
Charity in the Christmas Holiday Season 
Posted on December 9, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

―We must always make sermons about almsgiving, 

because we, too, have much need of this mercy issuing from the 

Master who created us, 

but especially during the present season when the frost is 

severe.‖ 

(St. John Chrysostom, The Fathers of the Church: St. John 

Chrysostom on Repentance and Almsgiving, pg. 131) 
 

 

God Dwells in His Word: The New Revelation of an 
Ancient Truth 

Posted on December 14, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

The notion of the incarnation of the Word of God (John 1) is 

for Christians the revelation of God‟s own mystery to the 

world.  It was at the time of Christ a new and startling 

revelation, unprecedented in Israel‟s history, and yet it has 

its own prophetic and prototypical  precedence in the 

Jewish Scriptures (one thinks of Jewish thinking concerning 

Wisdom and Torah for example or even the city of 

Jerusalem as God‟s dwelling place).  Fr. Paul Tarazi, for 

example in commenting on the Prophets Jeremiah and Ezekiel notes that there is a 

message to the people of God that they have misunderstood Him when they remain so 

overly focused on the temple and the city of Jerusalem.  Tarazi writes: 

―Moreover, not only are the kings of 

Jerusalem banned from God‘s new 

abode described in Ezekiel 40-48, 

but also the name of Jerusalem itself 

does not appear at all in these 

chapters.  Since God is essentially a 

shepherd, his new abode is an open 

land of pasture, and not a walled 

city.  His ‗open‘ city (Ezek 48:15-48) 

is wherever he chooses to be: ‗And 
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the name of the city henceforth shall be, The lord is there.‘ (Ezek 48:35b)  This God has 

forsaken Jerusalem and its temple, and established himself in Chebar, not in a new 

temple building, but within a written scroll.  He is contained within the dabar (= 

‗word‘)  spoken by the prophet Ezekiel (chs 1-3).  In other words,  God‘s prophet 

becomes himself God‘s new chosen residence and is in contradistinction and even 

opposition to an inimical Jerusalem and Judah, as the book of Jeremiah clearly 

confirms… (Jer 1:16-19).‖  (quoted in SACRED TEXT AND INTERPRETATION, 

Theodore Stylianopoulos (ed), p 9) 

 

God mysteriously dwells in and is contained in (but not by!) His 

Word.  God is encountered in and through His Word.  God is not 

bound to or limited by the temple or the city of Jerusalem.  Rather 

God transcends time or place and thus both moves the prophet and 

moves with the prophet.  The prophet and the prophetic voice are 

much more related to both the notion of shepherd and his flock as 

well as with the people of God sojourning on earth. 

Thus in the Old Testament God is shown to dwell in His Word.  First God dwells in 

Torah.  Torah travels with the people of God wherever they go.  God is also portrayed as 

dwelling in the Jerusalem Temple, and in the prophets. 

Then comes the new messianic revelation: God 

dwells in Jesus Christ, His incarnate Word.  

Though this is a new revelation, it is also a 

continuation of what God revealed from the 

beginning.  Christianity thus receives and 

continues to remain faithful to the traditional 

concept of God dwelling in His Word and of 

God in His word being shepherd to His people. 
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Celebrating Christmas 

Posted on December 16, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

This is our present Festival; it is this which we are 

celebrating, the Coming of God to Man, that we might go 

forth, or rather (for this is the more proper expression) that 

we might go back to God –  that putting off the old man, we 

might put on the New; and that as we died in Adam, so we 

might live in Christ, being born with Christ and crucified 

with Him and buried with Him and rising with Him. For 

where sin abounded grace did much more abound; and if a 

taste condemned us, how much more does the Passion of 

Christ justify us? Therefore let us keep  the Feast, not after 

the manner of a heathen festival, but after a godly sort; not after the way of the world, 

but in a fashion above the world; not as our own, but as belonging to Him Who is ours, 

or rather as our Master‘s; not as of weakness, but as of healing; not as of creation, but 

of re-creation.  (St. Gregory Nazianzos in “On The Birthday of Christ”, O Logos 

Publishing, pg. 3) 

 

 

Christmas Giving: Giving to Christ 

Posted on December 16, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

“„Therefore at his birth we kept festival, both I the leader of the 

feast, and you, and all that is in the world and above the world. 

