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  St. Gregory Nazianzen's Oration on the Nativity of Christ

St. Gregory the Theologian

ORATION XXXVIII - ON THE THEOPHANY, OR BIRTHDAY OF CHRIST

CHRIST IS BORN, glorify ye Him. Christ from heaven, go ye out to meet Him. Christ on earth; be ye exalted. Sing unto the Lord all the whole earth; and that I may join both in one word, Let the heavens rejoice, and let the earth be glad, for Him Who is of heaven and then of earth. Christ in the flesh, rejoice with trembling and with joy; with trembling because of your sins, with joy because of your hope. Christ of a Virgin; O ye Matrons live as Virgins, that ye may be Mothers of Christ. Who doth not worship Him That is from the beginning? Who doth not glorify Him That is the Last?[1]
[1] Gregory opens with a series of paradoxes that define the mystery he is celebrating: Christ is "of heaven" yet "on earth," "from the beginning" yet "the Last," born "of a Virgin" yet truly "in the flesh." The parallelism is deliberate—this is not a transformation of divinity into humanity, nor a mere appearance of the divine in human guise, but the one Christ existing in both realms simultaneously. The Virgin birth underscores genuine human nativity while signaling that the initiative comes entirely from above.
 The cosmic response Gregory demands—heaven rejoicing, earth glad, the whole creation singing—reveals what is at stake. The command to "rejoice with trembling and with joy" captures the existential weight: trembling "because of your sins" (the Holy One's proximity exposes human unworthiness), yet joy "because of your hope" (this same proximity is salvation). That matrons should "live as Virgins, that ye may be Mothers of Christ" suggests the Incarnation is not merely a historical event but an ongoing reality—Christ is to be formed in believers.
 The rhetorical questions closing the passage ("Who doth not worship Him That is from the beginning? Who doth not glorify Him That is the Last?") imply that indifference is now inexcusable. The eternal God has made Himself accessible in flesh. The only fitting response is adoration.

▼
Again the darkness is past; again Light is made; again Egypt is punished with darkness; again Israel is enlightened by a pillar. The people that sat in the darkness of ignorance, let it see the Great Light of full knowledge. Old things are passed away, behold all things are become new. The letter gives way, the Spirit comes to the front. The shadows flee away, the Truth comes in upon them. Melchisedec is concluded. He that was without Mother becomes without Father (without Mother of His former state, without Father of His second). The laws of nature are upset; the world above must be filled. Christ commands it, let us not set ourselves against Him. O clap your hands together all ye people, because unto us a Child is born, and a Son given unto us, Whose Government is upon His shoulder (for with the Cross it is raised up), and His Name is called The Angel of the Great Counsel of the Father. Let John cry, Prepare ye the way of the Lord: I too will cry the power of this Day. He Who is not carnal is Incarnate; the Son of God becomes the Son of Man, Jesus Christ the Same yesterday, and to-day, and for ever. Let the Jews be offended, let the Greeks deride; let heretics talk till their tongues ache. Then shall they believe, when they see Him ascending up into heaven; and if not then, yet when they see Him coming out of heaven and sitting as Judge.[2]
[2] Gregory weaves together Exodus typology, Pauline language, and prophetic fulfillment to interpret the Nativity as cosmic transition. The darkness-to-light imagery recalls both creation ("Light is made") and Israel's deliverance (Egypt's darkness, the pillar of fire), suggesting that Christ's birth inaugurates a new exodus and a new creation simultaneously. The old dispensation does not merely continue—it gives way. Letter yields to Spirit, shadow to Truth, the mysterious Melchizedek (priest without recorded genealogy) to Christ, who is "without Mother" in His eternal divine generation and "without Father" in His temporal human birth.
 The phrase "the laws of nature are upset" is crucial. Gregory does not mean chaos but renewal—nature's ordinary course is interrupted because something greater is breaking through. "The world above must be filled" hints at the patristic understanding that humanity was created to complete the heavenly ranks; the Incarnation reopens this destiny.
 The Isaiah quotation ("unto us a Child is born") receives a striking gloss: the "Government upon His shoulder" is the Cross itself. Salvation and sovereignty are inseparable from sacrifice. Gregory then offers his central formula: "He Who is not carnal is Incarnate; the Son of God becomes the Son of Man." This is not mixture or confusion but genuine assumption—the non-carnal one takes on flesh without ceasing to be what He was. The citation of Hebrews 13:8 ("the Same yesterday, and to-day, and for ever") anchors the paradox: the one born in time is eternally unchanging.
 The closing challenge to Jews, Greeks, and heretics is not triumphalism but confidence rooted in eschatology. The Incarnation will be vindicated—if not by the Ascension, then by the final judgment. History moves toward a reckoning that will silence all objections.

▼
Of these on a future occasion; for the present the Festival is the Theophany or Birth-day, for it is called both, two titles being given to the one thing. For God was manifested to man by birth. On the one hand Being, and eternally Being, of the Eternal Being, above cause and word, for there was no word before The Word; and on the other hand for our sakes also Becoming, that He Who gives us our being might also give us our Well-being, or rather might restore us by His Incarnation, when we had by wickedness fallen from wellbeing. The name Theophany is given to it in reference to the Manifestation, and that of Birthday in respect of His Birth.[3]
[3] Gregory pauses to clarify the feast's dual naming: Theophany (manifestation of God) and Birthday (the nativity itself). These are not two feasts but two perspectives on one reality—God is manifested to humanity precisely through birth. The distinction matters: "Theophany" emphasizes what is revealed (divinity made accessible), while "Birthday" emphasizes the means of revelation (genuine human nativity).
 The theological core lies in Gregory's contrast between Being and Becoming. Christ is "Being, and eternally Being, of the Eternal Being"—language reaching toward the ineffable divine nature, "above cause and word." The striking phrase "there was no word before The Word" affirms the Son's co-eternity with the Father; the Logos is not a secondary emanation but belongs to the eternal divine life itself.
 Yet this same eternal one undergoes Becoming "for our sakes." Gregory's purpose clause is precise: "that He Who gives us our being might also give us our Well-being." Creation gave existence; Incarnation gives flourishing. But Gregory immediately corrects himself—"or rather might restore us"—because humanity no longer stands at original innocence. We have "by wickedness fallen from wellbeing." The Incarnation is thus not merely gift but remedy, not simply elevation but restoration.
 The logic is participatory: only the source of being can restore being. A creature might assist or instruct, but the repair of human nature requires its Author to enter it, assume it, and heal it from within.

▼
This is our present Festival; it is this which we are celebrating today, 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 I must undergo the beautiful conversion, and as the painful succeeded the more blissful, so must the more blissful come out of the painful. For where sin abounded Grace did much more abound; and if a taste condemned us, how much more doth 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.[4]
[4] Gregory now states the festival's meaning with precision: "the Coming of God to Man, that we might go forth... or rather that we might go back to God." The self-correction is significant. Salvation is not merely progress toward a distant goal but return to an origin—humanity recovering what was lost, the prodigal coming home. The Pauline language of "putting off the old man" and "putting on the New" (Colossians 3:9-10) frames this as genuine transformation, not mere legal reckoning.
 The participatory logic intensifies: we are "born with Christ and crucified with Him and buried with Him and rising with Him." Each stage of Christ's work becomes a stage in the believer's life. This is not imitation from a distance but incorporation into His very pattern—what later Orthodox theology would call the exchange: He undergoes what is ours that we might share what is His.
 Gregory names this "the beautiful conversion" and unfolds its logic through reversal: as the painful (fall) succeeded the blissful (Eden), so the blissful must emerge from the painful (redemption through Cross). The quotation from Romans 5:20 ("where sin abounded Grace did much more abound") grounds the hope: grace exceeds the wound it heals. The parallel between Adam's taste and Christ's Passion makes the disproportion vivid—if a single act of eating brought condemnation, how much more does the entire self-offering of the incarnate God bring justification?
 The closing contrasts define authentic celebration: not heathen but godly, not worldly but above the world, not ours but the Master's, not weakness but healing, not creation but re-creation. The Nativity is not merely Christ's birthday; it is humanity's new beginning.

▼
And how shall this be? Let us not adorn our porches, nor arrange dances, nor decorate the streets; let us not feast the eye, nor enchant the ear with music, nor enervate the nostrils with perfume, nor prostitute the taste, nor indulge the touch, those roads that are so prone to evil and entrances for sin; let us not be effeminate in clothing soft and flowing, whose beauty consists in its uselessness, nor with the glittering of gems or the sheen of gold or the tricks of colour, belying the beauty of nature, and invented to do despite unto the image of God; Not in rioting and drunkenness, with which are mingled, I know well, chambering and wantonness, since the lessons which evil teachers give are evil; or rather the harvests of worthless seeds are worthless. Let us not set up high beds of leaves, making tabernacles for the belly of what belongs to debauchery. Let us not appraise the bouquet of wines, the kickshaws of cooks, the great expense of unguents. Let not sea and land bring us as a gift their precious dung, for it is thus that I have learnt to estimate luxury; and let us not strive to outdo each other in intemperance (for to my mind every superfluity is intemperance, and all which is beyond absolute need),—and this while others are hungry and in want, who are made of the same clay and in the same manner.[5]
[5] Gregory turns from theology to ethics, and his rhetoric becomes biting. The festival's meaning must shape its celebration—yet pagan customs still clung to Christian holy days in fourth-century Cappadocia. His catalogue of sensory indulgences (eye, ear, nose, taste, touch) is not prudishness but diagnosis: these are "roads so prone to evil and entrances for sin." The body's senses, good in themselves, become portals for vice when made ends rather than means.
 The critique of luxury is unsparing. Fine clothing "belies the beauty of nature" and does "despite unto the image of God"—strong language suggesting that excessive adornment obscures the true human dignity given in creation. The phrase "precious dung" for delicacies hauled from sea and land is deliberately shocking; Gregory refuses to let his congregation aestheticize their excess. "Every superfluity is intemperance, and all which is beyond absolute need"—this is not mere ascetical advice but a definition.
 The sharpest edge comes last: "and this while others are hungry and in want, who are made of the same clay and in the same manner." Extravagance is not a private indulgence but an injustice. Those feasting share common origin with those starving; the Incarnation—God taking on our shared clay—makes indifference to the poor a theological contradiction. If Christ became flesh, then flesh matters, and the flesh of the destitute cannot be ignored while celebrating the feast of His birth.
 Gregory's asceticism is thus not world-denying but world-ordering: creation is good, but disordered desire profanes both the creature and the feast.

