the throne of St Mark on 20 July 385.
Cyril was then about seven years old, the age at which a child was first
sent to school. As the only son of the family, it is possible that his uncle
supervised his education.” His studies up to the age of sixteen or so
would have been typical of those followed by any boy, whether pagan
or Christian, from a reasonably well-off background.!® After receiving
a thorough grounding in reading, writingand arithmetic at primary
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school, he would have gone to a grammarian, a grammatikos, for his
secondary education. This would have consisted of a detailed study
of classical literature, the principal pillars of which were Homer,
Euripides, Menander and Demosthenes, together with a much more
superficial treatment of mathematics, music and astronomy. After
secondary school Cyril no doubt went to study with a rhetor, for the
evidence of his writings shows that he pursued linguistic studies at a
high level. He writes an elaborate Attic Greek, remarkable for its
revival of obsolete words and its many neologisms, yet precise and
well suited to his purposes.!! He is also a master of the rhetorician’s
techniques of controversy.

Whether Cyril pursued formal philosophical studies is more
difficult to determine. It is generally accepted that Cyril was not a
philosopher. He works with images and metaphorical language
rather than with the systematic development of ideas.'?> On the other
hand it has been established that Cyril had a good knowledge of
Aristotelian and Porphyrian logic.!® Aristotle’s Organon, Topics and
Categories and Porphyry’s Isagoge have all left their mark on his
early writings. He handles technical Aristotelian terms in a confident
manner, exploiting the relationship between substance and accidents
and making extensive use of syllogistic reasoning. All this suggests
a close acquaintance with the lecture rooms, especially as at this
period the Alexandrian philosophical school was particularly noted
for its work on Aristotle.!* Marie-Odile Boulnois believes that
besides acquiring an expertise in Aristotelian logic, Cyril also
became acquainted with the exegetical methods of Platonism, but
that he then distanced himself from a philosophical culture that had
set itself the task of defending paganism." Certainly in later life
Cyril presented himself as an anti-Hellenist: ‘Hellenic learning is
vain and pointless,” he said, ‘and requires much effort for no
reward.”'® When he was preparing his materials for Against Julian
he read widely in such works as Porphyry’s History of Philosophy,
the Hermetic Corpus, and a treatise of Alexander of Aphrodisias on
providence. He first went to Christian authors, however, as guides
to help him find what he needed.'” And at Ephesus in 431, when he
found his orthodoxy under attack, it was the ecclesiastical side of his
education that he chose to emphasize: “We have never entertained
the ideas of Apollinarius or Arius or Eunomius, but from an early
age we have studied the holy scriptures and have been nurtured at
the hands of holy and orthodox fathers.’'® These holy and orthodox
fathers would have been Didymus the Blind, Gregory of Nazianzus,
Basil of Caesarea and, above all, Athanasius, echoes of whose works



THE MAKING OF A BISHOP

are foundthroughout his writings. The secular authors who would
have nourished his early education are rarely mentioned.

The first secure date we have for Cyril is 403, when he
accompanied his uncle to the Synod of the Oak, the council that
deposed John Chrysostom.? By then he would have been at least a
lector and perhaps also secretary to his uncle, as Theophilus had
been to Athanasius. By the time Theophilus died on 15 October 412,
Cyril had therefore had at least nine years’ experience at the centre
of power. Such experience was to stand him in good stead from the
outset. The secular authorities had evidently had enough of the
disturbances caused by the ‘Egyptian Pharaoh’, as one of his
contemporaries called Theophilus,?® and fearing a continuation of
his policies under his nephew, supported the candidature of the
archdeacon, Timothy. Cyril, however, had already built up a strong
power base, which no doubt included the parabalani, the members
of the guild of hospital porters, who were later to serve him as a
private militia.?! In spite of military support for Timothy, Cyril’s
faction, after three days of rioting, gained the upper hand. On 18
October Cyril was installed on the throne of St Mark.?

THE POWER STRUGGLE WITH THE PREFECT

Cyril’s episcopate shows a remarkable continuity of policy with that
of Theophilus. The lynchpins of this policy were first, maintaining
a relentless pressure on pagans, heretics and Jews; second,
cultivating a close alliance with Rome (though his unwillingness to
revise Theophilus’ condemnation of John Chrysostom kept relations
cool for the early part of his episcopate); third, resisting the
expansion of the episcopal authority of Constantinople; and fourth,
retaining the support of the monks. There are also continuities of
style. Like his uncle, Cyril knew how to mobilize popular forces in
the pursuit of his aims.?® The excesses of the Christian mob were to
be the subject of several reports to Constantinople. And as his
conduct at Ephesus was to show, he had fully absorbed from
Theophilus how to manipulate ecclesiastical politics to his
advantage. We see him using unscrupulous tactics to present a fait
accompli to the Antiochenes and then buying support in
Constantinople to have his actions confirmed by the emperor—all
from the highest motives. Furthermore, in loyalty to his uncle he
opposed the rehabilitation of John Chrysostom for as long as he
decently could and also maintained a public stance
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againstOrigenism even though he had no time for anthropomorphite
views.”* Of course, there were discontinuities too, but these are
more in the sphere of personal morality. Cyril did not emulate the
theological opportunism of his uncle, who had attacked
anthropomorphism but had then become an anti-Origenist when he
saw that such a move would enhance his power base by ensuring the
support of the simpler monks. Nor did he adopt his uncle’s cynical
approach to dealing with recalcitrant clergy by persecuting them on
trumped up charges. It is the continuities in the public sphere,
however, that leave the stronger impression.? In Cyril’s own time he
was regarded as ‘his uncle’s nephew’ and in the later Coptic
tradition as ‘the new Theophilus’.?”

According to Socrates, the Church historian, Cyril’s first action
as bishop was to eject the Novatianists and seize their churches and
other property.?® His next move was against the Jews. In Socrates’
account (his informant was an Alexandrian Jewish doctor who
subsequently became a Christian) the Jewish community had
gathered in the theatre to hear the publication of an edict by Orestes,
the prefect of Alexandria, on theatrical shows, which the Jews liked
to attend as part of their Sabbath recreation but which the prefect
wanted to control as a source of public disorder. In the audience
were some members of the bishop’s party who had come to take
note of the proceedings. Among these was a primary school master
called Hierax, who used to lead the applause at Cyril’s sermons and
was regarded by the Jews as a trouble-maker. When his presence
was observed, it was reported to Orestes, who had him arrested and
interrogated under torture. As soon as Cyril was informed of this,
he summoned the Jewish leaders and threatened them with reprisals
if they took an aggressive line against the Christians. The immediate
sequel to this was the outbreak of intercommunal violence in the
neighbourhood of a church called Alexander’s. The Jews raised an
outcry in the streets one night that the church was on fire. When the
Christians ran out to save the building, the Jews ambushed them
and killed a number. Cyril, true to his word, took immediate
countermeasures. At daybreak he made a tour of the Jewish quarter
in person at the head of a large crowd and seized the synagogues in
the name of the Church. Jews were driven out of their homes and
their property plundered by the mob.?

John of Nikiu adds a significant detail. The Jews were wholly
despoiled, he says, ‘and Orestes the prefect was unable to render
them any help’.3 The Jews, it appears, were victims of a power
struggle between the bishop and the prefect. In the disturbances that
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accompanied the imposition of Arian bishops in the fourth century
the Jews had always sided with the authorities. Athanasius
represents them as enthusiastic participants in the sacking of the
cathedral and the harrying of the orthodox when Gregory the
Cappadocian made his entry into the city in 339.3! Fifty years later
‘a mob of Greeks and Jews’, according to Theodoret of Cyrrhus,
drove out Athanasius’ successor, Peter II, with the blessing of the
prefect.’? We may surmise that in the riots preceding Cyril’s election
the Jews had assisted the troops deployed by the authorities in
support of his rival, Timothy.>® Now Cyril, on the pretext of the
Alexander’s church incident, had turned the tables on them. His
actions must have infuriated Orestes. They were clearly against the
law, which required the authorities to ‘repress with due severity the
excess of those who presume to commit illegal deeds under the name
of the Christian religion and attempt to destroy or despoil
synagogues’.>* Moreover, the Jews were vital to the city’s economy.
They played an important part in the shipping business, and it was
one of the prime responsibilities of the prefect to see that the annual
grain fleet was despatched to Constantinople.® Cyril’s attempt at
reconciliation—holding out the book of the Gospels for Orestes to
kiss—was rejected. A public display of submission to Christ, and by
implication to his minister, was not calculated to enhance the
prefect’s authority. Orestes submitted a report of the whole affair to
Constantinople. Cyril sent in a counter-report claiming that the
Christians had been provoked.3¢