With the star we ran, and with the magi we worshiped, and 

with the shepards we were surrounded by light, and with the 

angels we gave glory.‟ (Oration 39.14). At Christmas he invited 

the faithful to join the magi, shepherds, and angels in a 

common act of worship celebrating the birth of God incarnate: „Run after the star, and 

bring gifts with the magi, gold and frankincense and myrrh, as to a king and a God and 

one dead for your sake. With the shepherds give glory, with the angels sing hymns, with 

the archangels dance. Let there be a common celebration of the heavenly and earthly 

powers.‟ (Oration 38.17)” (Saint Gregory of Nazianzus in Festal Orations, pg. 28) 
 

 
 

http://frted.wordpress.com/2011/12/16/celebrating-christmas/
http://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Gregory_the_Theologian
http://frted.wordpress.com/2011/12/16/christmas-giving-giving-to-christ/
http://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
http://www.svspress.com/advanced_search_result.php?search_in_description=1&keywords=festal+orations&osCsid=168ea2f5a9dc97abfded78c496828e0e&x=0&y=0


The Birth of Jesus Christ took place in this way 

Posted on December 18, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

Matthew 1:18 - “Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this way”: 

 

God Became Human 

Posted on December 18, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

―The famous saying of Irenaeus: ‗Christ became what we are, 

in order that we might become what he is.‘ The clearest 

examples in Paul‘s own writings are found in 2 Corinthians, 

the first in 5:21, ‗he became sin, that we might become the 

righteousness of God in him‘, the second in 8:9, ‗though he 

was rich he became poor, in order that many might be made 

rich‘. 

Here we see the basic pattern of the interchange between 

Christ and the believer: Christ is identified with the human condition in order that we 

might be identified with his.[…] 

Paul speaks of Christ dying in order that we might live, but 

he adds the significant words with him: Christ ‗died for us 

so that…we might live with him‘. If Christ shares our death, 

it is in order that we might share his resurrection life. 

Paul‘s understanding of the process is therefore one of 

participation, not of substitution; it is a sharing of 

experience, not an exchange. Christ is identified with us in order that – in him – we 

might share what he is.[…] It is because Christ himself shared in the condition of being 

‗Adam‘, man, that man is now offered the possibility of entering a new kind of 

existence.‖ (Morna D. Hooker,From Adam to Christ:Essays on Paul, pgs. 26-27) 
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Why Did God Become Human? 

Posted on December 20, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

―Why, the author asked the patriarch, did God become a human 

being? Cyril‘s answer was unambiguous. The Incarnation was 

necessary for the fair conduct of the Last Judgment. For if God 

had not identified himself with human flesh, the Devil would be 

able, at the Last Judgment, to challenge God‘s right to condemn 

the heartless who had failed to show pity on the poor. For as God 

had never been incarnated, so the Devil would claim, he had 

never himself felt the hunger and thirst of human beings. Why 

should human beings be condemned by him for having failed to understand the misery 

of their fellows, if he had not done so? The rich and powerful were entitled to have 

lived the way they did, as serenely unruffled by human misery as was God himself. 

Only a God who, in becoming Christ, had taken into his very being the thirst and 

hunger of humankind, could with perfect sincerity condemn the rich for lack of fellow 

feeling for the poor.‖ (Peter Brown, Poverty and Leadership in the Later Roman 

Empire, pg. 111) 

 
 

When the Fullness of Time had Come 

Posted on December 21, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

―But when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born 

of a woman, born under the law,  in order to redeem those who 

were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as 

children.‖    (Galatians 4:4-5) 

One of the beauties of Orthodox hymnography and theological 

reflection is the sense of time or perhaps better one might say 

sense of timelessness.  Beginning with the Feast of Christmas, the 

Nativity of our Lord Jesus Christ, Orthodox greet each other with 

the words “Christ IS born!”  The greeting is not past tense, but represents an eternal 

truth into which we enter.  For the birth of Christ, or more theologically said – the 

nativity according to the flesh of our Lord, God and Savior Jesus Christ – is the time of 

the incarnation.  God has entered into time and transforms it into something capable of 

bearing divinity. 
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The truth we proclaim at Christmas is not merely a past historical 

event (Christ WAS born) but rather is the union of God with 

humanity, God becoming what we are, which was His plan from 

all eternity.  Christ is born is a truth that does not change with 

time – the Word of God has become flesh and dwells among us.  

The incarnation is not a truth of the past, but a theological truth  

which is still vibrant and active in the world.  Salvation like creation is an on-going 

process, not a one time past event.   Time cannot change what God has done and is 

doing to unite His creation to Himself.   [Note:  this is also why reading Genesis 1-3 

merely as history or science, theologically undervalues the richness of the Scriptures.   