▼
Let us leave all these to the Greeks and to the pomps and festivals of the Greeks, who call by the name of gods beings who rejoice in the reek of sacrifices, and who consistently worship with their belly; evil inventors and worshippers of evil demons. But we, the Object of whose adoration is the Word, if we must in some way have luxury, let us seek it in word, and in the Divine Law, and in histories; especially such as are the origin of this Feast; that our luxury may be akin to and not far removed from Him Who hath called us together. Or do you desire (for to-day I am your entertainer) that I should set before you, my good Guests, the story of these things as abundantly and as nobly as I can, that ye may know how a foreigner can feed the natives of the land, and a rustic the people of the town, and one who cares not for luxury those who delight in it, and one who is poor and homeless those who are eminent for wealth?[6]
[6] Gregory contrasts Christian celebration with pagan festivity, and the distinction is theological before it is moral. Greek gods "rejoice in the reek of sacrifices"—they are fed by worship, dependent on human offerings, gratified by sensory indulgence. Their devotees thus "worship with their belly," mirroring in their feasts the appetites of their deities. The consistency is damning: evil gods produce evil worship.
 But Christians adore "the Word"—the Logos who needs nothing, who gives rather than receives, who is honored not by smoke and fat but by understanding. Gregory's pivot is subtle: "if we must in some way have luxury, let us seek it in word." The desire for richness is not abolished but redirected. Feasting on Scripture and divine teaching satisfies the same human longing that pagan festivals exploited, but orders it toward truth. The luxury becomes "akin to Him Who hath called us together"—celebration shaped by its object.
 Gregory then assumes the role of host, offering his congregation a different banquet: the story of the feast itself. His self-deprecation ("a foreigner," "a rustic," "one who is poor and homeless") may partly reflect his actual situation—he was from Nazianzus, not Constantinople, and had accepted the capital's pulpit reluctantly—but it also performs the inversion the Incarnation demands. The humble feeds the eminent; the poor serves the wealthy. The bishop mirrors Christ, who though rich became poor, and the sermon becomes itself a feast where abundance flows from apparent lack.

▼
We will begin from this point; and let me ask of you who delight in such matters to cleanse you mind and your ears and your thoughts, since our discourse is to be of God and Divine; that when you depart, you may have had the enjoyment of delights that really fade not away. And this same discourse shall be at once both very full and very concise, that you may neither be displeased at its deficiencies, nor find it unpleasant through satiety.

God always was and is and will be, or rather always “is,” for “was” and “will be” belong to our divided time and transitory nature; but he is always “he who is,” and he gave himself this name when he consulted with Moses on the mountain. For holding everything together in himself, he possesses being, neither beginning nor ending. He is like a kind of boundless and limitless sea of being, surpassing all thought and time and nature. He is only sketched by the mind, and this in a very indistinct and mediocre way, not from things pertaining to himself but from things around him. Impressions are gathered from here and there into one particular representation of the truth, which flees before it is grasped and escapes before it is understood. It illumines the directive faculty in us, when indeed we have been purified, and its appearance is like a swift bolt of lightning that does not remain. It seems to me that insofar as it is graspable, the divine draws [us] toward itself, for what is completely ungraspable is unhoped for and unsought. Yet one wonders at the ungraspable, and one desires more intensely the object of wonder, and being desired it purifies, and purifying it makes deiform, and with those who have become such he converses as with those close to him,—I speak with vehement boldness—God is united with gods, and he is thus known, perhaps as much as he already knows those who are known to him.

For the divine is without limits and difficult to contemplate, and this alone is entirely graspable in it, namely that it is without limits, whether one supposes that to be a simple nature is to be wholly ungraspable or perfectly graspable. For what is a being whose nature is simple? Let us inquire further, for simplicity is clearly not the nature of this being, just as composition alone is clearly not the nature of composite entities.(St Gregory of Nazianzus. (2008). Festal Orations (J. Behr, Ed.; N. V. Harrison, Trans.; Vol. 36, p. 65). St Vladimir’s Seminary Press.)[7]
[7] Gregory pivots from the festival to its foundation: who is this God made manifest in the manger? The answer begins with divine eternity. "Was" and "will be" belong to creatures caught in time's flow; God simply "is." The Exodus self-naming—"he who is"—becomes the key. God does not possess being as one attribute among others; He holds "everything together in himself," without beginning or ending, "a kind of boundless and limitless sea of being."
 Yet this Being surpasses comprehension. We sketch God "in a very indistinct and mediocre way," not from His essence but "from things around him"—His works, His effects, the traces He leaves. We gather impressions into a composite image, but it "flees before it is grasped and escapes before it is understood." The lightning metaphor is precise: illumination comes, but too swift to hold. Even the purified mind receives only a flash.
 Gregory finds purpose in this elusiveness. What can be grasped draws us forward; what remains ungraspable awakens wonder, and wonder intensifies desire, and desire purifies, and purification renders us "deiform"—godlike. The progression is not intellectual merely but transformative. Theology is ascent.
 The climax arrives with acknowledged boldness: "God is united with gods, and he is thus known." The infinite God who exceeds all conception nonetheless converses with the purified "as with those close to him." Knowledge becomes communion, and communion becomes union. Gregory suggests a mysterious reciprocity: we know God "perhaps as much as he already knows those who are known to him." The Incarnation—this God entering flesh—is what makes such intimacy possible. The boundless One has made Himself graspable in Christ, that we who grasp might be drawn into His boundlessness.

▼
And when Infinity is considered from two points of view, beginning and end (for that which is beyond these and not limited by them is Infinity), when the mind looks to the depth above, not having where to stand, and leans upon phenomena to form an idea of God, it calls the Infinite and Unapproachable which it finds there by the name of Unoriginate. And when it looks into the depths below, and at the future, it calls Him Undying and Imperishable. And when it draws a conclusion from the whole it calls Him Eternal (αἴωνιος). For Eternity (αἰ̂̔́ων) is neither time nor part of time; for it cannot be measured. But what time, measured by the course of the sun, is to us, that Eternity is to the Everlasting, namely, a sort of time-like movement and interval co-extensive with their existence. This, however, is all I must now say about God; for the present is not a suitable time, as my present subject is not the doctrine of God, but that of the Incarnation. But when I say God, I mean Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. For Godhead is neither diffused beyond these, so as to bring in a mob of gods; nor yet is it bounded by a smaller compass than these, so as to condemn us for a poverty-stricken conception of Deity; either Judaizing to save the Monarchia, or falling into heathenism by the multitude of our gods. For the evil on either side is the same, though found in contrary directions. This then is the Holy of Holies, which is hidden even from the Seraphim, and is glorified with a thrice repeated Holy, meeting in one ascription of the Title Lord and God, as one of our predecessors has most beautifully and loftily pointed out.[8]
[8] Gregory traces how the mind names the unnameable. Confronting infinity, we lack footing—there is no platform from which to survey the boundless. So we work from "phenomena," from what we encounter, and name God by negation: looking upward into depths without origin, we call Him "Unoriginate"; looking forward into depths without terminus, we call Him "Undying and Imperishable"; considering the whole, we call Him "Eternal." These names are true but confessional—they mark the boundaries of our comprehension, not the boundaries of God.
 The distinction between time and eternity is carefully drawn. Eternity is not endless time but a different mode altogether: "neither time nor part of time; for it cannot be measured." Yet Gregory offers an analogy: what the sun-measured course of days is to us, eternity is to the Everlasting—"a sort of time-like movement and interval co-extensive with their existence." The analogy limps (as all must), but it gestures toward the mystery: God's life is not static but inexhaustibly full.
 Gregory then reins himself in—his subject is Incarnation, not the doctrine of God as such—yet he cannot leave theology behind without a Trinitarian clarification. "When I say God, I mean Father, Son, and Holy Ghost." The boundaries are precise: neither more than three (pagan polytheism, "a mob of gods") nor fewer (Jewish unitarianism that collapses the Persons to preserve Monarchia). Both errors converge in the same failure to receive revelation as given.
 The Seraphim's thrice-holy cry (Isaiah 6) becomes the scriptural anchor: three "Holys" yet one "Lord and God." The Incarnation Gregory celebrates is not the arrival of a lesser deity or an emanation but the coming in flesh of one who shares the Holy of Holies, hidden even from angels, praised in Trinitarian fullness.

▼
But since this movement of self-contemplation alone could not satisfy Goodness, but Good must be poured out and go forth beyond Itself to multiply the objects of Its beneficence, for this was essential to the highest Goodness, He first conceived the Heavenly and Angelic Powers. And this conception was a work fulfilled by His Word, and perfected by His Spirit. And so the secondary Splendours came into being, as the Ministers of the Primary Splendour; whether we are to conceive of them as intelligent Spirits, or as Fire of an immaterial and incorruptible kind, or as some other nature approaching this as near as may be. I should like to say that they were incapable of movement in the direction of evil, and susceptible only of the movement of good, as being about God, and illumined with the first rays from God—for earthly beings have but the second illumination; but I am obliged to stop short of saying that, and to conceive and speak of them only as difficult to move because of him, who for his splendour was called Lucifer, but became and is called Darkness through his pride; and the apostate hosts who are subject to him, creators of evil by their revolt against good and our inciters.[9]
[9] Gregory probes behind creation to its motive. God's eternal self-contemplation—the inner life of the Trinity—is complete, lacking nothing. Yet Goodness by nature overflows; it "must be poured out and go forth beyond Itself to multiply the objects of Its beneficence." Creation is not necessity but superabundance, the generosity of One who needs no recipients yet delights to give. This is "essential to the highest Goodness"—not that God required completion, but that perfect love is inherently diffusive.
 The angels come first, "conceived" by the Father, "fulfilled by His Word," and "perfected by His Spirit." Gregory's Trinitarian grammar governs cosmology: creation is the joint work of the Three. The angels are "secondary Splendours," ministers of the "Primary Splendour," receiving and reflecting light from its source. Their nature Gregory describes with hesitation—"intelligent Spirits," "immaterial Fire," or "some other nature approaching this"—acknowledging the limits of human categories applied to heavenly beings.
 Gregory wishes he could declare angels incapable of evil, fixed in goodness by their proximity to God. But he cannot. Lucifer—named for splendor, now called Darkness—stands as the counter-witness. Pride accomplished what nature alone could not: movement away from the Good. The "apostate hosts" followed, becoming "creators of evil by their revolt against good and our inciters." Evil has no independent origin; it is parasitic, a turning from light by those made for light.
 This angelic prehistory frames the Incarnation. Humanity enters a cosmos already marked by rebellion. The Word who "fulfilled" the angels' creation will descend to rescue creatures caught in the wreckage of angelic pride.