During the next few months the rift between bishop and prefect
deepened. Orestes, although a Christian, began to lean more heavily
on pagan advisers to counterbalance the overbearing authority of
the Christian bishop. After the fall of the Serapeum in 391 many
pagan intellectuals had left Alexandria. One who remained was the
philosopher Hypatia, the daughter of the mathematician Theon.?”
She was highly respected by Christians as well as pagans. It was she
and not the bishop who was granted the right of parrbesia.>

Hypatia was not a militant pagan but her privileged access to
Orestes was a snub which Cyril could not endure. The campaign of
intimidation he began to bring to bear on Orestes is illustrated by
two incidents. In the first the monks were called in from Nitria. Five
hundred of them, ‘resolved to fight on behalf of Cyril’,** descended
on the city. They waylaid the prefect in his carriage and shouted out
abuse, accusing him of being a pagan. Orestes remonstrated with
them but stones began to fly, one of them striking him on the head
and covering his face with blood.* The perpetrator, a monk called
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Ammonius, was arrested and interrogated so severely that he died.
Rival reports from the prefect and the bishop were again sent to the
emperor. Cyril attempted to score a propaganda victory by exposing
Ammonius’ body in a church and declaring him a martyr. But the
more sober-minded element of the Christian population saw this as
a cheap attempt to put further pressure on the prefect.*

In the second incident a Christian mob led by a cleric, a lector
called Peter, attacked Hypatia as she was being driven through the
city. She was seized from her carriage and dragged into the
Caesareum, the former temple of the imperial cult, which was now
the cathedral. There she was stripped and stoned to death with broken
roof tiles.* Her body was then hacked to pieces and burned. John of
Nikiu claims that afterwards “all the people surrounded the patriarch
Cyril and named him “the new Theophilus”, for he had destroyed the
last remains of idolatry in the city’.*> Hypatia’s body had indeed been
treated like the cult images of the pagan temples, which had been
broken up and burned as dwelling-places of the demons.*

The murder of Hypatia took place in March 415.% In the
following year the imperial government responded with an edict
reprimanding the bishop indirectly for exceeding his authority (‘It
pleases our Clemency that clerics should have nothing in common
with public affairs or matters pertaining to a municipal senate’) and
regulating the affairs of the parabalani. Their number was reduced
to 500, the names to be approved by the prefect of Alexandria, who
was also to vet new members when vacancies occurred.* Although
the number was increased to 600 and control was restored to the
bishop seventeen months later,” honour seems to have been
satisfied. We hear of no further difficulties with the prefect of
Alexandria for the rest of Cyril’s episcopate.

THE YEARS OF CONSOLIDATION

For the next twenty-eight years Cyril directed one of the greatest
institutions of the Roman world.** The term ‘patriarch’ does not
appear until after his death,* but the reality of patriarchal power had
been exercised by the bishops of Alexandria since the beginning of the
fourth century. Canon 6 of the Council of Nicaea (325) had confirmed
the jurisdiction of Alexandria over the bishops of Egypt, Libya and
the Pentapolis (i.e. Cyrenaica), some seventy-five in all. Each of them
looked to the incumbent of the Alexandrian throne as his direct
superior. Only the bishop of Alexandria had the right toperform
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episcopal ordinations, even in Cyrenaica, where the bishops were
metropolitans. At Church Councils the Egyptian bishops always took
their lead from their hierarch and voted as a bloc.*

The Alexandrian Church to which Cyril acceded was extremely
wealthy. It had two regular sources of income: the contributions sent
in from each diocese and the revenues it drew from its property.’!
From the middle of the fourth century the Alexandrian Church had
begun to acquire land in the nomes, the administrative districts of
the Delta and the Nile valley. As it did not enjoy tax exemption,
there was no incentive for the government to block the growth of
its holdings. These were small and scattered to begin with, not
becoming great estates until the sixth century. But we have
documentary evidence of an estate in the Arsinoite nome belonging
to the Church of Alexandria in Theophilus’ time which was large
enough to need the services of two stewards.’> There is also evidence
that the Church of Alexandria had interests in Nile shipping.®* The
treasury that Cyril inherited from his uncle is therefore likely to have
been a healthy one. Theophilus had spent large sums on building
churches but he was a careful steward of the Church’s wealth and
in any case had been able to replenish the treasury from his
despoliation of temples.™

The episcopal residence since about 360 had been the Caesareum,
a huge complex of colonnaded buildings on an eminence
overlooking the harbour, which had originally been built as a temple
to the deified Caesar. It had been re-dedicated to St Michael, but was
known to the end of the Roman period by its original name.> There
is no evidence for any catechetical or ecclesiastical school in
Alexandria after the death of Didymus the Blind in 398.°¢ But the
Caesareum would have housed at least a library and a secretariat
besides other administrative offices under the supervision of the
archdeacon. From this centre Cyril conducted the affairs of the
Alexandrian Church until his death.

Apart from his annual festal letters to the bishops of Egypt, we
have no precise dates for Cyril’s writings until the outbreak of the
Nestorian controversy. But to this early phase of his episcopate we
can assign in their probable order of publication his two works on the
Pentateuch, the Adoration and Worship of God in Spirit and in Truth,
and the Glaphyra (or ‘Elegant Comments’), his two works on the
christological significance of the prophets, the Commentary on the
Minor Prophets and the Commentary on Isaiah, and finally a series
of works of a more dogmatic nature, the Thesaurus, the Dialogues on
the Trinity, and the Commentary on the Gospel of St John.

10
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A vignette of Cyril’s pastoral work, preserved for us by
Sophronius of Jerusalem, probably also belongs to this period.’” It
relates to the translation of the relics of Cyrus and John to
Menouthis, a coastal town a few miles east of Alexandria.
Menouthis was famous for its temple of Isis, a healing centre which
attracted even Christians.’® In order to draw Christians away from
Isis, Cyril set up a rival shrine to which he transferred from St.
Mark’s church in Alexandria the relics of the Diocletianic martyrs
Cyrus and John, the former of whom, according to tradition, had
been a doctor who had treated the poor without charge. The survival
of Cyrus’ name in the modern place-name, Aboukir (Abu-Kyr),
suggests that Cyril’s strategy was successful.*’
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Peter Brown in a recent study has drawn attention to ‘the seeming
dissonance between late Roman upper-class culture and late Roman
political reality’.! There is a comparable ‘seeming dissonance’ between
the ecclesiastical literary culture of the period and the harsh realities
of church politics. At first sight the works that Cyril produced in the
tranquillity of his study early in his episcopate seem remote from the
practical business of running his immense diocese. When the Egyptian
bishops assembled at a synod, they did not come to debate theological
points with their Alexandrian colleague. They came to receive
instructions from their patriarch. Powerful as Cyril was, however, the
art of persuasion was still vital to him. The theoretical relationship
between Christianity and Judaism could not be established by burning
a few synagogues, nor could erroneous views on the nature of the
Trinity or the person of Christ be countered by episcopal fiat.
Moreover, the episode of the attempted canonization of Ammonius
had warned Cyril early in his episcopate that educated public opinion
could not be taken for granted. It needed to be wooed.

Cyril had a combative cast of mind, sharpened on Aristotelian
dialectics and steeped in the study of the Bible. He became a bishop
at a time of greatly increased tension between Christians, pagans
and Jews as a result of the Theodosian laws of 391. The popular
violence against the temples unleashed in that year by the imperial
prohibition of pagan worship spilled over into attacks on
synagogues. At first the government tried to control this. A rescript
of 393 made the destruction of synagogues illegal.> But by 416
Judaism, which had hitherto been a religio, was being referred to as
a superstitio.> And in 423 a further rescript, while reiterating the
prohibition on the burning of synagogues, decreed that no new ones
were to be built or existing ones repaired.* It is against this
background of Judaism’s deteriorating legal status that Cyril
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developed his theological position on the Mosaic laws and the
prophetic writings of the Old Testament.

THE CHALLENGE OF JUDAISM

Cyril’s first work, the Adoration in Spirit and in Truth, is presented
in the form of a dialogue between Cyril and a questioner called
Palladius.’ Palladius is troubled by two of the sayings of Christ:
Matthew 5:17-18 (I have come not to abolish the law and the
prophets but to fulfil them) and John 4:23 (true worshippers will
worship the Father in spirit and in truth). How are these two texts
to be reconciled? It seems to Palladius that the second implies the
abolition rather than the completion of Jewish worship. In reply
Cyril gives an exegesis of a selection of passages from the Pentateuch
with the aim of developing the idea of worship in spirit and in truth
by showing how the ‘types and shadows’ of the Old Testament find
their fulfilment in the realities of the New. Indeed, the ultimate
purpose of the Adoration is to demonstrate the concordance of the
two Testaments and to prove that the Christians, not the Jews, are
the true heirs to the promises of God.®

In the course of carrying out this programme, Cyril sets out in the
early books of the Adoration an outline history of salvation. First he
delineates the problem. Human beings are orientated towards vice
and are in servitude to the enemy. How are they to reject evil, throw
off the yoke of slavery, and return to the beatitude of their primitive
state? The first man was created by God and stamped with his
image and likeness by the Holy Spirit, who is the ‘breath of life’
(Gen. 2:7). Nevertheless, at the instigation of Satan, ‘that wicked
and God-hating beast’, he freely chose to disobey God. As a result
of his disobedience he was expelled from paradise and came under
the power of corruption and death. The law of Moses was given as
a partial remedy to this situation, but human beings were unable to
find a way out on their own. The intervention of God himself was
needed, which finally took place with the coming of Christ. Christ
put an end to the old situation because in his own person he
recapitulated the life of Adam, though without submitting to sin.
Now believers by uniting themselves with Christ can benefit from
his victory over sin and death.”

