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ST ATHANASIUS  
THE GREAT  

20TH PATRIARCH OF ALEXANDRIA (328-373)  
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St Athanasius is known as the champion of the 
Orthodox faith.  The towering figure of St. Athanasius 
gives him the titles of “Apostolic”, “Pillar of Faith”, 
“Father of Orthodoxy” and “Doctor of the Church”. 
 
St. Gregory of Nazianzen said, “When I praise St. 
Athanasius, virtue itself is my theme; for I name every 
virtue as often as I mention him who was possessed of 
all virtue.  He was the true pillar of the Church.  His life 
and conduct were the rule of Bishops and his doctrine 
the rule of the Orthodox faith.”  St. Epiphanius called 
him “the Father of Orthodoxy”. 
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THE ECUMENICAL COUNCIL OF NICEA  
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When as a deacon St. Athanasius accompanied Pope 
Alexandrous to the first ecumenical council at Nicea in 
325 AD, he at once distinguished himself there by his 
zeal and ability in refuting Arianism.  He articulated the 
Creed which all Churches recite to this day. 
 
When the council was over, he left, accompanied by the 
admiration of the 318 Bishops assembled there and by 
the hatred of the heretical party which raised so many 
storms about his life. 
 
John Henery Newman wrote of him, “that extraordinary 
man…a principal instrument after the Apostles by 
which the sacred truths of Christianity have been 
conveyed and secured to the world.”  Lydia Kesich 
says, “If St. Athanasius had not stood up for our faith, 
perhaps the Church would not be the same today.” 
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� THE YOUNGEST YET THE GREATEST 

PATRIARCH 
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St. Athanasius was in his desert abode with his spiritual 
father St. Anthony when elected Pope following the 
departure of Pope Alexandrous.  Fifty Bishops 
officiated at his ordination while the multitudes cheered 
the enthronement of their 20th Patriarch.  A native of 
Marea near Alexandria, he was learned in all the 
wisdom of the Egyptians and was mighty in words and 
deeds.  He was for the faithful what Pharos (lighthouse) 
was for ships: “When the night was dark and tempest 
raged, all eyes turned instinctively to St. Athanasius.” 
 
Amongst his many pastoral achievements was the 
ordination of Frumentius as the first Bishop of Ethiopia 
in 330 AD shortly after he embarked on a pastoral tour 
of Egypt.  The people responded to this act by 
spontaneously giving him their love and veneration.  
This strong love and loyalty between St. Athanasius and 
the flock continued to the end of his life. 
 
While on his journey consolidation his Church and 
edifying his people, St. Athanasius heard that the 
Arians were beginning to raise their heads again.  He 
immediately dispatched a message to his spiritual father 
St. Anthony, in his desert abode, and asked him to go to 
Alexandria to refute them.  The venerable Saint 
responded without hesitation and entered the 
metropolis.  There he went about speaking everywhere 
– in public places and in private homes – warning the 
believers against the pernicious influence of the Arians, 
and exposing and clarifying the difference between 
their divergent teachings and the orthodox faith.  “Now 
his speech was so exceedingly savory and so well 
seasoned with heavenly salt, that none of his hearers 
could be angry at his words, for he was ready and 
prepared to hear and answer every kind of opinion. 
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THE FIVE EXILES  
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St. Athanasius presided over the Church for 46 years, 
17 of them were passed in exile on account of his 
vigorous opposition to the spread of Arianism.  He was 
exiled 5 times: 
 
i) Under Constantine (335-337) to Tr� ve. 
ii)  Under Constantius (339-346) visited Rome. 
iii)  Under Constantius (356-362) lived in the Egyptian 
desert. 
iv) Under Julian (362-363) lived in the Egyptian desert. 
v) Under Valens (365-366) lived in the Egyptian desert. 
 