▼
Thus, then, and for these reasons, He gave being to the world of thought, as far as I can reason upon these matters, and estimate great things in my own poor language. Then when His first creation was in good order, He conceives a second world, material and visible; and this a system and compound of earth and sky, and all that is in the midst of them—an admirable creation indeed, when we look at the fair form of every part, but yet more worthy of admiration when we consider the harmony and the unison of the whole, and how each part fits in with every other, in fair order, and all with the whole, tending to the perfect completion of the world as a Unit. This was to shew that He could call into being, not only a Nature akin to Himself, but also one altogether alien to Himself. For akin to Deity are those natures which are intellectual, and only to be comprehended by mind; but all of which sense can take cognisance are utterly alien to It; and of these the furthest removed are all those which are entirely destitute of soul and of power of motion. But perhaps some one of those who are too festive and impetuous may say, What has all this to do with us? Spur your horse to the goal. Talk to us about the Festival, and the reasons for our being here to-day. Yes, this is what I am about to do, although I have begun at a somewhat previous point, being compelled to do so by love, and by the needs of my argument.[10]
[10] From angels Gregory descends to cosmos. The "second world"—material, visible, compounded of earth and sky—follows the first as a distinct act of creative will. Gregory admires both its parts ("the fair form of every part") and their integration ("the harmony and the unison of the whole"). Creation is not chaos organized but symphony composed, "tending to the perfect completion of the world as a Unit." The aesthetic language is deliberate: beauty reveals wisdom, and cosmic order discloses its Orderer.
 But the deeper point is theological. God creates not only "a Nature akin to Himself"—the intellectual, angelic realm—but also "one altogether alien to Himself." Matter, sense-perception, bodies without soul or motion: these stand at maximal distance from incorporeal Deity. Yet they exist by the same Word, willed into being by the same Goodness. Gregory implies that creation's range displays divine freedom. God is not limited to producing what resembles Him; He can call forth the utterly unlike and nonetheless pronounce it good.
 This sets the stage for the Incarnation's scandal. If matter were evil or merely tolerated, the Word's assumption of flesh would be degradation. But if the material world is genuinely God's creation—"admirable," "worthy of admiration"—then its Creator may enter it without contradiction. The same hand that formed earth and sky, animals and bodies, now takes a body for Himself.
 Gregory anticipates impatient listeners: "What has all this to do with us? Talk to us about the Festival." He promises arrival at the manger, but defends his route. The Incarnation cannot be understood apart from creation; the Word made flesh is the Word through whom all was made. Love and logic alike compel the longer path.

▼
Mind, then, and sense, thus distinguished from each other, had remained within their own boundaries, and bore in themselves the magnificence of the Creator-Word, silent praisers and thrilling heralds of His mighty work. Not yet was there any mingling of both, nor any mixtures of these opposites, tokens of a greater Wisdom and Generosity in the creation of natures; nor as yet were the whole riches of Goodness made known. Now the Creator-Word, determining to exhibit this, and to produce a single living being out of both—the visible and the invisible creations, I mean—fashions Man; and taking a body from already existing matter, and placing in it a Breath taken from Himself which the Word knew to be an intelligent soul and the Image of God, as a sort of second world. He placed him, great in littleness on the earth; a new Angel, a mingled worshipper, fully initiated into the visible creation, but only partially into the intellectual; King of all upon earth, but subject to the King above; earthly and heavenly; temporal and yet immortal; visible and yet intellectual; half-way between greatness and lowliness; in one person combining spirit and flesh; spirit, because of the favour bestowed on him; flesh, because of the height to which he had been raised; the one that he might continue to live and praise his Benefactor, the other that he might suffer, and by suffering be put in remembrance, and corrected if he became proud of his greatness. A living creature trained here, and then moved elsewhere; and, to complete the mystery, deified by its inclination to God. For to this, I think, tends that Light of Truth which we here possess but in measure, that we should both see and experience the Splendour of God, which is worthy of Him Who made us, and will remake us again after a loftier fashion.[11]
[11] Gregory arrives at humanity, and his language becomes dense with paradox. Mind and sense—angelic intellect and material creation—had remained "within their own boundaries," each praising the Creator in its own mode. But the "whole riches of Goodness" were not yet displayed. Something was missing: a creature who united both realms, "a single living being out of both."
 So God "fashions Man." The verb is deliberate, echoing Genesis 2: body taken from existing matter, but breath "taken from Himself"—an intelligent soul, the Image of God. Gregory calls humanity "a sort of second world," a microcosm containing in one nature what the universe spreads across many. The titles accumulate: "great in littleness," "a new Angel," "a mingled worshipper," "King of all upon earth, but subject to the King above." Each phrase holds contraries in tension: earthly and heavenly, temporal and immortal, visible and intellectual, spirit and flesh.
 The purpose is twofold. Spirit was given "that he might continue to live and praise his Benefactor"; flesh "that he might suffer, and by suffering be put in remembrance, and corrected if he became proud." Vulnerability is pedagogical. The body teaches humility, anchoring the soul against the pride that ruined Lucifer.
 But Gregory presses further. Humanity is "a living creature trained here, and then moved elsewhere"—earth is preparation, not destination. The culmination is theosis: "deified by its inclination to God." This is not metaphor but goal. The "Light of Truth" partially received now will become full vision, and we shall "both see and experience the Splendour of God." The Incarnation fulfills this design: God descends into the creature made for ascent, "Who made us, and will remake us again after a loftier fashion."

▼
This being He placed in Paradise, whatever the Paradise may have been, having honoured him with the gift of Free Will (in order that God might belong to him as the result of his choice, no less than to Him who had implanted the seeds of it), to till the immortal plants, by which is meant perhaps the Divine Conceptions, both the simpler and the more perfect; naked in his simplicity and in-artificial life, and without any covering or screen; for it was fitting that he who was from the beginning should be such. Also He gave him a Law, as a material for his Free Will to act upon. This Law was a Commandment as to what plants he might partake of, and which one he might not touch. This latter was the Tree of Knowledge; not, however, because it was evil from the beginning when planted; nor was it forbidden because God grudged it to us … Let not the enemies of God wag their tongues in that direction, or imitate the Serpent … But it would have been good if partaken of at the proper time, for the tree was, according to my theory, Contemplation, upon which it is only safe for those who have reached maturity of habit to enter; but which is not good for those who are still somewhat simple and greedy in their habit; just as solid food is not good for those who are yet tender, and have need of milk. But when through the Devil’s malice and the woman’s caprice, to which she succumbed as the more tender, and which she brought to bear upon the man, as she was the more apt to persuade, alas for my weakness! (for that of my first father was mine), he forgot the Commandment which had been given to him; he yielded to the baleful fruit; and for his sin he was banished, at once from the Tree of Life, and from Paradise, and from God; and put on the coats of skins … that is, perhaps, the coarser flesh, both mortal and contradictory. This was the first thing that he learnt—his own shame; and he hid himself from God. Yet here too he makes a gain, namely death, and the cutting off of sin, in order that evil may not be immortal. Thus his punishment is changed into a mercy; for it is in mercy, I am persuaded, that God inflicts punishment.[12]
[12] Gregory recounts the fall with exegetical care and pastoral sensitivity. Paradise—"whatever the Paradise may have been," he adds, wisely declining to over-specify—was the setting for a test of freedom. Free will was not accidental but essential to the gift: "in order that God might belong to him as the result of his choice." Love coerced is not love. The creature made for theosis must choose the ascent.
 The forbidden tree receives subtle interpretation. Gregory rejects any notion that knowledge itself was evil or that God begrudged humanity. The Tree of Knowledge was "Contemplation"—good in itself, but dangerous for the immature. Solid food harms infants; deep mysteries overwhelm the unprepared. The prohibition was not permanent but pedagogical, guarding against premature grasping. Sin lay not in the desire to know but in the refusal to wait, the insistence on seizing what would have been given.
 Gregory does not distance himself from the fall: "alas for my weakness! (for that of my first father was mine)." The catastrophe is not ancient history but inherited condition. Adam's forgetting is ours; his yielding, ours; his banishment, ours.
 The "coats of skins" become, in Gregory's reading, "the coarser flesh, both mortal and contradictory"—not the body as originally made but the body now subject to death, passion, and decay. Yet even here mercy operates. Death itself is gift: "the cutting off of sin, in order that evil may not be immortal." The punishment prevents endless corruption. God's severity serves His kindness, and the fall, though catastrophic, does not escape providence. The stage is set for a rescue that will not merely restore but surpass the original design.