As Jesus noted in John 5:17, the Father is working and so the Son is still working too. 

 Creation is an act  to be celebrated like the birth of Christ:  "Christ IS born" is 

theologically correct.  Genesis 1-3 introduces us to the dynamic of God's creation - not a 

one time event but an on-going reality through which we experience our Creator daily.] 

Consider one of the Pre-Feast Hymns of the Nativity (taken from Vespers of December 

20): 

LET US CELEBRATE, O PEOPLE, 

THE PREFEAST OF CHRIST‘S NATIVITY! 

LET US RAISE OUR MINDS ON HIGH, 

IN SPIRIT GOING UP TO BETHLEHEM. 

WITH THE EYES OF OUR SOUL, LET US BEHOLD THE VIRGIN 

AS SHE HASTENS TO THE CAVE TO GIVE BIRTH TO THE LORD 

AND GOD OF ALL. 

 

 



WHEN JOSEPH FIRST SAW THE MIGHTY WONDER, 

HE THOUGHT THAT HE SAW ONLY A HUMAN CHILD 

WRAPPED IN SWADDLING CLOTHES, 

BUT FROM ALL THAT CAME TO PASS HE DISCOVERED THE 

CHILD 

TO BE THE TRUE GOD// 

WHO GRANTS THE WORLD GREAT MERCY. 

The hymn invites us to the event of Christ‟s birth.  We are 

not asked to remember something that happened 2000 

years ago, but rather to enter into the event itself and see the 

details of the even unfold.  While we will see some human 

events as they happened historically, we will be lifted up to 

realize the eternal truth contained in these historical events.  

We are to be like Joseph in the hymn who at first sees only 

the human birth of a child, but then who comes to realize that this child is the incarnate 

God.   Our celebration of Christmas is not supposed to be just remembering the human 

events – or having nice warm fuzzies over something we‟ve made into nostalgia.   Rather 

the events are to lift us up to heaven, to the eternal realities they represent, and to the 

divine dynamics at continuous work in God‟s creation.  This is one way that iconography 

is far superior to a crèche in representing the birth in the flesh of the Son of God. 

These same ideas are repeated and reinforced in the next hymn taken from the same 

Vesper verses: 

LET US CELEBRATE, O PEOPLE, 

THE PREFEAST OF CHRIST‘S NATIVITY; 

LET US RAISE OUR MINDS ON HIGH 

IN SPIRIT GOING UP TO BETHLEHEM. 



LET US BEHOLD THE GREAT MYSTERY IN THE CAVERN, 

FOR EDEN IS OPENED ONCE AGAIN, 

WHEN GOD COMES FORTH FROM A PURE VIRGIN, 

REMAINING THE SAME PERFECT GOD, AND PERFECT 

MAN. 

THEREFORE, LET US CRY ALOUD TO HIM, 

HOLY GOD, FATHER WITHOUT BEGINNING, 

HOLY MIGHTY, INCARNATE SON, 

HOLY IMMORTAL, THE SPIRIT AND COMFORTER,// 

HOLY TRINITY, GLORY TO YOU! 

Note how we are to raise our minds on high – we are to be heavenly 

directed not historically directed to the past in contemplating the 

Christmas story.  This is not an archeological quest in search of the 

historical Jesus, but a journey of faith we are to make with open eyes 

to understand the fullness of the event as revealed to us in the 

Scriptures and through the witness of the disciples.  Historically, yes 

a human baby was born, but that historical fact shrouds an eternal 

truth which is also revealed in the Nativity story and in the life of 

Christ. 

Christmas leads us not to an ornament laden tree with colorfully 

wrapped gifts underneath nor even to historical Bethlehem in the time of Herod the 

King.   Rather Christmas is a spiritual sojourn in which we “go up” to the heavenly or 

spiritual reality that is present on earth.  Christmas opens to us the gates leading to the 

Paradise of Eden.  The fullness of time becomes transfigured into an experience of the 

timelessness of God.   So if Christmas leads you no further than your Christmas tree, or 



even to events of 2000 years ago, you‟ve got a much more exciting spiritual sojourn 

ahead.   Look up to God to see where He is leading you. 

Commercials, Christmas, Consumption 

Posted on December 22, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

SPOILER ALERT:   Before reading any further I want to be fair to all and 

warn everyone that this is an anti-consumerist, anti-commercial Christmas 

rant.  So if you love mounds of Christmas presents and wrapping paper, 

you‟ve been warned about the risks of reading on. 