The festal letters that were sent out to the Egyptian bishops early
each year in order to announce the date of Easter confirm and
amplify this outline of salvation history. The approaching feast
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provided a suitable occasion for reviewing the whole sweep of the
divine economy, which Cyril sees in terms of four phases.® The first
is the human condition after the Fall, dominated as it is by the devil,
sin and corruption. The second is the incarnation of the Word, who
reveals God and liberates us from sin. The third is the redressing of
the situation. The opposition of the Jews and of Satan leads Christ
to his passion. But his death reveals his divine identity. He descends
into hell and liberates the dead. The final phase is the resurrection
of Christ and his ascension to the Father as the first-fruits of a new
humanity. This is followed by the gift of the Spirit, which
incorporates believers into the new humanity and assimilates them
to Christ.

The festal letters and the Adoration in Spirit and in Truth
illustrate some of Cyril’s chief characteristics as a theologian and
exegete. First of all, soteriological concerns are uppermost. It is
these that determine his christology, just as his christology shapes his
trinitarian theology. Secondly, he is fundamentally a Paulinist,
deploying and developing many of the leading themes of Paul’s
epistles.” Thirdly, symmetries are important to him. The time of
Adam is followed by the time of Christ, the descending movement
of God by the ascending movement of man, kenosis by exaltation.
Cyril’s polemics are directed against those who are perceived by him
to block this descending and ascending pattern of salvation. These
are principally the Jews, who historically had attempted to block the
descending movement of God by rejecting Christ and bringing him
to his passion and death, and in Cyril’s own time were attempting
to block the ascending movement of the faithful, so to speak, simply
by being who they were. In the Jewish view, the Old Testament was
their Bible, which the Christians were misusing. From the Christian
side, the continued existence of the Jews was a standing reproach to
their own scheme of things. It was essential to Cyril’s theological
viewpoint that the prophets should look forward to Christ and that
the Jews should be rejected and replaced by the Gentiles.

The Jews were not merely a theoretical problem to Cyril. In the
letters of Isidore of Pelusium we have evidence of contacts between
Christians and Jews on an intellectual level at the beginning of the
fifth century in which Jews more than hold their own against
Christian opponents. Isidore was a holy and ascetic priest of
Pelusium, a great port in the north-east corner of the Delta, who
maintained a vast correspondence with a large circle of people,
including his archbishop, Cyril."> Among his correspondents was a
man called Adamantius, who had been unsettled by a discussion
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with a Jew on the virgin birth. Adamantius was told to tell the Jew
that there was nothing in Christianity that was foreign to the law
and the prophets. But the Scriptures needed to be read correctly,
which meant christologically.!! Another correspondent was
Ophelius, a schoolmaster who was engaged in a disputation with a
Jew on Deuteronomy 18:15: “The Lord your God will raise up for
you a prophet like me from among you,” Christians took this to refer
to Jesus, but the Jews to Joshua (the same name as Jesus in Greek)
the son of Nun. Isidore gave Ophelius seven arguments of a logical
and linguistic nature that he could use against the Jew.!? There was
also a bishop called Isidore who had been challenged by Jews to
explain Haggai 2:9 on the rebuilding of the temple: ‘For the glory
of this house shall be great, the latter more than the former, says the
Lord Almighty.” This, he was told, refers to the Church, which has
replaced the temple, ‘for Jewish things have come to an end’.
Against a Jewish inquirer who objected to the Eucharist as an
innovation he defended Christian worship as the true fulfilment of
the Law.!*

The evidence presented by Isidore provides us with a more
immediate context for Cyril’s anti-Jewish polemics than the
‘profound change of mood’"® we have already noted with regard to
the legal status of Judaism.!® It was essential to the Christian view
of salvation history that with the coming of Christ ‘Jewish things’
should have come to an end. The ‘types and shadows’ of the Old
Testament had been succeeded by the reality of the New, the temple
by the Church, the Passover by the Eucharist. The blows suffered by
Judaism in the first and second centuries were regarded with quiet
satisfaction by Christians for they confirmed the Christian view that
they and not the Jews were the heirs to the divine promises. Yet the
Jews would not go away. It had been an immense shock to
Christianity when the Emperor Julian, who knew precisely where to
aim his blows against the Church (his exclusion of Christians from
public teaching posts had caused more consternation among
Christian intellectuals than all the previous persecutions), undertook
to assist the Jews in the rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem. This
was not according to the divine plan, as far as Christians were
concerned, and profound relief greeted the abandonment of the
project.’” The Jews, however, and not only Jews but also Christians
attracted to Judaism, continued to hope for a full restoration of the
practices of the Old Testament. In his Commentary on Zechariah,
dating from the first decade of the fifth century, Jerome vividly
evokes the hopes of Jews for a restored Jerusalem:
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The Jews and Judaizing Christians promise themselves at
the end of time the building-up of Jerusalem, and the
pouring forth of waters from its midst, flowing down to
both seas. Then circumcision is again to be practised,
victims are to be sacrificed and all the precepts of the laws
are to be kept, so that it will not be a matter of Jews
becoming Christians but of Christians becoming Jews. On
that day, they say, when the Christus will take his seat to
rule in a golden and jewelled Jerusalem, there will be no
more idols nor varieties of worship of the divinity, but there
will be one God, and the whole world will revert to solitude,
that is, to its ancient state.'®

With their apocalyptic hopes for final vindication, their complaints
that Christians had misappropriated their Scriptures and their
learned exegesis of the Hebrew text (to which Christian
commentators continued to be indebted") the Jews could not simply
be ignored.

If it had not been for the Nestorian controversy, it is probably as
a biblical commentator that Cyril would have been remembered.
Like all patristic exegetes he distinguishes between the historia, the
historical or literal meaning, and the theoria the spiritual
significance.?” Amongst Christian Platonists such as Origen or
Gregory of Nyssa, the theoria was often interpreted as an allegory
of the ascent of the soul to God. For Cyril, however, with his strongly
christocentric emphasis, the spiritual sense always leads to some
aspect of the mystery of Christ. In the preface to the Glaphyra he
discusses his method:

First we shall set out the historical events in a helpful
fashion and explain these matters in a suitable way. Then
lifting this same narrative out of type and shadow we shall
refashion it and give it an interpretation which takes
account of the mystery of Christ, having him as the goal—
if indeed it is true that the end of the law and the prophets
is Christ (cf. Rom. 10:14).*!

By the time Cyril comes to write his commentaries on Isaiah and the
minor prophets he has learned much from Jerome’s exegetical
methods,?? but his fundamental orientation remains the same.
Whatever is best in the spiritual interpretation ‘looks to the economy

relating to Christ’.?

16



THE EARLY WRITINGS

The position of Moses in Cyril’s scheme reflects this approach. In
Against Julian Moses is exalted as the greatest of all teachers of
wisdom, the inspirer of Plato and the entire Greek philosophical
tradition. With regard to paganism Cyril has no doubt that Moses,
as the paradigm of wisdom, belongs to the Church. With regard to
Judaism, however, Moses becomes a more complex figure. On the
one hand he is a type of Christ, representing symbolically (‘in
shadow’) the salvific work of God that is to be achieved in its
fullness in Christ. Thus when Moses seizes the tail of the serpent and
turns it back into a rod (Ex. 4:4), he foreshadows Christ restoring
humanity to its pristine state. When he puts his leprous hand into
the fold of his cloak and draws it out restored to health (Ex. 4:6),
he foreshadows Christ taking humanity into the bosom of God and
restoring in it the divine image. When he pours onto the ground the
water that turns to blood (Ex. 4:9), he is prefiguring the waters of
baptism.?* On the other hand Moses is also contrasted with Christ.?
The fact that Moses was commanded to remove his shoes—these
being ‘a sign of death and corruption, for every shoe is made from
the remains of dead and decaying animals’—in the presence of the
theophany of the burning bush symbolizes the inaccessibility of
Christ to those unwilling to shed the Mosaic law and its ‘paedagogic’
worship:

For no one is justified in the law. It was necessary for him
who wishes to know the mystery of Christ to put away
beforehand the worship in types and shadows, which is
superior neither to corruption nor to sin. Then he will know
and enter into the holy land—that is, the Church. For those
who have not rejected worship according to the law are
subject to corruption, as the Saviour himself clearly said:
Truly, truly I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son
of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you’ (Jn
6:53).%¢

The provisional character of the Mosaic dispensation is confirmed
by other images. Moses is the servant of the household who must
make way for the householder’s son.?” The law which he introduced
is the plough that breaks up the soil of the people of God so that they
are prepared to receive the seed of the Gospel.?® The ‘Jewish way’
must be replaced by the ‘evangelical way’.