▼
And having been first chastened by many means (because his sins were many, whose root of evil sprang up through divers causes and at sundry times), by word, by law, by prophets, by benefits, by threats, by plagues, by waters, by fires, by wars, by victories, by defeats, by signs in heaven and signs in the air and in the earth and in the sea, by unexpected changes of men, of cities, of nations (the object of which was the destruction of wickedness), at last he needed a stronger remedy, for his diseases were growing worse; mutual slaughters, adulteries, perjuries, unnatural crimes, and that first and last of all evils, idolatry and the transfer of worship from the Creator to the Creatures. As these required a greater aid, so also they obtained a greater. And that was that the Word of God Himself—Who is before all worlds, the Invisible, the Incomprehensible, the Bodiless, Beginning of Beginning, the Light of Light, the Source of Life and Immortality, the Image of the Archetypal Beauty, the immovable Seal, the unchangeable Image, the Father’s Definition and Word, came to His own Image, and took on Him flesh for the sake of our flesh, and mingled Himself with an intelligent soul for my soul’s sake, purifying like by like; and in all points except sin was made man. Conceived by the Virgin, who first in body and soul was purified by the Holy Ghost (for it was needful both that Childbearing should be honoured, and that Virginity should receive a higher honour), He came forth then as God with that which He had assumed, One Person in two Natures, Flesh and Spirit, of which the latter deified the former. O new commingling; O strange conjunction; the Self-Existent comes into being, the Uncreate is created, That which cannot be contained is contained, by the intervention of an intellectual soul, mediating between the Deity and the corporeity of the flesh. And He Who gives riches becomes poor, for He assumes the poverty of my flesh, that I may assume the richness of His Godhead. He that is full empties Himself, for He empties Himself of His glory for a short while, that I may have a share in His Fulness. What is the riches of His Goodness? What is this mystery that is around me? I had a share in the image; I did not keep it; He partakes of my flesh that He may both save the image and make the flesh immortal. He communicates a second Communion far more marvellous than the first, inasmuch as then He imparted the better Nature, whereas now Himself partakes of the worse. This is more godlike than the former action, this is loftier in the eyes of all men of understanding.[13]
[13] Gregory surveys salvation history as divine pedagogy intensifying toward crisis. The litany of remedies—"word, law, prophets, benefits, threats, plagues, waters, fires, wars"—catalogs God's persistent interventions, each calibrated to the disease but none sufficient to cure it. The symptoms worsened: "mutual slaughters, adulteries, perjuries, unnatural crimes," and finally idolatry, "the transfer of worship from the Creator to the Creatures." The root malady—misplaced worship—demanded more than prophetic correction or legal restraint. "As these required a greater aid, so also they obtained a greater."
 The aid is the Word Himself. Gregory's titles cascade: "before all worlds, the Invisible, the Incomprehensible, the Bodiless, Beginning of Beginning, the Light of Light, the Source of Life and Immortality, the Image of the Archetypal Beauty, the immovable Seal, the unchangeable Image, the Father's Definition and Word." This is not a lesser emanation or angelic messenger but the one through whom all was made. And He "came to His own Image"—humanity, fashioned in His likeness—"and took on Him flesh for the sake of our flesh, and mingled Himself with an intelligent soul for my soul's sake, purifying like by like."
 The logic is therapeutic and participatory. The Word assumes what we are in order to heal what we have become. Body is united to body, soul to soul, "in all points except sin." Gregory emphasizes the Virgin's preparation—"purified by the Holy Ghost"—honoring both childbearing and virginity. The result: "One Person in two Natures, Flesh and Spirit, of which the latter deified the former." The Chalcedonian grammar is anticipated: no confusion, no separation, but genuine union accomplishing genuine transformation.
 The paradoxes multiply: "the Self-Existent comes into being, the Uncreate is created, That which cannot be contained is contained." Gregory notes the mediating role of Christ's human soul, bridging infinite Deity and finite flesh. The Word's self-emptying is not loss but strategy: "He Who gives riches becomes poor... that I may assume the richness of His Godhead. He that is full empties Himself... that I may have a share in His Fulness."
 The final comparison seals the argument. Creation was God imparting "the better Nature" to creatures; Incarnation is God partaking of "the worse." The second gift exceeds the first. We received the divine image and failed to keep it; now God enters our failure to "both save the image and make the flesh immortal." The Incarnation is not repair merely but surpassing—"more godlike," "loftier"—because the physician has entered the disease itself to destroy it from within.

▼
To this what have those cavillers to say, those bitter reasoners about Godhead, those detractors of all that is praiseworthy, those darkeners of light, uncultured in respect of wisdom, for whom Christ died in vain, those unthankful creatures, the work of the Evil One? Do you turn this benefit into a reproach to God? Wilt thou deem Him little on this account, that He humbled Himself for thee; because the Good Shepherd, He who lays down His life for His sheep, came to seek for that which had strayed upon the mountains and the hills, on which thou wast then sacrificing, and found the wanderer; and having found it, took it upon His shoulders—on which He also took the Wood of the Cross; and having taken it, brought it back to the higher life; and having carried it back, numbered it amongst those who had never strayed. Because He lighted a candle—His own Flesh—and swept the house, cleansing the world from sin; and sought the piece of money, the Royal Image that was covered up by passions. And He calls together His Angel friends on the finding of the coin, and makes them sharers in His joy, whom He had made to share also the secret of the Incarnation? Because on the candle of the Forerunner there follows the light that exceeds in brightness; and to the Voice the Word succeeds; and to the Bridegroom’s friend the Bridegroom; to him that prepared for the Lord a peculiar people, cleansing them by water in preparation for the Spirit? Dost thou reproach God with all this? Dost thou on this account deem Him lessened, because He girds Himself with a towel and washes His disciples’ feet, and shows that humiliation is the best road to exaltation? Because for the soul that was bent to the ground He humbles Himself, that He may raise up with Himself the soul that was tottering to a fall under a weight of sin? Why dost thou not also charge upon Him as a crime the fact that He eats with Publicans and at Publicans’ tables, and that He makes disciples of Publicans, that He too may gain somewhat … and what?… the salvation of sinners. If so, we must blame the physician for stooping over sufferings, and enduring evil odours that he may give health to the sick; or one who as the Law commands bent down into a ditch to save a beast that had fallen into it.[14]
[14] Gregory turns polemical, confronting those who find the Incarnation beneath God's dignity. His targets are "cavillers," "bitter reasoners," "detractors"—likely Arians and Eunomians who argued that the Word's humiliation proved His inferiority to the Father. Gregory's counter is not defensive but offensive: the objection itself reveals spiritual blindness. To "turn this benefit into a reproach" is to mistake the physician's descent for degradation.
 The parables of Luke 15 structure the argument. The Good Shepherd seeks the strayed sheep "upon the mountains and the hills, on which thou wast then sacrificing"—a sharp aside, linking pagan hilltop altars to the wandering that required rescue. Finding the sheep, He carries it on shoulders that also bore "the Wood of the Cross." The lost coin is "the Royal Image covered up by passions"—humanity defaced but not destroyed, still bearing the King's stamp, worth the search. Gregory adds that angels share the joy of recovery, having also shared "the secret of the Incarnation." Heaven does not despise earth's restoration; it celebrates.
 The foot-washing answers the charge directly: "humiliation is the best road to exaltation." Christ bends low not despite His divinity but as its expression. The logic is remedial: "for the soul that was bent to the ground He humbles Himself, that He may raise up with Himself the soul that was tottering to a fall." Descent enables ascent; self-emptying creates room for filling.
 Gregory closes with two images. Blame the physician for stooping over wounds? Blame the rescuer for climbing into a ditch? The Incarnation is not divine diminishment but divine competence—God doing what only God can do, entering the wreckage to extract the perishing. Those who call this shameful have understood neither the disease nor the cure.

▼
He was sent, but as man, for He was of a twofold Nature; for He was wearied, and hungered, and was thirsty, and was in an agony, and shed tears, according to the nature of a corporeal being. And if the expression be also used of Him as God, the meaning is that the Father’s good pleasure is to be considered a Mission, for to this He refers all that concerns Himself; both that He may honour the Eternal Principle, and because He will not be taken to be an antagonistic God. And whereas it is written both that He was betrayed, and also that He gave Himself up and that He was raised up by the Father, and taken up into heaven; and on the other hand, that He raised Himself and went up; the former statement of each pair refers to the good pleasure of the Father, the latter to His own Power. Are you then to be allowed to dwell upon all that humiliates Him, while passing over all that exalts Him, and to count on your side the fact that He suffered, but to leave out of the account the fact that it was of His own will? See what even now the Word has to suffer. By one set He is honoured as God, but is confused with the Father, by another He is dishonoured as mere flesh and severed from the Godhead. With which of them will He be most angry, or rather, which shall He forgive, those who injuriously confound Him or those who divide Him? For the former ought to have distinguished, and the latter to have united Him; the one in number, the other in Godhead. Stumblest Thou at His flesh? So did the Jews. Or dost thou call Him a Samaritan, and … I will not say the rest. Dost thou disbelieve in His Godhead? This did not even the demons, O thou who art less believing than demons and more stupid than Jews. Those did perceive that the name of Son implies equality of rank; these did know that He who drove them out was God, for they were convinced of it by their own experience. But you will admit neither the equality nor the Godhead. It would have been better for you to have been either a Jew or a demoniac (if I may utter an absurdity), than in uncircumcision and in sound health to be so wicked and ungodly in your attitude of mind.[15]
[15] Gregory addresses the hermeneutical error beneath Christological heresy: selective reading. Scripture says Christ "was sent"—but as man, for "He was of a twofold Nature." The human experiences are real: weariness, hunger, thirst, agony, tears. These belong to "the nature of a corporeal being" genuinely assumed. When "sent" applies to Him as God, Gregory explains, it denotes the Father's good pleasure, not subordination. Christ refers all to the Father "that He may honour the Eternal Principle, and because He will not be taken to be an antagonistic God"—not from deficiency but from Trinitarian love.
 The doubled predicates of Scripture demand both-and reading. He "was betrayed" and "gave Himself up"; He "was raised by the Father" and "raised Himself"; He "was taken up" and "went up." The passive voice honors the Father's will; the active affirms the Son's own power. Both are true. To seize only the humiliating texts while ignoring the exalting ones is not exegesis but agenda.
 Gregory names the twin errors precisely: confounding the Persons (Sabellianism) or dividing the natures (Arianism and its heirs). "The former ought to have distinguished, and the latter to have united Him; the one in number, the other in Godhead." Christ is one in Person, distinct from the Father; He is one in Godhead, not severed from divinity.
 The rhetoric turns sharp. Those who stumble at Christ's flesh repeat the Jews' error; those who deny His divinity fall below the demons, who at least recognized what drove them out. Gregory's hyperbole stings: better to be a demoniac than to enjoy health and reason while refusing what demons confessed. The Incarnation exposes hearts; how one reads the two natures reveals what one worships.