―It takes a tremendous amount of miseducation, usually in the form of advertising and 

social manipulation, to convince people that their happiness lies exclusively in ‗things‘ 

rather than persons.‖ (Medaille,TOWARD A TRULY FREE MARKET, p 96) 

 

Maybe you are one of those persons who loves advertising because it tells 

you about new products – what is out there and available for purchase, the 

cutting edge of technology for home and office.   I am not one of those 

people.  I almost never watch commercial TV or listen to commercial radio. 

 I can‟t stand commercials and would rather live without the media if I have to be 

subject to the constant noise pollution and brainwashing commercials represent.   

 Commercials always give you the impression that they have your best interest at heart – 

your happiness, and it just so happens that your happiness is completely determined by 

things, things the advertising conveniently is hawking.  Buy the right products and your 

happiness is virtually guaranteed and so is that of your loved ones.  Noting but 

happiness in your home this Christmas if you buy enough stuff for everyone. 

 

A number of years ago, an aged former home builder told me that in the 

1920′s when he started building homes, the houses had lots of 

bedrooms and no closets because everyone had lots of kids but owned 

very little.  But by the late 1950′s the trend had switched to homes with 

fewer bedrooms and lots of closets, he told me, as we came to love 
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things rather than people.  He sighed, and said, “We used to love people and use things, 

and now it is the reverse.” 

―Currently, consumers are the victims of nonstop propoganda which appeals to their 

basest  instincts.  It is no more than commercial pornography, but it is necessary to the 

supply-push problem.  This propaganda is especially directed at children, who must be 

socialized to the culture of consmerism if the current system is survive.‖  (Medaille,  p 

203) 

Advertising is not really concerned about your happiness, though I‟m sure it is OK with 

advertisers if you are happy with and after purchasing their products.  Happiness is a 

by-product in advertising, the real goal is to get you to buy things, that makes the 

advertisers happy.   The pursuit of happiness is an American dream, though happiness is 

often elusive to many.  But then we aren‟t guaranteed happiness, just the right to pursue 

it.  Advertisers want you to believe through their commercials that buying more things is 

the best, perhaps the only way to pursue happiness. 

Another by-product of consumerism is garbage.   LA TIMES reporter David Lazarus in 

an interview on MarketPlace Morning Report, When the Holiday Season Means More 

Waste, commented: 

―So keep in mind that we generate about 25 percent more waste 

during the holiday season, from Thanksgiving to New Year‘s — that‘s 

a million tons a week of extra stuff. What do I mean by that? I mean 

about 125,000 tons of plastic packaging; what I mean is about 744 

million holiday cards that are sent; what I mean are about 8,000 tons 

of wrapping paper used on presents. That‘s the equivalent of about 

50,000 trees.‖ 

The pursuit of happiness has lots of by-products:  one of which is  an incredible amount 

of unwanted garbage.   Who knew “love” had so many unwanted collateral by-products? 

  The materialization of love comes with tons of trash!   1 Corinthians 13 presents a more 

perfect way of love which also happens to be much more environmentally friendly. 

Some of the garbage is the result of a “throw-away” culture which produces massive 

amounts of waste.    It is based in what is called the “Sloanist” model of manufacturing 

which relies on “consumer credit and planed obsolescence to keep the wheels running.” 

Ah yes, another by-product of the season to be jolly is massive amounts of credit debt. 

 Put in rather stark and negative terms, we come to realize what it all means: 
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―In other words, what the system actually  manufactures is 

landfill, objects that spend as little time as possible in the hands 

of the consumers as useful products while on their journey to 

the dump as useless garbage.  Thus, the production model 

requires a consumerist model; we must be constantly taught, 

through expensive, manipulative, and unrelenting propaganda 

(advertising) that our happiness lies not in persons, but in 

things, and not merely in things, but in constantly new things.The old is icky; worse, 

it is unfashionable.  Only by constanly buying what we don‘t need or already have can 

the system sustain itself; the size of the garbage dump becomes the true measure of our 

‗wealth.‘‖  (Medaille, pp 194-195) 

Of course there are other ways to “spend” Christmas. 

 There are the needy and wonderful charity 

organizations of all kinds that can use our support.  With 

the needy we can learn to give expecting nothing in 

return (It‟s the Gospel!).   With charities, they can use 

our financial help or our volunteered time to accomplish 

their goals of helping others. 

There is also the Church, the organization that was also 

born with Christ and which exists to give glory to God.   

The Church also exists to offer blessedness, happiness, 

to the world.  The Church has a free gift of eternal life to 

offer everyone.   Especially if you have found a 

certain emptiness in your life despite all the things you 

own, the Church is here to say there really is something worth pursuing, which will not 

grow old or end up in a landfill.  It is eternal life. 