If Moses is a type of Christ, it is because Christ has superseded
him. Cyril’s chief means of expressing this is through the Pauline
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image of Christ as the second Adam. The fundamental symmetry is
already there in Paul: as one man, Adam, introduced death, so one
man, Christ, introduced the fullness of life (Rom. 5:12-19; 1 Cor.
15:20-3).

Cyril applies to this image Irenaeus’ idea of recapitulation. The
whole of humanity is recapitulated in Christ, just as it was present
originally in Adam. This is the meaning of the Pauline phrase, ‘in
Christ’. The chief content of the idea of recapitulation is the newness
of life achieved in Christ. Christ is the second first-fruits, the second
root, the representative example of the new humanity. He
transforms the old, opening up a new path for us. The following
passage from the Commentary on John spells out the implications
that the image of the second Adam holds for Cyril:

Next, wishing to clarify in turn the different modes of
recapitulation, Paul once said: ‘For God has done what
the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: sending his
own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he
condemned sin in the flesh, in order that the just
requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk
not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit’
(Rom. 8:3-4); and on another occasion: ‘Since therefore
the children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise
partook of the same nature, that through death he might
destroy him who has the power of death, that is, the devil,
and deliver all those who through fear of death were
subject to lifelong bondage’ (Heb. 2:14-15).

That these are the two modes of recapitulation necessarily
entailed by the account of the incarnation of the only-
begotten Son, Paul has explained to us. But that there is
another mode that includes these others the wise John has
taught us. For he writes about Christ in the following way:
‘He came to his own home, and his own people received
him not. But to all who received him, who believed in his
name, he gave the power to become children of God; who
were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of
the will of man, but of God’ (Jn 1:11-13).

It is therefore manifest, in my view, and plain to all that it

is especially for these reasons that, being God and by nature
from God, the Only-begotten became man in order to
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condemn sin in the flesh, kill death by his own death and
make us sons of God, regenerating those on earth in the
Spirit and bringing them to a dignity that transcends their
nature. For surely it was well planned that by this method
the race that had fallen away should be recapitulated and
brought back to its original state, that is to say, the human
race.”’

Of the three modes of recapitulation to which Cyril draws attention,
the moral (condemnation of sin), the physical (killing of death) and
the spiritual (becoming sons of God through the Spirit), it is the
third that brings the Church into direct competition with Judaism.
Who are the sons of God? Are they the physical descendants of
Israel? No, says Cyril. The Jews repudiated Christ and remain
attached to the types and shadows of the Scriptures. In consequence
Israel has been replaced by the Gentiles:

What more, then, should one say, or what is remarkable
about those who believe in Christ compared with Israel,
since the latter too is said to have been begotten by God,
according to the text, ‘Sons have I begotten and brought up,
but they have rejected me’ (Is. 1:2)? To this I think one
should reply as follows: First, that since ‘the law has but a
shadow of the good things to come instead of the true form
of these realities’ (Heb. 10:1), even this was not given to the
descendants of Israel for them to have in a literal sense but
was depicted in them typologically and figuratively ‘until
the time of the reformation’ (Heb. 9:10), as Scripture says,
when it would become apparent who those were who more
appropriately and more accurately called God their father
because of the Spirit of the Only-begotten dwelling within
them. For the descendants of Israel had ‘a spirit of slavery
inducing fear’, while Christians have ‘a spirit of sonship’
eliciting freedom, ‘which enables us to cry “Abba! Father!”’
(Rom. 8:15)%

Just as Moses has been superseded by Christ, so the physically
constituted people of God has been superseded by a people
constituted by the Spirit. This spiritual Israel, which is the Church,
is characterized by a double participation in the divine life, a
corporeal one maintained through the Eucharist and a spiritual one
brought about by the reception of the Holy Spirit at Baptism. The
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eucharistic body is the real body of the Word endowed with his
power. It is described as a co-worker, not consubstantial with the
Word but deriving its efficacy through being united to that which is
life by nature. “When we taste of it, we have that life in ourselves
since we too are united (synenoumenoi) with the flesh of the Saviour
in the same way that the flesh is united with the Word that dwells
within it.”3! It restores us to the Adamic state, to incorruption, when
it is mingled (anakirnamenon) with our bodies.’?> The Eucharist lies
at the heart of Cyril’s piety.* In the Commentary on John he defends
it on the one hand against those who through excessive reverence
abstain from receiving it, thus cutting themselves off from the source
of life, and on the other against the Jews, who ‘should not suppose
that we have invented some kind of new mystery’ and ‘become
angry at being called from types to reality’.3* Foreshadowed in the
manna of the desert and the paschal lamb, the Eucharist enables the
believer to participate corporeally in Christ as intimately as the
earthly body of Christ participated in the Word.

Such participation in Christ is made possible by the Holy Spirit.
It is the Spirit that restores us to the divine image and likeness:

You should be aware that we call the human spirit an
offspring of the Spirit, not because it comes from him by
nature, for that is impossible, but because in the first place,
with regard to its origin it was called through him from
non-being into existence, and secondly, with regard to the
dispensation of the Incarnation, it was remodelled by him
to make it conform more closely to God, impressing upon
us his own stamp and transforming our understanding, as
it were, to his own quality. This, I believe, is also the correct
way of interpreting the sayings that Paul addressed to some
people: ‘My little children, with whom I am again in travail
until Christ be formed in you!” (Gal. 4:19) and also: ‘For in
Christ Jesus I have begotten you through the Gospel’ (1
Cor. 4:15).%

The baptized henceforth live with the divine life. They become by
participation that which the Son is by nature:

We therefore ascend to a dignity that transcends our nature
on account of Christ. But we shall not also be sons of God
ourselves in exactly the same way as he is, only in relation
to him through grace by imitation. For he is a true Son who
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has his existence from the Father, while we are sons who
have been adopted out of his love for us, and are recipients
by grace of the text: ‘I have said, you are gods and all of you
sons of the Most High” (Ps. 82:6).3¢

The deification of the believer is correlative to the incarnation of the
Word, the working out in the individual of the descending and
ascending pattern of salvation which we have already noted with
regard to the true Israel. Like Athanasius, Cyril sees in Christ a
paradigmatic transformation of the flesh, the promotion of our nature
in principle through union with the Word from corruption to
incorruption, from human inadequacy to the dignity of deity. But
there is also a new empbhasis. The recovery of the divine image and
likeness takes place pre-eminently in our inner life and involves the
will. We are called to a spiritual transformation through a dynamic
participation in Christ by means of Baptism and the Eucharist, and
not only in Christ but in the life of the Trinity as a whole. For the Son
and the Spirit together bring about our filiation and sanctification.
Through them we have access to the Father and so arrive at
deification. Theopoiesis, Cyril’s preferred term for deification until
the controversy with Nestorius, is the goal of human life. We do not
merely become images of the image. Through Christ we participate
in the source of divine being itself, sharing a community of life with
the Father, Son and Holy Spirit as gods and sons of the Most High.?”

THE REFUTATION OF ARIANISM

Athanasius frequently compared the Jews to the Arians. In his view
they were two sides of the same coin: ‘For the Jews said: “How,
being a man, can he be God?” And the Arians: “If he were very God
from God, how could he become man?”>3® The Arians ‘have shut
themselves up in the unbelief of the present Jews’,*” for although
they approach the problem of the person of Christ from a different
starting-point, they reach a similar conclusion. Athanasius put his
finger on the central difficulty of the Arians, albeit in a tendentious
fashion: how to affirm a God who is utterly transcendent and yet
also knowable and accessible to human beings. If there are no
distinctions in the ousia of the Godhead, how does the second person
of the Trinity attain any real solidarity with ourselves?

In Cyril’s day the current form of Arianism was that of the
Anomoeans, Aetius and Eunomius. These radical neo-Arians, who
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became bishops of Antioch and Cyzicus, respectively, in 362 and
360, derived their sobriquet from holding that there was an essential
dissimilarity between the ungenerated Father and the generated Son.
Aetius is blamed by Socrates for having arrived at this opinion
through having come under the spell of Aristotle’s Categories (which
he had probably absorbed, like Cyril, as a student in Alexandria).*
Certainly together with Eunomius, who began his career as his pupil
and secretary, he acquired a reputation for ‘a relentless dialectic’
that has persisted to the present day.*!