▼
A little later on you will see Jesus submitting to be purified in the River Jordan for my Purification, or rather, sanctifying the waters by His Purification (for indeed He had no need of purification Who taketh away the sin of the world) and the heavens cleft asunder, and witness borne to him by the Spirit That is of one nature with Him; you shall see Him tempted and conquering and served by Angels, and healing every sickness and every disease, and giving life to the dead (O that He would give life to you who are dead because of your heresy), and driving out demons, sometimes Himself, sometimes by his disciples; and feeding vast multitudes with a few loaves; and walking dryshod upon seas; and being betrayed and crucified, and crucifying with Himself my sin; offered as a Lamb, and offering as a Priest; as a Man buried in the grave, and as God rising again; and then ascending, and to come again in His own glory. Why what a multitude of high festivals there are in each of the mysteries of the Christ; all of which have one completion, namely, my perfection and return to the first condition of Adam.[16]
[16] Gregory surveys the arc of Christ's ministry, from Jordan to Ascension, and finds in each episode a double movement: what Christ undergoes and what that accomplishes for us. The baptism is paradigmatic: Jesus "submits to be purified" though He needs no purification—"for indeed He had no need of purification Who taketh away the sin of the world." His descent into the Jordan sanctifies the waters themselves. The sinless One enters the sinner's ritual, and the ritual is transformed.
 The catalogue accelerates: temptation and victory, angelic service, healings, raisings, exorcisms, miraculous feedings, walking on water. Gregory interrupts himself with pastoral anguish—"O that He would give life to you who are dead because of your heresy"—the polemicist remembering that opponents too need the resurrection he proclaims.
 The Passion receives compressed but precise expression. Christ is "betrayed and crucified, and crucifying with Himself my sin"—the Cross destroys what it bears. He is "offered as a Lamb, and offering as a Priest"—victim and celebrant coincide, fulfilling and transcending all prior sacrifice. He is "as a Man buried in the grave, and as God rising again"—the two natures distinguished in their operations yet inseparable in the one Person who dies and rises.
 The conclusion reframes everything: "Why what a multitude of high festivals there are in each of the mysteries of the Christ." Every event is a feast because every event effects salvation. But Gregory insists on unity of purpose: "all of which have one completion, namely, my perfection and return to the first condition of Adam." The Incarnation is not isolated marvel but the hinge of a comprehensive restoration. What Adam lost, Christ recovers—and more, as earlier noted, for the second gift surpasses the first.

▼
Now then I pray you accept His Conception, and leap before Him; if not like John from the womb, yet like David, because of the resting of the Ark. Revere the enrolment on account of which thou wast written in heaven, and adore the Birth by which thou wast loosed from the chains of thy birth, and honour little Bethlehem, which hath led thee back to Paradise; and worship the manger through which thou, being without sense, wast fed by the Word. Know as Isaiah bids thee, thine Owner, like the ox, and like the ass thy Master’s crib; if thou be one of those who are pure and lawful food, and who chew the cud of the word and are fit for sacrifice. Or if thou art one of those who are as yet unclean and uneatable and unfit for sacrifice, and of the gentile portion, run with the Star, and bear thy Gifts with the Magi, gold and frankincense and myrrh, as to a King, and to God, and to One Who is dead for thee. With Shepherds glorify Him; with Angels join in chorus; with Archangels sing hymns. Let this Festival be common to the powers in heaven and to the powers upon earth. For I am persuaded that the Heavenly Hosts join in our exultation and keep high Festival with us to-day … because they love men, and they love God … just like those whom David introduces after the Passion ascending with Christ and coming to meet Him, and bidding one another to lift up the gates.[17]
[17] Gregory shifts from exposition to exhortation, summoning his congregation into the narrative itself. "Accept His Conception, and leap before Him"—as John leapt in Elizabeth's womb, as David danced before the Ark. The Incarnation is not doctrine to be observed but mystery to be entered. Each detail of the Nativity becomes a point of contact: the enrollment that registered Christ in Caesar's census writes believers in heaven; the birth that bound God in swaddling clothes looses us from the chains of our fallen birth; "little Bethlehem" becomes the gate back to Paradise.
 The manger receives startling interpretation. Through it, "thou, being without sense, wast fed by the Word." The image is eucharistic and pedagogical: the irrational creature finds nourishment at the trough where the Logos lies. Gregory invokes Isaiah's rebuke—"the ox knows its owner, and the ass its master's crib" (Isaiah 1:3)—and applies it pastorally. If you are among the clean, those who "chew the cud of the word," approach as one fit for sacrifice. If still unclean, still Gentile, then "run with the Star, and bear thy Gifts with the Magi."
 The gifts themselves are theological: gold for a King, frankincense for God, myrrh for "One Who is dead for thee." Kingship, divinity, and salvific death are confessed in the offering. Gregory then widens the celebration beyond the congregation: "With Shepherds glorify Him; with Angels join in chorus; with Archangels sing hymns." Heaven and earth share the festival because both realms are reconciled in the Child. The angels who announced the birth now rejoice with those who receive it, "because they love men, and they love God." The Incarnation unites what sin had divided—not only God and humanity, but the whole cosmos in common praise.

▼
One thing connected with the Birth of Christ I would have you hate … the murder of the infants by Herod. Or rather you must venerate this too, the Sacrifice of the same age as Christ, slain before the Offering of the New Victim. If He flees into Egypt, joyfully become a companion of His exile. It is a grand thing to share the exile of the persecuted Christ. If He tarry long in Egypt, call Him out of Egypt by a reverent worship of Him there. Travel without fault through every stage and faculty of the Life of Christ. Be purified; be circumcised; strip off the veil which has covered thee from thy birth. After this teach in the Temple, and drive out the sacrilegious traders. Submit to be stoned if need be, for well I wot thou shalt be hidden from those who cast the stones; thou shalt escape even through the midst of them, like God. If thou be brought before Herod, answer not for the most part. He will respect thy silence more than most people’s long speeches. If thou be scourged, ask for what they leave out. Taste gall for the taste’s sake; drink vinegar; seek for spittings; accept blows, be crowned with thorns, that is, with the hardness of the godly life; put on the purple robe, take the reed in hand, and receive mock worship from those who mock at the truth; lastly, be crucified with Him, and share His Death and Burial gladly, that thou mayest rise with Him, and be glorified with Him and reign with Him. Look at and be looked at by the Great God, Who in Trinity is worshipped and glorified, and Whom we declare to be now set forth as clearly before you as the chains of our flesh allow, in Jesus Christ our Lord, to Whom be the glory for ever. Amen.[18]
[18] Gregory concludes with a startling instruction: even the massacre of the innocents belongs to the mystery. "Or rather you must venerate this too"—the slaughtered children become "the Sacrifice of the same age as Christ, slain before the Offering of the New Victim." Their deaths, however horrific, are caught up into the redemptive pattern; they are martyrs before the Martyrdom, witnesses before they could speak.
 The flight into Egypt becomes paradigm: "joyfully become a companion of His exile." To follow Christ means sharing His displacement, His rejection, His vulnerability. Gregory then extends the pattern across the whole gospel: "Travel without fault through every stage and faculty of the Life of Christ." The Incarnation is not merely event to celebrate but path to walk. Be purified, be circumcised—strip away what veils the soul. Teach in the Temple, drive out the traders—let truth displace commerce in the heart. Accept stoning, silence before mockers, scourging, gall, vinegar, thorns, the purple robe of derision, the reed scepter of false homage.
 The climax is participation in the Passion itself: "be crucified with Him, and share His Death and Burial gladly." Gregory echoes Paul's baptismal theology (Romans 6), but presses it into lived experience. Death with Christ is not ritual only but vocation—the daily crucifixion of self that opens into resurrection, glorification, and reign.
 The oration ends where it must: the Triune God "set forth as clearly before you as the chains of our flesh allow." The Incarnation does not abolish mystery but makes it accessible. In Jesus Christ, the Trinity is beheld—not exhaustively, for flesh remains flesh, but truly. Doxology follows: "to Whom be the glory for ever." Theology returns to worship, and the festival achieves its purpose.

▼
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To the Son who was begotten of the Father without change before all ages, and in the last times was without seed made flesh of the Virgin, to Christ our God let us cry aloud: Thou hast raised up our horn, holy art Thou, O Lord.

Adam, though formed from dust, shared in the higher breath of life; yet through the beguilement of a woman he slipped and fell into corruption. But now, beholding Christ born of a woman, he cries aloud, ‘O Thou who for my sake hast become as I am, holy art Thou, O Lord.’

O Christ, who hast made Thyself in the form of a creature of vile clay, by Thy sharing in that which is worse, even our flesh, Thou hast made us partakers in the divine nature; for Thou hast become mortal man, yet still remainest God. Thou hast raised up our horn, holy art Thou, O Lord.

Be glad, O Bethlehem, for thou art Queen among the princes of Judah; for from thee comes forth, before the sight of all, the Shepherd who tends Israel, He that is seated upon the cherubim, even Christ. He has raised up our horn and reigns over all.

Come, O ye faithful, and let us behold where Christ is born. Let us join the Magi, kings from the east, and follow the guiding star. Angels sing praises there without ceasing, and shepherds abiding in the fields offer a fitting hymn, saying: ‘Glory in the highest to Him who in the cave this day is born of the Virgin and Theotokos, in Bethlehem of Judah.

How is He contained in a womb, whom nothing can contain? And how can He who is in the bosom of the Father be held in the arms of His Mother? This is according to His good pleasure, as He knoweth and wisheth. For being without flesh, of His own will has He been made flesh; and He who is, for our sakes has become that which He was not. Without departing from His own nature He has shared in our substance. Desiring to fill the world on high with citizens, Christ has undergone a twofold birth.

Today the Virgin gives birth to Him who is above all being, and the earth offers a cave to Him whom no man can approach. Angels with shepherds give glory, and Magi journey with a star. For unto us is born a young Child, the pre-eternal God.
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Hymn for All Hours (Hymnus Omnis Horae)

Aurelius Prudentius Clemens

INTRODUCTION

Aurelius Prudentius Clemens (348–c. 413) was the greatest Christian Latin poet of antiquity. Born in Roman Spain, he pursued a successful career as a lawyer and twice served as provincial governor before an appointment to the imperial court. Around 392, approaching fifty, Prudentius experienced a profound spiritual awakening. He renounced worldly ambition and devoted his remaining years to sacred poetry, producing works that would shape Christian hymnody for over sixteen centuries.[1]
[1] Prudentius's autobiographical preface to his collected works, written in 405 when he was fifty-seven, provides our only direct information about his life. In it he reflects with some melancholy on his years spent in law and government—a career he now views as spiritually wasted time. His decision to devote his final years to sacred poetry was not a retreat into piety but a conscious effort to baptize classical Latin verse forms for Christian use. He wrote in the meters of Horace and Virgil, but filled them with biblical and theological content. Erasmus called him "the one truly eloquent poet among the Christians" (*unum inter Christianos vere facundum poetam*).
 His theology is firmly Nicene. He wrote during the generation after the Council of Constantinople (381), when the Trinitarian and Christological definitions were established but still contested. His other major works include the *Apotheosis* (on the divinity of Christ), the *Hamartigenia* (on the origin of sin), and the *Psychomachia* (an allegorical battle between virtues and vices that would profoundly influence medieval literature). But it is the *Cathemerinon* that has remained in continuous liturgical use—excerpts from these hymns still appear in the Roman Breviary.

