Church Fathers

The following material is meant for those preparing for the Sunday School Teachers’ Training Certificate.  This material covers “Monasticism” which is in Unit 1, section C.  The syllabus provides this outline:

Unit 1 - Historic Setting of the Orthodox Church 

C.   Monasticism

Lesson 1. The Fathers of Monasticism

[Grade VIII textbook, Unit V, Lesson 22]

(i)
St. Anthony, the Father of Monasticism

(ii)
St. Pachomius and communal monasticism 

(iii) St. Basil the Great

Lesson 2. The Monks as a Messenger and Teacher to Society

Monk’s life of worship and prayer [Grade VIII textbook, Unit V, Lesson 23]

Lesson 3. The Monks’ Vocation Today

The Monk as a messenger and teacher of the society [Grade VIII textbook, Unit V, Lesson 24]
Jesus Christ calls all of us to enter the kingdom of God.  But there is a diversity of roles that we engage in the earthly realm – farmers, teachers, carpenters, preachers, lawyers, doctors, etc.  As St. Paul reminds us in I Corinthians chapter 12, there are diversities of gifts, differences of ministries, diversities of activities – but the same God works in all.  Just as the foot, ear, and the eye are different yet part of the same body, though we do different things we are all one in Spirit.
From the earliest times, some Christians wanted to devote their entire life to worship, in humility and celibacy.  This often included continuous prayer, fasting, meditation, fully devoting oneself to helping others, and leading a simple and silent life.  These are the monks.  The monk is a person who dedicates his entire life to the Savior. He is dead to the world, in body and mind. 
Some of the early monks went away to live in deserts of Egypt, to be away from the worldly life.  They and their disciples started the monastic tradition, which now exists in many forms – some withdraw from the society for meditation and reflection, others are fully immersed in it to help the needy.
St. Anthony

He is also known as ‘Anthony the Great’, and ‘The Father of Monks’ (even though monasticism existed before his time).  He was born in 251 AD to a wealthy Christian family, but his parents passed away before he was eighteen.  On hearing the gospel of Matthew (19: 21 – “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me [Jesus Christ]”), he gave away his wealth to the needy, and began to lead an austere monastic (eremitic or anchorite, withdrawn from the society and secluded) life in the wilderness of the Egyptian deserts.
Anthony boldly proclaimed Christ in Alexandria, even though Christians were being imprisoned.  He also worked closely with St. Athanasius to refute the heretical teachings of Arius.  Athanasius, during his times of exile, lived with Anthony in the desert; Athanasius also wrote the biographical work “Life of Anthony”.  St. Anthony died in AD 356.  It is said that St. Augustine of Hippo was inspired by the life of St. Anthony that he gave up his pagan life and became a believer in Christ.
St. Pachomius

He was born around 290 AD.  He was forced into the Roman army as a young man, and fell into captivity.  He was impressed by the local Christians who brought him solace, and when he became free, became a Christian and led an ascetic life.  
St. Pachomius is known as the father of cenobitic monasticism (community based monasticism, distinct from eremitic or anchorite monasticism).  He established monastic communities in which monks took vows of obedience, celibacy, chastity, devotion, and poverty.  He emphasized the study and learning by heart of the Scriptures. He was visited by St. Basil of Caesarea, and St. Athanasius of Alexandria.  Through his work, monastic communities grew rapidly in Egypt and beyond.
St. Basil

He is one of the three Cappadocian fathers (along with St. Gregory of Nazianzus and Basil’s brother St. Gregory of Nyssa). He was born in 329 AD in Caesarea (capital of the province of Cappadocia) to a wealthy Christian family.  He was an eager student, and spent time in Constantinople and Athens to seek the best scholarship of the time.  He returned to Caesarea as a lawyer and teacher.
Subsequently he had a spiritual awakening, and sought the wisdom of God.  He spent time in Egyptian monasteries, and returned to Caesarea to assist the church.  When Bishop Eusebius died in 370 AD, Basil was chosen to succeed him.  He was a very active bishop – he founded monasteries, established hospitals for the sick, homes for the poor, and inns for travelers.  His sister Martha Makrina was a saint and a scholar, and founded monastic communities for women.  Emperor Valens pressured Basil to support Arianism (denying the divinity of Jesus Christ), but he refused.  He also fought the heresies of Macedonianism (denying the divinity of the Holy Spirit) and Appollinarianism (the denial of the human nature of Jesus).  He taught us that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are of the same essence.  He died in 379 AD.  One of the treasures he left us was the Liturgy of St. Basil.  It is significant that the official title of the Catholicose of the East includes the name of Basil in his honor.
The monk as a messenger and teacher to society