Aetius died in 367 and Eunomius in 394. We hear of Arian
communities that revered their memory in Antioch and
Constantinople but not in Alexandria itself.* Who, then, were
Cyril’s opponents? The First Ecumenical Council had condemned
two bishops of the Pentapolis, Theonas of Marmarice and Secundus
of Ptolemais, for holding Arian views in 325.% In the early fifth
century Arianism seems still to have been flourishing in the area.
Synesius of Ptolemais issued an encyclical letter to his clergy between
411 and 415 warning them of the teaching of a certain Quintianus,
who was propagating ‘the most godless heresy of Eunomius’.*
Perhaps the presence of Arian teachers in this corner of his
patriarchate was sufficient to stimulate Cyril to write against them.
But as G.M.de Durand remarks, Cyril probably had no need of a
stimulus of this kind to rouse him to action.* Not only did he have
Athanasius and the Cappadocians as his model, but Arianism was
still a living force in the Church at large, ‘devouring the souls of
simpler folk with an open gaping mouth’.*

The central issue on which Cyril opposes Eunomius is the
question of the knowledge of God. According to Socrates, Eunomius
held that our knowledge of the divine ousia is not inferior to God’s
knowledge of himself.*” This is a hostile account that puts Eunomius’
linguistic theory in the worst possible light. What Eunomius is more
likely to have claimed, as Maurice Wiles argues, is ‘to know enough
about the ousia of God, about what it is to be God, to be able to
exclude what he regarded as Cappadocian mystification and to
ensure that our Christian language refers, that our speech about
God has a purchase on reality’.* In opposing Eunomius, Cyril set
himself the task of showing how a radically transcendent God could
be reconciled with a Saviour who is fully divine (because only God
can save) and yet one with us (because only thus can salvation be
received by us).

According to Eunomius, language can give us access to the divine
nature because the divine names are directly revealed by God and
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correspond to the reality of the things they signify. The divine
intellect does not operate in a discursive manner. It comprehends the
whole of reality in one act and expresses all in one word. A single
term can therefore express the nature of God. For Eunomius that
fundamental term is agemnnetos, ‘ingenerate’ or ‘unengendered’,
which is not simply an epinoia, or mental construct, but defines the
ousia of God.*¥

Against Eunomian realism Cyril defends the incomprehensibility
of God and the deficiency of language. There is an infinite distance
between the divine glory and the human word. How, then, can we
talk about God? Cyril makes a distinction between existence and
essence. We can know that God exists, but we do not know what
he is by nature. Ontologically he is hyperousios—beyond essence or
substance.” “The divine nature,’ says Cyril, ‘is ineffable and cannot
be comprehended by us in its fullest possible form, but only in what
it accomplishes and effects.™!

The best way we can approach this transcendent reality is by
analogy and from a multiplicity of points of view:

Starting from a great number of contemplations, we gather
knowledge, not without sweat and effort, as if in a mirror.
And by assembling in our minds a conspectus of conceptual
images as if in riddles and by means of very fine and, so to
speak, polished mental representations, we acquire stability
in faith. But since among creatures and beings subject to
generation and decay nothing has been structured to
resemble the supreme nature and glory in a precise and
unique manner, it is with effort that we comprehend that
which is connected with it and snatch from each existent
thing in a useful way that which contributes to making it
manifest.>

When we finally come into the presence of God, our partial
knowledge will disappear, just as the stars shining resplendently in
the night sky give way to the light of the sun.>® But in the meantime
we must work with figures and feeble images of reality. Cyril himself
demonstrates this approach in his discussions of the Trinity. Usually
he begins with metaphors and images before moving on to
conceptual language. Guided by him, we shall follow his method.

Cyril’s images, as Boulnois has pointed out, are not just rhetorical
figures permitting a comparison between two terms.** They actually
stand in the place of concepts, or rather, they convey difficult
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concepts in symbolic form. The context of the struggle against
Arianism means that with regard to the first two persons of the
Trinity the emphasis is on unity rather than diversity, but the use of
metaphor means that the aspect of diversity is always present. The
images used by Cyril are the following: source and stream, root and
fruit, light and radiance, fire and heat, honey and sweetness, intellect
and word, breath and spirit, flower and fragrance.’> None of these
is entirely his own invention. Their cumulative effect, however, lends
a richness to his exegetical writing and demonstrates the value of the
multiple analogical approach to the representation of complex
theological ideas. Although our language is inadequate, we can say
something in this way that gives us an insight into reality.

Source and stream, root and fruit, light and radiance, intellect
and word are all well-established images in earlier patristic
literature.*® As pairs of terms, each of which entails the other,
they are of great value in expressing on the one hand the co-
eternity of the Father and the Son, and on the other their unity
in diversity, their community of substance together with their
separate identity. An image which Cyril does develop in an
original way, however, is that of flower and fragrance.’” In the
Commentary on Isaiab he brings together a number of biblical
texts on this theme: a flower shall grow out of the root of Jesse
(Is. 11:1 LXX); the rod of Aaron put forth almond blossoms
(Num. 17:8); Christ is a flower of the plain, a lily of the valleys
(Song 2:1 LXX); he is the fragrance of the knowledge of God (2
Cor. 2:14).°8 These texts indicate, Cyril suggests, three different
things: that Christ is like the fragrance of the Father, that in him
human nature blossomed once again, and that the Holy Spirit
produces a spiritual fragrance in the believer.

In the Dialogues on the Trinity and the Commentary on John
Cyril develops these suggestions more fully. ‘Everything,” he says,
‘has, so to speak the fragrance of its own nature.”” Smells are not
identical with the things from which they emanate, yet they take one
directly to the particular nature of each species. The Son is the
fragrance of the Father—distinct from his source yet inseparable
from it and expressive of its unique nature. The procession of the
Holy Spirit may also be compared to the dissemination of a
fragrance. Commenting on John 16:15 (‘All that the Father has is
mine; therefore I said that he will take what is mine and share it with
you’), Cyril says that this refers to the Spirit. It proves that the Spirit
does not possess his wisdom by participation in the Son, which
would make him ontologically inferior to him.
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No, it is as if one of the most scented flowers gave out a
fragrance that spreads and is sensed by the people in the
vicinity: ‘he will take what is mine’. What is signified is a
natural relationship, not a participation in something
separate. One takes it that this applies equally to the Son
and the Spirit.®

When he returns to the same text in the Commentary on John, Cyril
takes the image even further: ‘If ‘he will take what is mine’, it is
because (the Spirit) is consubstantial with the Son and proceeds
through him as befits God, who possesses in its perfection all the
virtue and all the power of the Son.”®* The Holy Spirit is like ‘a living
and active fragrance from the substance of God, a fragrance which
transmits to the creature that which comes from God and ensures
participation in the substance which is above all substances.”®* Not
only does the Spirit transmit knowledge of the divine nature, as in
the earlier texts, but participation in the divine nature as well.
Another aspect of the operation of the sense of smell thus suggests
itself to Cyril:

If in effect the fragrance of aromatic plants impregnates
clothing with its own virtue and in some way transforms
into itself that in which it finds itself, how does the Spirit
not have the power, since it issues from God by nature, to
give by itself to those in which it finds itself the
communication of the divine nature?®

Human nature is endowed by grace with that which the Spirit has
by nature. In this way the image of the transmission of a fragrance
is able to contribute to the idea of the deification of the believer.
In the end, however, images are not sufficient in themselves to
answer rational arguments without the help of philosophical
concepts. As a student of Aristotelian logic, Cyril was well equipped
to fight Eunomianism with its own weapons. He recognizes the
limitations of analogy: that which transcends us does not conform
to the conditions of our own world.** At the same time he does not
overestimate the ability of the human mind to arrive at divine truth
by intellectual processes.®® Yet the Eunomians have made a rational
case and if it is to be refuted, it must be on rational grounds.
Before discussing Cyril’s philosophical models of the Trinity, let us
briefly review his technical terms, as he himself does at the beginning
of the Dialogues.®® The Nicene Creed, which is set down as a
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benchmark, raises the first problem, that of the word homoousion.
Cyril’s interlocutor, Hermias, protests that this is an innovative term
not found in the Scriptures.®” Cyril replies that this does not prevent
the word being used if it corresponds to the truth. Other unscriptural
expressions such as ‘incorporeal” and ‘without form’ are used of God
without anyone raising any objection. But there is in fact biblical
justification for the term. God himself declared to Moses ‘T am the one
who is (ho on)’ (Ex. 3:14). The present participle of the verb ‘to be’,
on, revealed as his name by God himself, allows us to apply the
derived noun, ousia, to God. If the Son is of the same nature as the
Father he may therefore legitimately be called homoousios, of the
same owusia or substance.®® The term homoiousion, of similar
substance, is to be rejected because if the Son is only similar to God,
he is not in fact God and therefore cannot be our Saviour and
Redeemer.®” There is no middle way. Christ is either a created being
or God. Then how can he be a mediator? The answer is by the self-
emptying dispensation of the Incarnation.