▼
The *Hymnus Omnis Horae*—"Hymn for All Hours"—is the ninth hymn in his *Cathemerinon* ("Daily Hymns"), a collection of twelve poems designed to sanctify the Christian day. Unlike the other hymns, which are assigned to specific hours (cockcrow, morning, evening) or occasions (fasting, burial, Christmas), this hymn bears no temporal limitation. It is, as its title declares, for every hour—a complete poetic confession of the Christian faith from eternity to eternity.[2]
[2] The title *Hymnus Omnis Horae* sets this poem apart from its companions in the *Cathemerinon*. The other eleven hymns are for cockcrow, morning, before and after meals, lamp-lighting, bedtime, before and after fasting, burial, Christmas, and Epiphany. This ninth hymn alone claims every hour—it is the comprehensive confession, the one song that encompasses all the others.
 This universality is theologically significant. If Christian prayer sanctifies time—marking the hours, the days, the seasons with praise—then this hymn sanctifies time itself by tracing the story that gives all time its meaning: the eternal Word who creates time, enters it, redeems it, and will bring it to its consummation. To sing this hymn is to locate oneself within the whole sweep of salvation history.

▼
The poem traces the arc of salvation history in thirty-eight stanzas: Christ's eternal generation from the Father, creation, the Fall, the Incarnation, the miracles of His ministry, the Passion and Harrowing of Hell, the Resurrection, the Ascension, and the final judgment. It is theology sung, doctrine made lyric. From this poem the beloved Christmas hymn "Of the Father's Love Begotten" (*Corde natus ex parentis*) is drawn—but that excerpt, beautiful as it is, represents only a fraction of Prudentius's complete vision.[3]
[3] The hymn "Of the Father's Love Begotten" uses only stanzas 4, 7–9, and 37 of the original (with a later doxology added). John Mason Neale first translated these excerpts in 1851, and Henry W. Baker revised them in 1861 for *Hymns Ancient and Modern*. The tune *Divinum Mysterium*, a medieval plainchant from the Finnish collection *Piae Cantiones* (1582), has been inseparable from the text ever since.
 Beautiful as the excerpt is, it omits nearly everything after the Nativity: the miracles, the Passion, the Harrowing of Hell, the Resurrection, the Ascension, the judgment. Prudentius intended a complete christological statement. Encountering the full hymn is like discovering that a beloved portrait is actually a detail from a vast fresco.

▼
What follows is the full hymn in R. Martin Pope's 1905 translation, presented for the first time with theological commentary designed to help readers encounter both the beauty of the poetry and the depth of its doctrinal content.

I. INVOCATION AND WITNESS (Stanzas 1–3)

Let me chant in sacred numbers, as I strike each sounding string,
  Chant in sweet, melodious anthems, glorious deeds of Christ our King;
He, my Muse, shall be thy story; with His praise my lyre shall ring.[4]
[4] Prudentius opens by invoking Christ Himself as his Muse—a deliberate displacement of the pagan convention. Homer invoked the goddess; Virgil invoked the Muse; Prudentius invokes the Logos. This is not merely a literary device but a theological claim: true poetry has its source in the Word through whom all things were made. The Latin original begins *Da, puer, plectrum*—"Give me, O Child, the plectrum"—addressing Christ as the divine Child who alone can inspire genuine sacred song.
 The poet picks up his lyre (*lyra*) and strikes the strings (*plectrum*), but the music that results will tell of *gesta Christi insignia*—"the glorious deeds of Christ." Poetry and theology merge. In the ancient world, the lyre was Apollo's instrument; here it is consecrated to the true Light.

▼
When the king in priestly raiment sang the Christ that was to be,
  Voice and lute and clashing cymbal joined in joyous harmony,
While the Spirit, heaven-descended, touched his lips to prophecy.[5]
[5] The "king in priestly raiment" is David, who combined royal and priestly functions and whose psalms prophesied the coming Messiah. The image of David singing with "voice and lute and clashing cymbal" evokes the liturgical worship described in the Psalms themselves (Ps. 150) and the accounts of David's musical organization of Temple worship (1 Chr. 25). Prudentius presents himself as standing in David's tradition—another poet-singer inspired by the Spirit to celebrate Christ.
 The phrase "the Spirit, heaven-descended, touched his lips to prophecy" recalls Isaiah's vision, where a seraph touched the prophet's lips with a burning coal (Isa. 6:6–7). David, Isaiah, and now Prudentius: a succession of inspired voices singing the same Christ across the ages.

▼
Sing we now the works sure proven, wrought of God in mystic wise;
  Heaven is witness; earth confesses how she saw with wondering eyes
God Himself with mortals mingling, man to teach in human guise.[6]
[6] This stanza states the hymn's epistemological claim: these are not myths but "works sure proven" (*facta... probata*). Heaven and earth together bear witness. The language deliberately echoes the Prologue of John's Gospel: "that which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon, and our hands have handled" (1 John 1:1). Christianity is not a philosophy spun from human reason but a response to events—to "God Himself with mortals mingling, man to teach in human guise."
 The word "mystic" (*mystico*) does not mean obscure or esoteric but rather "pertaining to the mysteries"—to the sacramental realities that underlie visible events. The miracles are signs pointing beyond themselves to the deeper mystery of the Incarnation itself.

▼
II. THE ETERNAL SON (Stanzas 4–5)

Of the Father's heart begotten, ere the world from chaos rose,
  He is Alpha; from that Fountain all that is and hath been flows;
He is Omega, of all things yet to come the mystic Close.[7]
[7] Here is the theological heart of the hymn and the source of the beloved Christmas carol. Corde natus ex parentis, ante mundi exordium—"Of the Father's heart begotten, ere the world from chaos rose." The Son is eternally generated from the Father's cor (heart), not made or created. This is Nicene orthodoxy in lyric form: the Son is consubstantial with the Father, sharing the divine nature from before all worlds.
 The phrase ante mundi exordium—"before the world's beginning"—deliberately evokes and replaces the cosmogonies that educated Romans would have known from their literary inheritance. In Hesiod's Theogony (c. 700 BC), the foundational Greek cosmogonic text, Χάος (Chaos) is the primordial reality: "Verily at the first Chaos came to be" (Theogony 116). For Hesiod, Chaos is not disorder in the modern sense but a yawning void or chasm—the word derives from χαίνω (chainō), "to gape"—from which Gaia (Earth), Tartarus, and Eros subsequently emerged. Chaos was thus a quasi-divine primordial condition, and from Chaos sprang Erebus (Darkness) and Nyx (Night). The gods themselves arose from this substrate; they did not precede it.
 Ovid's Metamorphoses (c. AD 8), written just decades before Christ's birth and enormously influential in Latin literary culture, opens with a similar cosmogony that would have been familiar to any educated fourth-century Roman: "Before the ocean and the earth appeared—before the skies had overspread them all—the face of Nature in a vast expanse was naught but Chaos uniformly waste. It was a rude and undeveloped mass... and all discordant elements confused were there congested in a shapeless heap" (Met. 1.5–9). In Ovid's telling, some unnamed god (quisquis fuit ille deorum—"whichever of the gods it was") or "kinder nature" (melior natura) intervened to separate the elements and impose form upon this rudis indigestaque moles ("rough and undigested mass"). The cosmos thus emerges from the ordering of pre-existent matter, not from nothing.
 This represents the dominant cosmological assumption of the Greco-Roman world: that matter is eternal and that creation is essentially demiurgic—the work of a craftsman imposing form upon pre-existent stuff. Plato's Timaeus had established this model philosophically: the Demiurge fashions the cosmos by looking to eternal Forms and shaping the receptacle (chōra) of formless matter. The gods themselves, in both Greek and Roman mythology, emerge within the cosmic process rather than standing outside it; they are products of theogony, not its precondition.
 Against this entire framework, Prudentius makes a staggering claim: the Son exists ante mundi exordium—before the world's very beginning, before chaos itself. The Word does not emerge from the cosmic process; He precedes it. This is the Christian doctrine of creatio ex nihilo—creation from nothing—given poetic expression. The doctrine was articulated explicitly by Theophilus of Antioch in the late second century and became standard patristic teaching, precisely in opposition to the pagan assumption of eternal matter. Theophilus wrote: "God creates and has created things that are out of things that are not" (Ad Autolycum 2.4). Creation is not formation but absolute origination.
 The scriptural background lies in Genesis 1:1–2. The Hebrew tohu wabohu (תֹהוּ וָבֹהוּ)—rendered in the Septuagint as aoratos kai akataskeuastos (ἀόρατος καὶ ἀκατασκεύαστος, "invisible and unformed") and in the Vulgate as inanis et vacua ("empty and void")—describes the earth's condition before God's creative word brings forth light and order. Some scholars have noted superficial parallels with ancient Near Eastern chaos traditions (the Hebrew tehom, "the deep," echoes the Babylonian Tiamat of the Enuma Elish). But the Genesis account differs fundamentally: there is no theogony, no battle between gods, no pre-existent matter independent of God. The "chaos" of Genesis is already God's creation, awaiting His ordering word—not an eternal substrate from which deity emerges.
 Prudentius draws on this tradition while using the very language of pagan cosmogony ("chaos") to subvert it. When he writes ante mundi exordium, he is asserting that the Son—the Logos through whom all things were made (John 1:3)—exists before the very "beginning" that Hesiod and Ovid described. Chaos does not precede the Word; the Word precedes chaos. This is not merely chronological priority but ontological transcendence. The Son is fons et clausula—source and end—of all that exists. Nothing lies outside His creative sovereignty.
 The titles Alpha and Omega, which Prudentius calls Christ's cognomina ("surnames"), come from Revelation (1:8, 21:6, 22:13), where Christ claims: "I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the ending." Between these first and last letters of the Greek alphabet lies the entire sweep of language—and language, in the ancient understanding, participates in the structure of reality itself. To be Alpha and Omega is to encompass all meaning, all history, all existence. Prudentius emphasizes that Christ is both the fons (source, fountain) from which all reality flows and the clausula (ending, conclusion) toward which all things tend. The Alpha-Omega imagery thus reinforces the point against pagan cosmogony: there is no reality outside the Word, no primordial chaos preceding Him, no residue of matter independent of His creative act.
 This stanza would have struck a fourth-century Roman reader as a direct challenge to the regnant philosophical and literary assumptions about the cosmos—a claim that the educated pagan's deepest convictions about origins were fundamentally mistaken.