The Church too uses some “propoganda” in the forms of our hymns.  One of the Pre-

Christmas hymns  (from Matins of December 21) in the Orthodox tradition reads: 

DESIRING TO CLEANSE THE SCARLET OF MY SINS 

AND TO RESTORE MY ROYAL IMAGE, 



YOU TOOK MY FLESH AND WERE FED AT YOUR MOTHER‘S 

BREAST; 

YOU WERE WRAPPED IN SWADDLING CLOTHES, 

WHO BY A NOD OF YOUR HEAD, CONTROL THE REVOLUTION OF THE EARTH! 

I GLORIFY YOU, O WORD, DOER OF MIGHTY WONDERS, 

THE ANGEL OF GREAT COUNSEL OF THE FATHER,// 

THROUGH WHOM I HAVE BEEN MADE DIVINE. 

Christmas from God‟s point of view really is about 

your happiness.  AND you don‟t have to buy 

anything. It is God‟s free gift to you. 

This Christmas gift came wrapped in swaddling 

clothes, cost you nothing, and is given freely to 

every weary soul, to the lost, to those who feel like 

they are drowning in life.  ―Come to me, all who 

labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 

 Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I 

am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find 

rest for your souls‖ (Matthew 11:28-29).   Christ came to give you a wealth which will 

not weary you nor produce any waste.  ‖For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that by his 

poverty you might become rich‖  (2 Corinthians 8:9).  He gives you as a gift His 

Kingdom. 

Christ is born! 

Come, glorify Him. 



Jesus & Augustus, Christ & Caesar (I) 

Posted on December 23, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

One aspect of the Gospel narratives concerning the nativity of 

Jesus Christ which historians especially point out is that the 

Evangelists tell the story to clearly compete with and 

challenge the claims which the Roman Empire had begun to 

make concerning their emperors.  While today, the popular 

portrayal of Christmas in crèche and card emphasizes the 

humanism of the story – the babe, the traveling/homeless 

holy family, the manger – the Gospel writers were sounding a challenge to the Roman 

imperial and religious claims of that day.  Challenging Roman authority in this way was 

not without its own risks to the Christians – that is part of the story we miss when we 

only focus on what we like in the story.  For the nativity of Christ also brought suffering 

– Herod slaughters the innocent children in an effort to kill the Christ child.  All of the 

claims of Jesus being Lord and King will be brought against Jesus at his trial when his 

death is demanded because He is portrayed as a threat to Caesar.  For example, 

―The following was found chiseled on the ruins of an old government building in Asia 

Minor, dated 6 BC: 

‗The most divine Caesar . . . we should consider equal to the 

Beginning of all things . . . for when everything was falling (into 

disorder) and tending toward dissolution, he restored it once 

more and gave the whole world a new aura;  Caesar . . . the 

common good Fortune of all . . . The beginning of life and vitality 

. . . All the cities unanimously adopt the birthday of the divine 

Caesar as the new beginning of the year . . . Whereas the 

Providence which has regulated our whole existence . . . has 

brought our life to the climax of perfection in giving to us (the emperor) Augustus . . 

.who being sent to us and our descendents as Savior, has put an end to war and has set 

all things in order;  and (whereas,) having become (god) manifest /PHANEIS/, Caesar 

has fulfilled all the hopes of earlier times . . . the birthday of the god (Augustus) has 

been for the whole world the beginning of good news /EVANGELION/ concerning 

him.‘‖   (Shane Claiborne, JESUS FOR PRESIDENT, p 70) 
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Here we read chiseled in stone that from his birth, Caesar Augustus is proclaimed to be 

divine, Savior, God manifest, and the beginning of the Good News (Evangelion).  These 

are all titles the Gospel writers apply to Jesus Christ.  The Romans had laid claim to 

these titles for their Emperor first;  the Christian Gospel writers take these claims and 

apply them to Jesus.   Thus there is a theological war taking place with opposing claims 

being made.  Which is true?  Who is Lord, Jesus or Caesar? 