Monks led a strict disciplined life, celibate, pure, obedient – all out of their own choice.  This allowed them to work and pray for the church and all its members.  They composed many of the prayers and hymns we use, wrote many religious and philosophical books, and translated books to different languages.  It is important to realize that printing was not invented till the fifteenth century, so all books and their copies were handwritten – mostly by the monks.
People and priests turned to monks for advice and teaching.  The monasteries became centers of learning, and they established libraries.  The monks served as missionaries to many parts of the world. Monks also travelled to places like Switzerland and Ireland to spread the gospel.  Some monks have contributed to the formation of their cultural heritage. St. Mesrop, a monk who was secretary to the king of Armenia, created an alphabet for the Armenian language, and helped translate the Bible.  The monasteries provided leadership to their countries at times of foreign domination. St. Shenoute (St. Shenouda the Archimandrite) of Egypt, also a monk, led the nationalistic movement against Greek domination, and brought about a spiritual revival of the Coptic Church. Thus monks had a great impact in the early church.
The Monk’s vocation today

Jesus commanded us to love God with all our heart, and to love our neighbors as ourselves.  Monks follow this teaching completely.  They meditate in seclusion to commune with God, and they serve selflessly anyone in need.  They hold no material possessions – anything they receive is given to the poor.  St. Gregory said that the Lord Jesus Christ has shown two kinds of life: the life of service, and the quiet life of meditation. 

Monks follow the basic elements of monastic life as under: purity, prayer, ministry (serving as examples, encouraging believers, teaching and writing letters, and guiding disciples), and obedience and discipline.  Even though not all aspects of monastic life can apply to lay people, we are all exhorted to follow their example.
As can be seen at the web site http://malankaraorthodoxchurch.in/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=70&Itemid=364, the Malankara Orthodox Church has these monasteries:  (the list is only for your information; this is not included in the syllabus for the exam)
Mount Horeb Ashramam
Lake View, Muthupilakadu, Sasthamcotta, Kollam
Bethany Ashram
Perunad- Ranny,
Pathanamthitta
Mount Tabor  Ashram
Pathanapuram
Christa Shishiya Ashram 
Thaneer Pandal, Thadagam, Coimbatore
Mar Kuriakose Ashram
Mylapra, Pathanamthitta
St.Paul's  Ashram
Puthppaly, Kozhikode
Bethlehem Ashram 
Chengamanad, Kottarakara
St.Gregorious Ashram
Pulamon P.O,
Kottarakara
Chayalode Ashram 
St. George Mount Ashram,
Chayalode P.O, Nedumon
Pathanamthitta
Holy Trinity Ashram 
Angady, Ranni
Mar Baselious Ashram
Njaliyakuzhi, Vakathanam, Kottayam
St.Thomas Ashram: Bhilai     
Near Durga Station
13 Kms From Bhilai Rly Station
Bethel Ashram 
Kuttikonam, Kunnicode P.O,
Kottarakkara
Calvary Ashram
Pattazhi- Kollam
St.Thomas Ashram
Sooranad
Mount Carmel Ashram:
East Kallada, Kollam
St.Thomas Ashram 
Nellipatti, Aghili P.O Attapadi, Palakkad
Vallikattu Dayara 
Vakathanam, Kottayam
Mar Basil Dayara
Pathanamthitta
St.George Dayara
Othara, Thiruvalla
St.Thomas Dayara 
Vettikal, Mulanthuruthy
Mar Kuriakose Dayara 
Pampady,Kottayam