▼
By His word was all created; He commands and lo! 'tis done;
  Earth and sky and boundless ocean, universe of three in one,
All that sees the moon's soft radiance, all that breathes beneath the sun.[8]
[8] This stanza echoes both Genesis 1 ("He said... and it was done") and Psalm 33:9 ("He spake, and it was done; He commanded, and it stood fast"). Creation is by divine *fiat*—the Word speaks and reality appears. The "universe of three in one" (*trina rerum machina*) refers to the three-tiered cosmos of ancient cosmology: earth, sky (or air), and sea—not to the Trinity, though the echo is theologically resonant.
 Everything that exists under sun and moon—that is, everything in the created order—exists by the Word's command. This establishes the magnitude of what follows: the Creator of all this will take on creaturely flesh.

▼
III. THE INCARNATION AND ITS PURPOSE (Stanzas 6–9)

He assumed this mortal body, frail and feeble, doomed to die,
  That the race from dust created might not perish utterly,
Which the dreadful Law had sentenced in the depths of Hell to lie.[9]
[9] The Incarnation is presented here in its starkest terms: He assumed a body "frail and feeble, doomed to die" (*formam caduci, membra morti obnoxia*). The language emphasizes the reality of Christ's humanity—this is no phantom body, no mere appearance, but genuine mortal flesh subject to decay and death.
 The purpose (*ne gens periret*—"lest the race should perish") is explicitly soteriological. Humanity, created from dust ("the race from dust created"), has been sentenced by "the dreadful Law" to the depths of Hell. This "Law" is the divine judgment against sin, the sentence of death that passed to all through Adam. The Latin *primoplasti*—"of the first-formed"—refers to Adam, the prototype, from whose seed (*germine*) all humanity descends into condemnation. The Incarnation is rescue.

▼
O how blest that wondrous birthday, when the Maid the curse retrieved,
  Brought to birth mankind's salvation, by the Holy Ghost conceived;
And the sacred Babe, Redeemer of the world, her arms received.[10]
[10] "The Maid the curse retrieved"—Mary's role is to reverse what Eve inaugurated. This typology (Eve/Mary, curse/blessing) was standard in patristic thought, found in Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, and throughout the tradition. Mary is the new Eve who, by her obedient *fiat* ("Let it be to me according to your word," Luke 1:38), undoes the disobedient *fiat* of the first woman.
 The "sacred Babe" (*puer... sacratus*) is called "Redeemer of the world" (*redemptor orbis*)—the title that captures His entire mission. He is born that He might redeem; the manger already points to the Cross. The arms that receive Him are the same arms that will, in Simeon's prophecy, know that a sword will pierce her own soul (Luke 2:35).

▼
Sing, ye heights of heaven, His praises; angels and archangels, sing!
  Wheresoe'er ye be, ye faithful, let your joyous anthems ring,
Every tongue His name confessing, countless voices answering.[11]
[11] The hymn now shifts from theological statement to doxology, calling heaven and earth to praise. "Angels and archangels"—the heavenly hierarchy—join with "ye faithful" on earth. This cosmic liturgy echoes Isaiah's vision (Isa. 6:3) and the heavenly worship in Revelation (4:8, 5:11–14). The Sanctus of the liturgy draws on these same texts.
 "Every tongue His name confessing"—Prudentius anticipates Philippians 2:10–11, where at the name of Jesus every knee bows "in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confesses that Jesus Christ is Lord." The Incarnation initiates a worship that will ultimately encompass all creation.

▼
This is He whom seer and sibyl sang in ages long gone by;
  This is He of old revealèd in the page of prophecy;
Lo! He comes, the promised Saviour; let the world His praises cry![12]
[12] The reference to "seer and sibyl" (*vates et sibylla*) is striking. Alongside the Hebrew prophets (*vates*), Prudentius includes the Sibyls—the pagan prophetesses whose oracles were believed by many early Christians to have foretold Christ. The Sibylline Oracles (a collection of Jewish and Christian texts presented as pagan prophecies) were widely cited by patristic authors as evidence that even the Gentile world had received hints of the coming Savior.
 This reflects a generous theology of preparation: God's revelation was not limited to Israel but scattered seeds of truth throughout the nations. Augustine would later argue similarly that Platonic philosophy had prepared the Gentile mind for Christian truth. Prudentius sees all authentic prophecy—Jewish and pagan alike—converging on Christ.

▼
IV. THE MIRACLES OF CHRIST (Stanzas 10–22)

In the urns the clear, cold water turns to juice of noblest vine,
  And the servant, drawing from them, starts to see the generous wine,
While the host, its savour tasting, wonders at the draught divine.[13]
[13] The miracles section begins with the Wedding at Cana (John 2:1–11), Christ's first public sign. Prudentius emphasizes the transformation itself—"clear, cold water turns to juice of noblest vine"—and the astonishment of those present. The servant (*minister*) who draws the water knows the miracle; the host (*architriclinus*) who tastes the wine marvels without knowing its source.
 John's Gospel calls this a "sign" (*sēmeion*) that "manifested His glory" (John 2:11). The water-to-wine transformation is itself a symbol: the old order (water for Jewish purification rites) gives way to the new (the wine of the messianic banquet). Prudentius does not allegorize explicitly, but the theological weight is present in his choice to begin here.

▼
To the leper worn and wasted, white with many a loathsome sore,
  "Be thou cleansed," He said; "I bid it!" swift 'tis done, His words restore;
To the priest the gift he offers, clean and healthful as of yore.

On the eyes long sealed in darkness, buried in unbroken night,
  Thou didst spread Thy lips' sweet nectar, mixed with clay: then came the sight,
As Thy gracious touch all-healing brought to those dark orbs the light.[14]
[14] "Thy lips' sweet nectar, mixed with clay"—a beautiful rendering of John 9:6, where Jesus makes mud with saliva and anoints the blind man's eyes. The image of Christ's saliva as "nectar" elevates the earthy miracle to something almost sacramental. The ancient world associated saliva with life-force and healing power; here the life-giving Word Himself applies His own substance to restore sight.
 The theological point is the reality of Christ's body: He has real saliva, real hands, a real presence. These are not miracles performed at a distance by divine decree alone, but healings accomplished through physical touch, through the medium of the incarnate flesh.

▼
Thou didst chide the raging tempest, when the waves with foaming crest
  Leaped about the fragile vessel, buffeted and sore distressed;
Wind and wave, their fury stilling, sank to calm at Thy behest.

Once a woman's timid fingers touched Thy garment's lowest braid,
  And the pallor left her visage, healing power the touch conveyed,
For the years of pain were ended and the flow of blood was stayed.

Thou didst see men bear to burial one struck down in youth's glad tide,
  While a widowed mother followed, wailing for her boy that died;
"Rise!" Thou saidst, and led him gently to his weeping mother's side.[15]
[15] The raising of the widow's son at Nain (Luke 7:11–17) is presented with characteristic Prudentian tenderness. The Latin captures the pathos: a widowed mother (*vidua mater*) wailing (*plangens*) for her only son, struck down in the glad tide of youth (*adulescens*). Jesus's single word—"Rise!" (*Surge!*)—reverses death.
 This is one of three resurrections in the Gospels (the others being Jairus's daughter and Lazarus). Prudentius treats each as a distinct demonstration of Christ's authority over death, building toward the climactic resurrection of Christ Himself.

▼
Lazarus, who lay in darkness till three nights had passed away,
  At Thy voice awoke to soundness, rising to the light of day,
As the breath his frame re-entered touched already with decay.[16]
[16] The raising of Lazarus (John 11:1–44) is the most dramatic of the three, and Prudentius captures its significance: Lazarus had been dead four days ("three nights had passed away" by Jewish reckoning). The body was "touched already with decay" (*tabentibus... membris*)—Martha objected that "by this time he stinketh" (John 11:39). Yet the voice of Christ penetrates even corruption.
 The Lazarus miracle is traditionally understood as the immediate cause of the authorities' decision to kill Jesus (John 11:45–53). Life-giving power provokes murderous opposition. In raising Lazarus, Christ seals His own death warrant—a death that will issue in universal resurrection.

▼
See, He walks upon the waters, treads the billow's rolling crest;
  O'er the shifting depths of ocean firm and sure His footsteps rest,
And the wave parts not asunder where those holy feet are pressed.

And the madman, chained and tortured by dark powers, from whom all fly,
  As the tombs, that were his dwelling, echo to his savage cry,
Rushes forth and falls adoring, when he sees that Christ is nigh.

Then the legion of foul spirits, driven from their human prey,
  Seize the noisome swine, that feeding high upon the hillside stray,
And the herd, in sudden frenzy, plunges in the waters grey.

"Gather in twelve woven baskets all the fragments that remain:"
  He hath fed the weary thousands, resting o'er the grassy plain,
And His power hath stayed their hunger with five loaves and fishes twain.[17]
[17] The feeding of the five thousand (John 6:1–14; Matt. 14:13–21; Mark 6:30–44; Luke 9:10–17) is the only miracle recorded in all four Gospels. Prudentius highlights the abundance: "twelve woven baskets" (*duodenas... cophinos*) of fragments remain after thousands are satisfied. The numbers are symbolic—twelve baskets for twelve tribes, five loaves and two fish becoming inexhaustible provision.
 This miracle leads directly into the Bread of Life discourse (John 6:22–59), which Prudentius draws upon in the following stanza. The multiplication of loaves points beyond itself to the eucharistic mystery.