Another inscription, The Priene calendar inscription (9BCE), also from 

about the time of Christ‟s birth but written decades before the Gospels 

were recorded reads: 

―… since Providence, which has ordered all things and is deeply 

interested in our life, has set in most perfect order by giving us 

Augustus, whom she filled with virtue that he might benefit humankind, 

sending him as a savior (soter), both for us and for our descendants, 

that he might end war and arrange all things, and since he, Caesar, by 

his appearance (epiphanein) … since the birthday of the god Augustus 

was the beginning of the good news for the world that came by reason 

of him…‖  (Stanley Porter, HEARING THE OLD TESTAMENT IN THE 

NEW TESTAMENT, p 93) 

The Romans were beginning to deify their emperors, proclaiming each to be an 

epiphany and a savior, a king of peace.  Augustus declared his father a god, making 

himself of course the son of God.   It was against these imperial claims that the Gospel 

writers recorded the story of God proclaiming Christ His Son, not the human son trying 

to make his father into a god. 

In the 4th Century the Christians continued to challenge 

Roman imperial claims as well as the claims of Roman 

religions.   For example, the exact birthday of Jesus is not 

known, which would seem to fit the claims of the story  – 

he is born into poverty and peasantry, so who would have 

recorded the date?   As the Christians increasingly 

understand the implications of the claims that Jesus is 

the Messiah and Son of God, they began to challenge the 

pagan claims about the universe.  And so the Christians 

intentionally took on the claims of the birth of the 
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Invincible Sun (held on December 25.  Some also claim this was the birthday of Mithras, 

a deity whose worship was extremely popular among Roman soldiers) and declared that 

the real birth that mattered was that of Jesus Christ not of the sun.  Thus the Christians 

boldly put forth that the Creator of the Universe should be worshipped, not things of 

creation, like the sun which is a star not a god.  In this sense Christians defied  pagan 

superstitions about the universe, and really advocated for scientific truth as a subtopic 

under the truth about God.    Unfortunately today, some Christians who limit their 

thinking by biblical literalism fear those who deny December 25 as Christ‟s birthday and 

rather claim it was merely a pagan feast hijacked by the Christians.  Indeed the 

Christians intentionally took the date of the pagan feast, but did it because they believed 

in the truth of the Gospels and wanted to transform the superstitious ideas of the pagans 

into a search for the truth about God.   But certainly the Christians were not interested 

in replacing one set of mythology with another, rather they were aiming to move away 

completely from mythological claims about the nature of the universe, away from 

pantheism, to a clear understanding of the difference between creation and Creator.   

This was not an effort to design creation science, but rather to help everyone see all 

truth about creation and the spirit world as pointing to the One Creator. 

 

 

Jesus & Augustus, Christ & Caesar (II) 
Posted on December 24, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

This is the conclusion to the blog that began with Jesus & Augustus, 

Christ & Caesar (II).   In these two blogs we are looking at how the early 

Christians intentionally shaped the understanding of Christ and the 

Christmas story as a challenge to pagan and imperial Roman ideas 

concerning religion, creation, kingdoms and lords.   For example, 

Christians came to read some of the Jewish prophets as writing for and speaking to the 

Gentiles to prepare them for the coming of the Christ, and they came to see even in 

pagan literature references, however oblique, to the coming of the Messiah. 

―Finally, as we saw in the previous chapter, a major aspect of popular 

early Christian perceptions of Isaiah was undoubtedly his role as a 

prophet to the gentiles.   In the patristic period the Book of Isaiah was 

much used in debates about one of the most intriguing gentile ‗messianic 

prophecies‘, namely, the fourth Eclogue of Virgil, known as the ‗Pollio‘.  

In language and imagery often strikingly close to Latin versions of 

Isaiah, this first-century BC poem, written in honour of the emperor 
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Augustus, foretells the coming of an age of peace, a new heaven and a new earth, 

heralded by the appearance of a virgin (iam redit et virgo) and the birth of a boy 

(nascent puero), where mountains burst into song, trees and flowers grow up in 

wild places, and goats and lions live together in peace. 

Constantine the Great and Augustine both claimed the fourth Eclogue as a gentile 

prophecy of Christ, using Isaiah as the proof…‖   (John Sawyer, THE FIFTH GOSPEL, 

ISAIAH IN THE HISTORY OF CHRISTIANITY, p 47) 

The early Christians were so awed by the truth of the Gospel that they saw it supplanting 

and fulfilling not just Jewish prophecies or the promises of God in the Old Testament 

but also pagan religion and its oracles.  As already mentioned, the Roman Empire had 

no separation of church and state but understood the truth about religion as being 

foundational to its very success.  Thus the emperors‟ own understanding of religion and 

divinity was essential to the well being of the empire. 