The homoousion establishes the oneness of God. But what does
the threeness consist in? A distinction is to be made between ousia
and hypostasis; the former referring to the reality common to all
three, the latter to the existence proper to the Father, the Son and
the Holy Spirit.”® Physis, or ‘nature’, is equivalent to ousia, while
prosopon, or ‘person’, is equivalent to hypostasis. These distinctions
are derived from the Cappadocians, who had already done the work
to establish the equivalence of hypostasis and prosopon.” But in
Cyril’s terminology there is a certain fluidity which can sometimes
lead to uncertainty of meaning. Although in his trinitarian theology
ousialphysis is distinguished from hypostasis, in his christology
physis is identified with hypostasis. Moreover, the equivalence of
hypostasis and prosopon is not absolute. Prosopon has not yet
established itself as a technical term and Cyril often uses it with its
fundamental meaning, ‘face’, to the fore. When he uses hypostasis
Cyril is therefore emphasizing the individual subsistence of the
divine Persons; when he uses prosopon he tends to be describing a
subject responsible for its actions.”” These equivocal meanings of
physis and prosopon will cause difficulties later in his polemics with
the Antiochenes.

Another key term with an equivocal meaning is idios, ‘proper’ or
‘own’.”® Like Athanasius, Cyril uses idios in both a trinitarian and
a christological context. The Son is the Father’s own because he
does not belong to the created order. The body is the Word’s own
because it has been taken into union with the Word in an intimate
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and inseparable manner. Within the trinitarian context Cyril usually
employs idios to designate that which belongs to the common divine
nature. But sometimes, like the Cappadocians, he uses idios to define
that which distinguishes the Persons.” With regard to Eunomianism
‘it is in the distinction between natural properties and hypostatic
properties that the key to the Cyrillian refutation resides’.” To
ascertain whether the Eunomian term agennetos, ‘unengendered’, is
a property of the divine nature or of the hypostasis of the Father, one
must ask, ‘Compared to what is he unengendered?’”¢ Clearly to the
second person of the Trinity. ‘Unengendered’ cannot refer to the
divine nature as such but only to the distinction between the Father
and the Son. The Eunomians, however, claim not only that
‘unengendered’ is proper to the divine substance but that it is the
divine substance. In Cyril’s view this is to confuse idion with ousia/
physis, to take a property for the divine nature itself. Agennetos may
be used as a theological term but only as a property of the Father.

The threefold nature of God and the numerical order of the
Persons are biblical data. The disciples were commanded by the
risen Christ to baptize ‘in the name of the Father and of the Son and
of the Holy Spirit’ (Mt. 28:19). Moreover, hints of the plurality of
the Godhead are already present in the Old Testament. More than
once Cyril draws attention to the significance of the first person
plural in the text, ‘Let us make man in our image’ (Gen. 1:26) and
to the appearance of the Lord to Abraham in the form of three men
(Gen. 18:1-3).”7 How, then, are these three hypostases to be defined?

Cyril’s approach is through the names that the New Testament
gives to them.” The Arians saw the names ‘Father’ and ‘Son’ as
metaphorical because if God had really engendered a son, that would
imply change in him, which is impossible. Cyril defends the divine
generation as something mysterious and beyond comprehension
which really does express the ontological relationship between the
first two Persons of the Trinity. In order to counter Arian accusations
of anthropomorphism, however, he needs to prove the reality of divine
paternity without submitting the Father to the limitations of the
human condition. This he does by applying to Arian views a logical
critique. For example, on the subject of generation and will, Eunomius
had argued that if the Father engendered the Son by an act of will,
that would imply that the will of the Father pre-existed the Son and
therefore that the Son is not co-eternal with the Father. Cyril counters
this by a reductio ad absurdum. Is the Father good voluntarily or
involuntarily? Either reply raises a problem because the question is
wrongly conceived. The question on the generation of the Son is of
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a similar kind. The Father engendered the Son not by will but by
nature, for no act of will pre-existed his generation.” Drawing on
chapter 7 of Aristotle’s Categories, Cyril argues that Father and Son
are correlative terms which define the reciprocity of the first two
persons of the Trinity.*® Although ‘Father’ and ‘Son’ are human
analogies, they do in fact express a truth, namely, that the Father is
the source and principle of divinity and that the Son is also divine, not
in an extrinsic way by participation in something prior to himself, but
intrinsically, or ‘by nature’.

The same arguments may be applied to the Spirit. Against both
the Eunomians, for whom the Spirit was a creature like the Son, and
the Macedonians, who accepted the divine dyad of Father and Son
but found it difficult to fit a third hypostasis into the relationship,
Cyril maintains that the Spirit is divine by nature, not by a
relationship with the Son that is merely extrinsic. He encounters a
difficulty, however, with the New Testament names, ‘Holy’ and
‘Spirit’, because these can apply to the divinity as a whole and do
not seem adequate to the task of marking off the Spirit as a distinct
divine hypostasis. Cyril makes the most of the available analogies.
The original meaning of prneuma as ‘breath’, for example, is pressed
into service. As intimately connected with the person who is
breathing yet not part of him, prneuma is an image signifying the
proper existence of the Spirit and his consubstantiality with the
other two hypostases.’! Most of the Spirit’s appellations, however,

are rather abstract. He is ‘the quality of the deity’,® ‘the quality of

the holiness’,** ‘the sanctifying power of the divinity’,** the
‘completion (sympleroma) of the Trinity’.* These suggest that the
Spirit must inevitably remain largely anonymous. Cyril cannot draw
from his name a definition of his proper mode of being as he can in
the case of the Father and the Son. There is a hidden quality of the
Spirit which defies elucidation.

Something may nevertheless be said about the mode of
subsistence proper to the Spirit on the basis of two Scriptural texts,
the Pauline ‘Spirit which is from God’ (¢o ek tou theou) (1 Cor. 2:12)
and the Johannine ‘Spirit of truth who proceeds from the Father’ (ho
para tou patros ekporeuetai) (Jn 15:26). If the name “Spirit’ does not
yield satisfactory results, the prepositions ek (‘from out of’) and
para (‘from the side of’), and the verb ekporeuein (‘to proceed’) offer
an alternative line of enquiry.%

The Spirit is ‘from out of’ the Father. Cyril almost never uses the
preposition ek of the Spirit in relation to the Son.®” It is the Father who
is the fount and source of Godhead for both the Son and the Spirit:
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Since the Son is from (ek) the Father, that is, from his
essence, we conceive of him coming forth from him in an
ineffable way and abiding in him. We also conceive of the
Holy Spirit in the same way. For he is from him who is truly
God by nature, but in no way separated from his essence.
Rather, he issues from him and abides in him eternally, and
is supplied to the saints through Christ. For all things are
through Christ in the Holy Spirit.$

The Son is able to supply the Spirit to the saints on the economic
level because on the theological level the Spirit is the proper (idion),
not the extrinsic (ouk exothen), possession of both the Father and
the Son.* It is this that differentiates the third from the second
Person of the Trinity and prevents him from being a second Son. As
the idion of both the Father and the Son he can be poured forth
‘from both’ (ex amphoin)—that is to say, Cyril quickly adds, from
the Father through the Son.”® The preposition para can be used like
ek to indicate the Spirit’s principle of origin in the Father. It occurs
less frequently, however, and usually in the context of discussions of
the economic Trinity: the Spirit is received by the Son and distributed
to the saints ‘from the side of’ the Father.”

The remaining term sanctioned by Scripture is ‘procession’. Cyril
uses it rarely, considering the bulk of his writings, and always with
reference to the Father as the source of the Spirit’s being—never to
assert that the Spirit proceeds from the Son, or even from both the
Father and the Son.”?> He defines the noun, ekporeusis, as a coming
forth from the essence of God.”® The Spirit ‘proceeds’ (ekporeuei)
from the Father, yet at the same time is also the idion of both the
Father and the Son, for the Son is not to be excluded tout court from
the procession of the Spirit. The implications of the Spirit as the
idion of the Son were later to cause considerable unease to
Theodoret of Cyrrhus, who could accept the expression in view of
the consubstantiality of the Persons but not if it implied that the
Spirit took his very existence from the Son.** Cyril assured him that
he accepted that the Holy Spirit proceeded from God the Father in
accordance with the Lord’s saying, but insisted that the Spirit was
not alien (ouk allotrion) to the Son.” It is characteristic of Cyril’s
christology that he should have wished in this way to safeguard the
Son’s integration into the life of the Trinity as fully as possible.”