Many cried out to St. Athanasius, “The whole world is 
against you!” and he replied vehemently, “And I am 
against the world!” 
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THE WRITINGS & TEACHINGS 
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St. Athanasius enlightened the Christian Church with 
the following books: The Incarnation of the Word; 
The Life of St. Anthony; Against the Pagans; Four 
Pastoral Letters to Serapion; & Paschal Letters. 
 
An 8th Century monk wrote, “If you find a book by St. 
Athanasius and have no paper in which to copy it, write 
it on your shirt.”�
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THE CHRISTOLOGY OF ST ATHANASIUS  
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St. Athanasius strongly defended the full divinity and 
full humanity of the Lord Jesus Christ, the Logos 
(Word) Incarnate.  Christ is the second Hypostasis 
(person) of the Holy Trinity.  God has One Essence in 
three Hypostasis, all equal in essence (ousia).  The 
Hypostasis share all of the attributes in the One Divine 
Essence and are characteristically distinct in the 
Hypostasis. 

St. Athanasius asserted that there was never a time 
when the Father was not a father, nor when the Son was 
not a son.  There was never a time when they did not 
eternally co-exist.  St. Athanasius explains: “Just as a 



river, produced from a well, is not separate and yet 
there are in fact two visible objects and two names.  For 
neither is the Father the Son, nor the Son the Father.  
For the Father is the Father of the Son, and the Son, the 
Son of the Father.  For like as the well is not a river, nor 
the river a well, but both are one and the same water 
which is conveyed in a channel from the well to the 
river, so the Father’s deity passes into the Son without 
flow and without division.  For the Lord says, “I came 
forth from the Father and have come.”  (John 16:28).  
But He is ever with the Father, for He is on the bosom 
of the Father, nor was ever the bosom of the Father void 
of the deity of the Son.  Thus, the Son, the Logos of 
God, exists with the Father in eternity and is Himself 
the Eternal God. 
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THE SOTERIOLOGY (SALVATION) OF ST 

ATHANASIUS  
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St. Athanasius states that after the fall, sin resulted into 
2 major consequences: the change of human nature and 
the fall of man into the grasp of death.  Any salvation, 
in order to be true to its name, must address these 
critical problems.  Mere repentance of man could 
neither renew his nature nor abolish death.  Christ, says 
St. Athanasius, came to our realm and taken up abode in 
one body among us, thus the whole conspiracy of death 
which before was prevailing against us is done away.  
Only the Word of God is the “Image of the Father” is 
able to create man after His image.  He took a body in 
order to conquer death and the corruption in it.  “He 
took what is ours and gave us what is His”. 
 

For St. Athanasius, salvation is not limited to the 
atonement for man’s sin, but goes beyond this to 
include renewal and deification.  He holds the biblical 
and patristic Tradition before him that does not separate 
Incarnation from Redemption, but it looks at salvation 
as brought by the whole life of Christ, from His 
conception to His second coming. 
 
St. Athanasius describes the road to God the Father as 
one which we take not only through but with Christ in 

the Holy Spirit.  The salvation wrought by Christ’s 
redeeming action has still to be worked in each 
individual.  A Christian is incorporated into Christ’s 
Body through the work of the Holy Spirit in the Church 
Sacraments. 
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THE RELICS OF ST ATHANASIUS 
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In May 1973, our Church celebrated 1,600 years 
commemorating his departure to heaven!!  His Holiness 
Pope Shenouda III made a historical visit to Rome to 
meet Pope Paul VI and receive the holy relics of St. 
Athanasius and signed a common declaration with the 
Roman Pontiff paving the way to dialogue between the 
two Apostolic Churches.  The Holy Relics of St. 
Athanasius are deposited in a large shrine at St. Mark’s 
great Cathedral in Cairo.  

 

We are immeasurably indebted to St. Athanasius for 
articulating and defending the authentic Christian 
Orthodox faith.  May he continue to inspire us to hold 
firmly unto our precious faith and be proactive 
ambassadors for our Christ and His Holy Church. 
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Fr. Matthew Attia  