―It was Augustus who established this dominant role for the 

emperor, and his divine power was conveyed through the 

various titles used for him.  Divi Filius, meaning ‗Son of 

the Divine,‘ or ‗Son of God,‘ was his favorite title.  This title 

appears on almost every coin that Augustus had minted.  … 

Augustus was considered Son of God because he had a god 

for his father, Julius Caesar.  Julius was deified upon his death by Augustus, thus also 

giving Augustus divine status.  Another prominent title for Augustus was Dominus in 

Latin, or Kyrios in Greek, which means ‗Lord.‘  …  Another title for Augustus 

was Soter, meaning ‗Savior,‘ a title conveying that he had saved the empire from 

instability and foreign powers for peace.  Augustus was also Pontifex  

Maximus, ‗High Priest‘…   Such is the sketch of the dominant kingdom and king in 

Paul‘s lifetime—the kingdom of Rome, the kingdom of Augustus, the kingdom ofgod.  

This divine king brought peace to the kingdom by means of military victory, and he 

was worshipped as a god by the people as a basic expression of loyalty to him.‖  (John 

Fotopoulos in THINKING THROUGH FAITH: NEW PERSPECTIVES FROM 

ORTHODOX CHRISTIAN SCHOLARS, p 25) 
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Pantheon in Rome 

The Christian Gospel was a direct challenge to the commonly accepted ideas about the 

emperor and about religion.   Thus Constantine‟s embrace of Christianity was a true 

conversion for the empire.  He came to accept the meta-narrative of Christianity as 

being the correct way to understand himself and the Roman Empire which he governed.  

This challenge to imperial and pagan religion began in the First Century of Christianity, 

when Christianity had no empire or army to support its claims. 

 

Christmas Greetings (2011) 

Posted on December 25, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

Dear Friends, Fellow Christians, and All Readers of My Blog, 

Christ is born!           Glorify Him! 

In the beginning God said, “Let there be…..”    And it all 

came to be just as He said. 

God‟s Word is creative, life giving, powerful, and fruitful, 

causing existence itself and all that is, was or will be. 

Christmas, the Feast of the Nativity of Christ, is also about 

the powerful Word of God. 

In Christ, so scripture witnesses, the Word of God, which brought the world into 

existence, suddenly and unexpectedly further entered into the universe, not as an idea, 
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as wisdom, or as reason, but as a human being.  The word took flesh and dwelt among 

us (John 1).  It is the new beginning of creation. 

At Christmas we celebrate God‟s Word taking on new meaning; for the Word of God no 

longer is merely that which creates the world, or speaks to the world.   Now in the 

Nativity of God‟s Son the Word has become part of the world, and becomes ever more 

accessible to us.  Christmas is the feast of God recreating His creation through His 

incarnate Word. 

We don‟t have to reach into the distant past to hear this voice of 

God – into Genesis, the beginning of time or even into the 

prophets.   When the Word became flesh, it also entered into 

history, into our history and became present for us eternally.  We 

encounter God‟s word in our daily lives as Christians, not just in 

the bible, or in saints and icons, but in the Bread and Wine become 

the Body and Blood, and in our fellow Christian; for we are the 

Church, members of the Body of Christ, the Word become flesh.   The Word of God is 

not distant in the heavens, but is present in our hearts, in our lives and the lives of our 

fellow Christians.  This is the incarnation, transfiguring and transforming the entire 

world and all the people in it. 

Wishing you and your families a blessed Christmas celebration.  Peace on earth and 

goodwill to all. 

 



 

Evangelist Mark 

Stanley Porter in his book, HEARING THE OLD TESTAMENT IN THE NEW 

TESTAMENT,  describes the Gospel of Mark as a direct challenge to the Roman 

Empire‟s claim about Emperor Vespasian (reigned 69-79 AD).  Even Jewish Historian 

Josephus (d. 100AD) claimed the Jewish scriptures foretold Vespasian‟s coming to 

power.   Porter claims Mark‟s opening line to his Gospel (“The beginning of the Gospel 

of Jesus Christ”)  was written to oppose any idea that the Old Testament prophesied 

Vespasian as the savior: 

―the Markan evangelist has challenged the imperial cult of the divine emperor… The 

Markan evangelist puts forward Jesus as the true Son of God, in whom the good news 

for the world really begins.‖ 

 Porter thinks Mark wrote his Gospel the same year that Vespasian came to power.  