The most fruitful way of approaching the Spirit’s proper mode of
being is perhaps through his role in the economy of salvation. As the
‘quality of the deity’, the idion of the Father and the Son, the Spirit
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is entrusted with the communication to human beings first of the
knowledge of God and secondly of participation in him. He does
not do this in isolation, of course, from the other two Persons, but
his role with regard to believers is a particularly intimate one. As the
last in the order of processions from the Godhead, he is the first to
initiate their return to God. In Baptism he remodels them not in his
own image but in the image of the Son. In the Eucharist and the
practice of the Christian life he deifies them by enabling them to
participate in the divine life of Christ. The proper mode of his
subsistence may elude us, but it is in him that we attain our
salvation.
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3
THE NESTORIAN
CONTROVERSY

The difference in tone between Cyril’s writings against the Arians and
those against Nestorius is striking. The latter are altogether more
vehement and expressed in much more personal terms. With the
appearance of Nestorius, Cyril felt himself challenged at the vital core
of his faith, and not by a heretic on the margins of the catholic Church
but by the bishop of the imperial city itself whose views inevitably
commanded a wide audience. The fight against the enemy within was
to call for all the resources that Cyril could muster.

Nestorius had been summoned to Constantinople by Theodosius
IT in the spring of 428 to succeed Sissinius, who had died on 24
December 427.' The intense rivalry between different clerical
factions that followed the death of Sissinius prompted the emperor
to look further afield for a successor. On the recommendation of
John of Antioch, his choice fell on Nestorius, a native of Caesarea
Germanicia in Commagene, who was at the time superior of the
monastery of Euprepius, just outside Antioch.?

At his inaugural sermon in the presence of the emperor on 10
April 428, Nestorius exclaimed: ‘Give me, O Emperor, the earth
purged of heretics, and I will give you heaven in return. Assist me
in destroying heretics, and T will assist you in vanquishing the
Persians.” Like that other fiery orator, John Chrysostom, who had
come from Antioch to Constantinople a generation earlier,
Nestorius was to antagonize powerful interests with his zealous
approach to his new responsibilities. Within five days of his
enthronement he began a ruthless persecution of Arians,
Macedonians and Quartodecimans. The ugly disturbances that
accompanied this programme did nothing to enhance his reputation.
Nor did his harrying of the saintly Bishop Paul of the Novatianists,
who was much admired in aristocratic circles. In these matters,
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however, Nestorius’ actions were not very different from those of
Cyril. What marks him off from his Alexandrian colleague is his
much weaker political acumen, as evidenced further by his
alienation of two very influential elements of Constantinopolitan
society, namely, the monastic party and the Augusta Pulcheria.

The presence of urban monasteries in Constantinople was
something new to Nestorius, for they seem not to have been a feature
of Syrian monasticism. The monks of the capital exercised an
influential spiritual ministry amongst the laity and many were highly
revered. One such was the archimandrite Dalmatius, a recluse who
had been one of Theodosius’ earlier choices as a successor to Sissinius
but had declined on account of his commitment to the enclosed life.
He was to create a sensation in the summer of 431 when he appeared
dramatically in public to demand the ratification of Cyril’s decisions
at Ephesus.* Another was Hypatius, archimandrite of a monastery in
Chalcedon across the Bosporus, who was Pulcheria’s spiritual adviser.
Nestorius’ orders that monks were to confine themselves to the
liturgical routine of their monasteries and not engage in urban
ministries earned him gratuitous opponents.

By an egregious error of judgement, however, Nestorius was to
create an enemy for himself more powerful than any monk: the
Augusta Pulcheria herself. Theodosius’ elder sister was no ordinary
Byzantine princess.” Although not technically a nun, she lived the
life of a consecrated virgin in the imperial palace, devoting herself
to prayer and good works. She had brought up her brother on the
early death of their parents and in consequence maintained a
powerful ascendancy over him throughout his life. Her combined
status as Augusta and professed virgin gave her a unique role in
ecclesiastical affairs. When Nestorius took possession of the
cathedral of Constantinople, he found her portrait over the altar,
which he had removed.® He also gave instructions that the robe she
had donated as an altar cover was no longer to be used. Moreover,
when Pulcheria attempted to enter the sanctuary to receive
communion the following Easter, Nestorius closed the royal doors
to her. She had apparently been accustomed to receiving communion
in the manner of the clergy and the emperors, but Nestorius said
that no woman could enter. “‘Why?” she demanded. ‘Have I not given
birth to God?’—if a woman had given birth to God, surely a woman
could enter the sanctuary, especially one whose consecrated virginity
assimilated her to the Mother of God. Nestorius, shocked, replied
that she had given birth to Satan.” The enmity thus generated was
to be a major factor in Nestorius’ downfall, for ‘there is little doubt
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that Pulcheria understood attacks on the Theotokos as a personal
affront’.® When Nestorius began to preach against the title
Theotokos, the response was led by people close to Pulcheria.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE CRISIS

Towards the end of the summer of 428 a delegation came to Nestorius
to ask his ruling on a disputed theological point. Should the blessed
Mary be called Theotokos, ‘she who gave birth to God’, or
Anthropotokos, ‘she who gave birth to man’?’ The first term seemed
Apollinarian to the proponents of the second, the second adoptionist
to the proponents of the first. Nestorius ruled that neither was wrong,
but the expression Christotokos was a much better one because it was
closer to the language of the New Testament. Looking back on this
episode many years later, Nestorius claimed, somewhat
disingenuously, that it was a local matter which he would have
resolved in a perfectly reasonable manner had it not been for a
combination of two factors: ‘the ambition of those who were seeking
the episcopate’ and the interference of the ‘clergy of Alexandria’.!* By
these two factors he meant Proclus, consecrated bishop of Cyzicus but
prevented by the populace from entering his see, who had been the
strongest of the local candidates passed over for the
Constantinopolitan throne, and Cyril, the ever-watchful guardian of
the theological traditions of Alexandria. That the dispute was not
simply of local importance was to be proved by subsequent events.

Some weeks later, perhaps in November, a priest called Anastasius,
who was a member of the entourage Nestorius had brought with him
from Antioch, preached a sermon in the Great Church in which he
denounced the term Theotokos: ‘Let no one call Mary Theotokos, for
Mary was only a human being, and it is impossible that God should
be born of a human being.”** “These words,” Socrates says, ‘created a
great sensation, and troubled many both of the clergy and the laity.’*?
A riposte was not long in coming. On 26 December, the day that had
been recently instituted as a “festival of virginity’, Proclus preached an
ecstatic sermon on the Mother of God in the presence of Nestorius
and no doubt of the imperial ladies.’® Mary, he declared, is the glory
of the female sex. In her all women are honoured, for as mother and
virgin she recovered for us what was lost in the Fall:

She is the spiritual garden of the second Adam, the
workshop of the unity of the natures, the celebration of the
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saving exchange, the bridal chamber in which the Word
espoused the flesh, the living natural bush which the fire of
divine childbirth did not consume (cf. Ex. 3:2), the real
swift cloud which supported corporeally him who rides on
the cherubim (cf. Is. 19:1), the most pure fleece filled with
heavenly dew (cf. Jud. 6:37, 38), from which the shepherd
clothed the sheep.'*

Mary is the unique bridge between God and humanity, the loom on
which the seamless robe of the union was woven by the Holy Spirit.
Through her, Christ who is both God and man entered the world
without even destroying her virginity in partu:

Emmanuel as man opened the gates of nature, but as God
did not rupture the barrier of virginity. He came forth from
the womb in a manner comparable to the way in which he
entered by the faculty of hearing (cf. Lk. 1:38). He entered
impassibly; he came forth ineffably, according to the
prophet Ezekiel, who said: “The Lord brought me back by
way of the outer gate of the sanctuary that looks eastwards,
and it was shut. And the Lord said to me, Son of man, this
gate shall remain shut, it shall not be opened, and no one
shall pass through it; for the Lord God of Israel shall enter
by it and it shall be shut’ (Ez. 44:2). Here is clear proof of
holy Mary the Theotokos. Let all further disputation cease
and let us be illuminated by the teaching of the Scriptures,
that we may obtain the kingdom of heaven in Christ Jesus
our Lord, to whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen."