Vespasian was 
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“regarded as divine, as savior, and as the beginning of the good news for the world.  In 

many other inscriptions and papyri Augustus is referred to as „son of God.‟ … The 

language is applied to Vespasian when he was acclaimed emperor.  According to 

Josephesus, „every city celebrated the good news (evangelia)… the whole empire being 

now secured and Roman state saved.‟”  (Porter, pp 93-94) 

 

St. Mark rejects the notion that any Roman Emperor, mere mortal, could be the savior 

of the world.  The Roman Emperors‟ reigns and ability to save the world were limited to 

their life on earth.  Jesus is prcoclaimed in the Gospel as  a King who rules forever, not 

from some earthly throne, but seated on God‟s throne in heaven. 

Thus the Christmas narrative though containing human description surrounding the 

birth of Jesus, was actually written to challenge both imperial claims and pagan myths.  

The Christmas story as written is a powerful message of God‟s Kingdom which 

transformed the mistaken beliefs of an empire into a proclamation of the truth about 



God, government and creation. 

 

A Poem for Christmas 

Posted on December 26, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

A Christmas poem from the Patristic Era: 

―The  virgin earth of old gave birth 

to the Adam who is Lord of the earth, 

but today another virgin has given birth 

To the Adam who is Lord of heaven.‖ 

(On the Mother of God by Jacob of Serug, pg. 8) 

 

 

 

Santa & Facts, Jesus & Truth 

Posted on December 27, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

―The professor began the lecture by inquiring, ‗How many of you believed 

in Santa Claus when you were young?‘  Every hand was raised, including 

that of the professor.  Then the professor asked: ‗Who believes in Santa 

Claus today?‘  Only one hand remained in the air, that of the professor. 

 The students appeared puzzled until the professor explained that the point 

of the Santa Claus story was that it is good to be good. 

Many today could be called fact fundamentalists: if something didn‘t happen, it isn‘t 

true.  They have lost the ability to hear stories as true stories whose truth does not 

depend on their historical factuality.  Some stories look like historical accounts, but 

their meaning is found at the level of metaphor.  And so it is with the parables in 

Mark‘s Gospel.‖  (Dennis Sweetland, “Parable in Mark”, THE BIBLE TODAY, 

November/December 2011, p 353) 

Some of the Church Fathers felt Genesis was theology in the guise of narrative.  Truth is 

found not only in fact but also in parable, aphorisms, metaphors, fables, poetry and 

sometimes in wit.  Our modern tendency as believers to over emphasize literal fact as 
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the only way truth can be expressed causes us to undervalue the parables and Scriptural 

narratives.   Our Lord Jesus Himself read the book of Jonah as prophecy regarding the 

three day burial and resurrection.  To read the story only as a historical event misses the 

very purpose which Christ makes of the story.   The birth of Christ is told as story, but it 

expresses the theology of the incarnation.  To overly focus only on the literal facts in the 

text would cause us to miss some of the major theological points of the story and 

itschallenge to the Roman empire‟s claims and to pagan religious claims. 

The story of Santa like the story of George Washington and the cherry tree are fictional, 

yet they can offer us truth about what it important and good. 

The Incarnation of God 
Posted on December 27, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

“The pivotal event in the salvation of the cosmos is the Incarnation of 

Christ. The Word through whom all things were made becomes part 

of his own creation, and, as Paul Evdokimov says, this event „has 

introduced the whole of nature into the work of salvation‟. From the 

human point of view, the coming of Christ undoes the Fall and 

restores the human race to its intended path; but this fall-redemption 

arc must be seen as a subsection of the greater arc stretching from 

creation to deification. The Incarnation is not primarily a remedy for 

something gone wrong; it inaugurates the union between God and his 

creation for which all things were created. 

The cosmic dimension of salvation is clearly expressed in Orthodox 

worship. The rejoicing of all creation at Christ‟s birth, the 

sanctification of water at his baptism, the darkening of the sun at 

the crucifixion as „all things suffer with the Creator of all‟ – these are 

not mere literary devices. They signal the intimate connections 

between the work of creation and the work of bringing what is 

created into union with God in Christ.” (Elizabeth Theokritoff 

in The Cambridge Companion to Orthodox Christian Theology, pg. 

69) 
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Christ was Born that You might Live 
Posted on December 27, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

―O man, for thy sake was Christ born, and the Son of God came 

that He might make thee to live; He became a babe, He became a 

child, and He became a man, being (at the same time) God in His 

Nature, and the Son of God. He Who was the Lawgiver became a 

reader, and He took the Book in the synagogue, and read, saying, 

‗The Spirit of the Lord is upon Me, and therefore He hath anointed 

Me, and hath sent Me to preach the Gospel to the poor ‘ (St. Luke 

4:18).”  (The Paradise of the Holy Fathers, Volume 2, pg. 243) 
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