The sermon was greeted with rapturous applause, much to
Nestorius’ displeasure.'® Early in the following year, 429, he began
a series of lectures as a corrective to the use of the term Theotokos
and the christology implied by it, which seemed to him dangerously
close to Apollinarianism.” Nestorius was a powerful orator, able to
respond to his audience’s reactions and develop his points even in
the face of hostility. He does not mince his words: “That God passed
through from the Virgin Christotokos 1 am taught by the divine
Scriptures, but that God was born from her I have not been taught
anywhere.” Those who call Mary Theotokos are heretics.'®

If Anastasius’ sermon had caused a sensation, Nestorius’ lectures
came as a bombshell. Opposition to him in the capital began to
grow. A lawyer called Eusebius (later to be bishop of Dorylaeum)
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had a poster displayed in a public place accusing Nestorius and his
party of teaching the adoptionism of Paul of Samosata.” Quotations
from Paul and Nestorius—those from Nestorius including: ‘Mary
did not give birth to the divinity’, ‘How can Mary have given birth
to one older than herself?” and ‘He who was born of the Virgin was
a man’—were arranged in parallel columns to suggest that there was
very little difference between the two. As a nice touch, the
presentation of quotations concluded with one from an Antiochene
bishop, Eustathius, anathematizing those who held that there were
two sons, the eternally begotten Son of the Father and the son born
of Mary. With these mutual accusations of heresy, the crisis moved
into a new phase.

The news of the disturbance created in Constantinople by
Nestorius’ lectures quickly spread abroad. Cyril seems to have been
aware of it when he composed his paschal letter for 429. He makes
no direct mention of Nestorius but he dwells on the unity of the
person of Christ and refers to Mary as ‘Mother of God’ (Meter
Theou).* Shortly afterwards, however, Cyril addressed an encyclical
letter to the monks of Egypt in which he does deal specifically with
the issues raised by Nestorius.?! Most of the themes which he
develops later in his letters and anti-Nestorian treatises are found in
this letter. First he discusses the title “Theotokos’, which he insists is
implied by the divinity of Christ. It may not be Scriptural but it
expresses the belief of the Apostles that Jesus Christ is God and is
supported by patristic testimony. The title safeguards the true union
of God and man in Christ because it excludes the idea that Christ
is either merely a God-bearing man or else a God who simply uses
the body as an instrument. Rational arguments from analogy are
also employed. In the case of human beings God gives the soul but
the flesh is formed in the womb, yet a human mother gives birth to
the whole living being. The purpose of these arguments is to draw
out the soteriological implications of the Incarnation. Anything that
diminishes Christ reduces him to our level and makes it impossible
for him to be a saviour. We are gods by grace; therefore he must be
God by nature. Eucharistic questions are also raised. How do we
participate in the flesh of Christ if he is a man like us?

Copies of the letter were soon forwarded to Constantinople. And
before long visiting clergy brought Cyril news of Nestorius’ reaction
to it.?> On hearing that Nestorius had expressed extreme annoyance,
Cyril wrote him his first letter, Andres aidesimoi.” If Nestorius was
upset, he said, he only had himself to blame, for he had started the
disturbance. Nestorius, he was told, had asked why Cyril had not
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first written to him privately. Cyril’s response was first that pastoral
necessity demanded a public rebuke—it was essential to correct the
view that Christ is not God but an instrument and tool of the deity
and a God-bearing man—and secondly that by the time he wrote his
Letter to the Monks the disturbance was no longer a domestic
matter but had already assumed international proportions. Celestine
of Rome and the Italian bishops, he added ominously, were
following the affair with the greatest concern. Nestorius would be
well advised to amend his theological line if he wanted to put a stop
to an ecumenical scandal. The threat of Roman involvement would
not have been wasted on Nestorius, and his final remark that he was
ready to fight to the death for the faith of Christ showed that he was
in deadly earnest.

Nestorius replied with a curt note, Ouden epieikeias.** He declares
that Cyril’s letter contains a lot about his own piety but nothing about
brotherly love, not to put it more strongly than that. He responds
with his own veiled threat: events will show who is right.

Nestorius now moved to assert the authority of the imperial see.
There were always visiting ecclesiastics at Constantinople who had
come to appeal to higher authority to have the wrongs redressed
that they believed they had suffered in their local churches. Among
these were several Western bishops exiled for their Pelagian views
and a group of litigants from Alexandria. Nestorius wrote to Pope
Celestine requesting information on the Pelagians, evidently with
the intention of proceeding to a formal review of their case.”
Moreover, he began investigating the complaints of the
Alexandrians.?® Apart from his initiatives on the canonical level, he
also hardened his theological line. Towards the end of 429 he invited
Dorotheus of Marcianopolis to preach in the cathedral—possibly on
the anniversary of Proclus’ sermon. The event was reported by Cyril
to Celestine the following year.?” Dorotheus had proclaimed: If
anyone dares to call Mary Theotokos, let him be anathema.’
Whereupon, according to Cyril, there were loud protests and a
general exodus from the church.

On hearing of this episode Cyril sent Nestorius his second letter,
Kataphlyarousi, which the Acts of Chalcedon date to February
430.%® First he brushes aside the Alexandrian complaints that
Nestorius is purporting to review—these are petty wrongdoers
against whom Cyril has ample evidence. Then he sets out a succinct
statement of his single-subject christology. The Word was not
changed into flesh or transformed into a human being but was
united hypostatically (kath’ hypostasin—a novel expression in a
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christological context, which means ‘fundamentally’, ‘not
superficially’) with flesh endowed with soul and reason. The single
subject of the suffering and death of Christ is the impassible Word,
who conquers death because he is by nature immortal and
incorruptible.

Scripture, after all, has not asserted that the Word united a
man’s role (prosopon) to himself but that he has become
flesh. But the Word’s ‘becoming flesh’ is just the fact that he
shared flesh and blood like us, made our body his own and
issued as man from woman without abandoning his being
God and his being begotten of God the Father but remaining
what he was when he assumed flesh as well. This is the
universal representation of carefully framed theology. This is
the key to the holy fathers’ thinking. This is why they dare
to call the holy Virgin “Theotokos’—not because the Word’s
nature, his Godhead, originated from the holy Virgin but
because his holy body, endowed with life and reason, was
born from her and the Word was ‘born’ in flesh because
united to this body substantially (kath’ hypostasin).?

The campaign against Nestorius now began in earnest. All through
the spring and summer of 430 Cyril worked energetically to marshal
international support. The key to success lay in ensuring that the
court was on his side. To this end he reworked one of his earlier
treatises, the Dialogue on the Incarnation, bringing it to bear on the
dispute with Nestorius, and sent it to Theodosius.** Two small
treatises were also sent to the empresses, Pulcheria and Eudocia, and
to the princesses, Arcadia and Marina.’! Although Cyril was correct
in attaching importance to the support of the imperial ladies, it was
a mistake to try to enlist their help independently of Theodosius.
The emperor was irritated by Cyril’s blatant acknowledgement of
where the power really lay.>

Ecclesiastical allies, of course, were also vital. Cyril wrote to
Acacius of Beroea, the doyen of the Eastern bishops, who had
participated with Theophilus in the Synod of the Oak which had
condemned John Chrysostom. But Acacius was too old and
experienced to be drawn in. The doctrinal issue, however, combined
with the canonical implications of Nestorius’ interest in the
Pelagians’ case, ensured that Rome would wish to be involved even
without encouragement from Cyril. In the summer of 430 Cyril sent
Celestine a dossier on Nestorius with a covering letter.® “The
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longstanding custom of the churches persuades us to communicate
with your Holiness,” he writes. The occasion prompting his
communication is the sermon preached by Dorotheus, as a result of
which people were staying away from Nestorius’ liturgy. Presenting
himself in a judicious and moderate light, Cyril reviews the progress
of the crisis, touching on Nestorius’ homilies, how they were
brought into Egypt and caused a disturbance, his own Letter to the
Monks and the good impression it made in Constantinople (‘people
wrote to thank me’), his forbearance in not breaking off communion
with Nestorius but on the contrary his earnest efforts to recall him
to orthodoxy. Enclosed with the letter was a collection of patristic
testimonies, together with a selection from Nestorius’ writings.

Rome gave the matter careful attention. Cyril’s dossier was sent
for assessment to John Cassian in Marseille as the foremost Western
expert on Eastern affairs. After receiving a negative report from
Cassian, Celestine convoked a synod of Italian bishops, which met
early in August 430 and, unsurprisingly, pronounced against
Nestorius. Celestine wrote to Cyril entrusting him with the
execution of the synod’s decisions in the East.’* He also wrote to
Nestorius, complaining of the poison on his lips and recalling him
to his pastoral responsibilities.>

In the meantime pressure was building up in Constantinople for
the convoking of an ecumenical council. The archimandrite Basil, one
of the leaders of the monastic party, addressed a petition to the
emperor complaining that monks and laymen who protested that
Nestorius was teaching two sons were being subjected to beatings and
imprisonment, and appealing for a general council.** Nestorius, still
confident of the emperor’s support, did in fact decide to call a council
of his own, consisting of a representative selection of theologians—
experts who could appreciate the subtlety of his arguments—from the
dioceses under his control or friendly towards him. Once the idea of
a council had been mooted, however, the momentum of events soon
ensured that Nestorius’ conception of it would be superseded. A
general council was not in itself detrimental to Nestorius’ interests
provided, of course, it was held in Constantinople or its environs.
What must have come as a shock to him was t