▼
Thine, O Christ, is endless sweetness; Thou art our celestial Bread:
  Nevermore he knoweth hunger, who upon Thy grace hath fed,
Grace whereby no mortal body but the soul is nourishèd.[18]
[18] Here Prudentius makes the eucharistic connection explicit. Christ is "our celestial Bread" (*caelestis... panis*), and whoever feeds on His grace (*gratia*) never hungers again. The language echoes John 6:35: "I am the bread of life: he that cometh to me shall never hunger."
 The distinction between body and soul is significant: this bread nourishes not "mortal body but the soul" (*non corpus sed anima*). Yet this should not be read as a Gnostic devaluation of the body—the preceding miracles demonstrate Christ's care for bodily health and life. Rather, Prudentius points to the deeper reality: physical bread satisfies temporarily; the Bread of Life satisfies eternally.

▼
V. FURTHER HEALINGS (Stanzas 23–24)

They that knew not speech nor language, closed to every sound their ears,
  To the Master's call responding break the barriers of years;
Now the deaf holds joyous converse and the lightest whisper hears.

Sickness at His word departed, pain and pallid languor fled,
  Many a tongue, long chained in silence, words of praise and blessing said;
And the palsied man rejoicing through the city bore his bed.

VI. THE HARROWING OF HELL (Stanzas 25–30)

Yea, that they might know salvation who in Hades' prison were pent,
  In His mercy condescending through Hell's gloomy gates He went;
Bolt and massy hinge were shattered, adamantine portals rent.[19]
[19] The *Descensus ad Inferos*—Christ's descent into Hell—is affirmed in the Apostles' Creed ("He descended into Hell") and has deep roots in early Christian thought. 1 Peter 3:19 speaks of Christ preaching "unto the spirits in prison," and 4:6 says the Gospel was "preached also to them that are dead."
 Prudentius depicts Christ shattering the gates of Hell: "Bolt and massy hinge were shattered, adamantine portals rent." The imagery draws on Psalm 107:16 ("He hath broken the gates of brass, and cut the bars of iron in sunder") and Isaiah 45:2. Hell's gates were designed to receive but never release; Christ breaks the one-way mechanism. The "adamantine portals" suggest absolute hardness and permanence—yet they yield before the descending Lord.

▼
For the door that all receiveth, but releaseth nevermore,
  Opens now and, slowly turning, doth the ghosts to light restore,
Who, the eternal laws suspended, tread again its dusky floor.

But, while God with golden glory floods the murky realms of night,
  And upon the startled shadows dawns a day serene and bright,
In the darkened vault of heaven stars forlorn refuse their light.[20]
[20] The cosmic scope of the Passion is captured in the darkening of the sun (Matt. 27:45; Mark 15:33; Luke 23:44–45). Prudentius interprets this astronomically—the created lights withdraw their radiance in mourning as their Creator dies. Meanwhile, paradoxically, "God with golden glory floods the murky realms of night"—the underworld, normally shrouded in darkness, blazes with divine light as Christ descends.
 This inversion—heaven darkening while Hell brightens—captures the mystery of the Cross. What appears to be defeat is victory; what looks like the extinguishing of light is actually its triumphant invasion of the deepest darkness.

▼
For the sun in garb of mourning veiled his radiant orb and passed
  From his flaming path in sorrow, hiding till mankind aghast
Deemed that o'er a world of chaos Night's eternal pall was cast.

VII. THE CROSS AND THE SERPENT (Stanzas 31–34)

Now, my soul, in liquid measures let the sounding numbers flow;
  Sing the trophy of His passion, sing the Cross triumphant now;
Sing the ensign of Christ's glory, marked on every faithful brow.[21]
[21] "Sing the trophy of His passion"—the Cross is a *tropaeum*, a victory monument. In Roman military practice, a trophy was erected on the battlefield from captured enemy weapons. The Cross is Christ's trophy, erected at the site of His victory over sin and death. This triumphalist theology of the Cross runs throughout patristic thought: the instrument of execution becomes the ensign of conquest.
 "Marked on every faithful brow"—a reference to the sign of the Cross made in baptism and daily prayer. Christians bear the Cross on their foreheads as soldiers bear their commander's standard. The Latin *vexillum* (ensign, standard) emphasizes the military imagery: the baptized are enlisted under Christ's banner.

▼
Ah! how wondrous was the fountain flowing from His piercèd side,
  Whence the blood and water mingled in a strange and sacred tide,—
Water, sign of mystic cleansing; blood, the martyr's crown of pride.[22]
[22] John 19:34 records that a soldier pierced Christ's side with a spear, "and forthwith came there out blood and water." The Fathers interpreted this exhaustively: water and blood represent baptism and eucharist, the two great sacraments flowing from Christ's wounded side. The Church herself is born from this wound, as Eve was taken from Adam's side.
 Prudentius adds that the blood is "the martyr's crown of pride" (*martyrii... corona*)—those who shed their blood for Christ participate in His sacrifice. The Latin church's theology of martyrdom sees the martyr's death as a "baptism of blood" that completes what water baptism began.

▼
In that hour the ancient Serpent saw the holy Victim slain,
  Saw, and shed his hate envenomed, all his malice spent in vain;
See! the hissing neck is broken as he writhes in sullen pain.[23]
[23] The ancient Serpent (Genesis 3; Revelation 12:9, 20:2) watches the Crucifixion with malicious satisfaction—"the holy Victim slain." But his triumph is illusory. In the very moment of apparent victory, the Serpent's power is broken. His "hissing neck is broken" (*colla... fracta*)—an image drawn from Genesis 3:15, where God promises that the woman's seed will "bruise the serpent's head."
 This is the *Christus Victor* theory of atonement: Christ conquers Satan through the Cross. The devil overreaches; by engineering the death of the sinless One, he loses his claim on sinful humanity. The Crucifixion is Satan's defeat disguised as his victory.

▼
Aye, what boots it, cursèd Serpent, that the man God made from clay,
  Victim of thy baleful cunning, by thy lies was led astray?
God hath ta'en a mortal body and hath washed the guilt away.[24]
[24] Prudentius addresses the Serpent directly with mocking triumph: "What boots it"—what good does it do you? Yes, the man "God made from clay" (*plasma de limo Dei*, echoing Genesis 2:7) was deceived by your cunning. But "God hath ta'en a mortal body and hath washed the guilt away." The Incarnation undoes the Fall; the second Adam reverses what the first Adam lost.
 The washing away of guilt suggests baptism, but more broadly indicates the entire economy of redemption: God assumes what He would heal. As Gregory Nazianzen famously argued, "What has not been assumed has not been healed." By taking mortal flesh, God heals mortal flesh.

▼
VIII. RESURRECTION AND ASCENSION (Stanzas 35–37)

Christ, our Captain, for a season deigned to dwell in Death's domain,
  That the dead, long time imprisoned, might return to life again,
Breaking by His great example ancient sins' enthralling chain.[25]
[25] "Christ, our Captain"—the Latin *dux* carries both military and leadership connotations. Christ leads His people not only by command but by example: He Himself enters "Death's domain" (*mortis... imperium*) so that those imprisoned there might follow Him out.
 "Breaking by His great example ancient sins' enthralling chain"—Christ's death and resurrection provide both the power and the pattern for human liberation. His example breaks sin's chain not merely by moral influence but by actually accomplishing what humanity could not accomplish for itself: victory over death.

▼
Thus, upon the third glad morning, patriarchs and saints of yore,
  As the risen Lord ascended, followed Him who went before,
From forgotten graves proceeding, habited in flesh once more.[26]
[26] The "third glad morning"—Easter—sees not only Christ's resurrection but, according to Matthew 27:52–53, the resurrection of "many bodies of the saints which slept." Prudentius envisions the patriarchs and saints of the Old Testament rising with Christ and ascending with Him—"followed Him who went before."
 This is the "firstfruits" of 1 Corinthians 15:20: Christ rises as the first installment of a general resurrection that will eventually include all the faithful dead. The Old Testament saints, who lived in hope of what Christ would accomplish, now share in its benefits.

▼
Limb to limb unites and rises from the ashes dry and cold,
  And the life-blood courses warmly through the frames long turned to mould,
Skin and flesh, anew created, muscle, bone and nerve enfold.[27]
[27] This stanza provides a striking image of bodily resurrection: "Limb to limb unites and rises from the ashes dry and cold." Against those who might spiritualize the resurrection into mere immortality of the soul, Prudentius insists on physical reconstitution: "Skin and flesh, anew created, muscle, bone and nerve enfold."
 This is the catholic faith as expressed in the creeds: "I believe in the resurrection of the body." The same body that dies—though transformed and glorified—will rise. Prudentius's vivid materialism reflects biblical teaching (Ezekiel's valley of dry bones in chapter 37; Paul's discussion in 1 Corinthians 15) and stands against Gnostic and Platonic tendencies to devalue the body.

▼
IX. GLORY AND JUDGMENT (Stanzas 38–40)

Then, mankind to life restoring, Death downtrodden 'neath His feet,
  Lo! the Victor mounts triumphant to the Father's judgment-seat,
Bringing back to heaven the glory by His passion made complete.[28]
[28] The Ascension completes the arc: "the Victor mounts triumphant to the Father's judgment-seat." The journey that began before all worlds in the Father's heart (*corde natus ex parentis*) now returns to its source, but bearing humanity with it. Christ brings back to heaven "the glory by His passion made complete"—the glory is not diminished by the Incarnation and Cross but perfected through them.
 Philippians 2:9–11 provides the theological framework: "God also hath highly exalted Him, and given Him a name which is above every name." The humiliation (kenosis) leads to exaltation (glorification). Christ receives what was always His by right, but now as the God-Man, as the Pioneer who has opened the way for human nature itself to enter the divine presence.

▼
Hail! Thou Judge of souls departed: hail! of all the living King!
  On the Father's right hand thronèd, through His courts Thy praises ring,
Till at last for all offences righteous judgment Thou shalt bring.[29]
[29] Christ enthroned is both King and Judge. The hymn looks forward to the final judgment: "Till at last for all offences righteous judgment Thou shalt bring." This is not a threat but a promise—justice will be done. The Judge is the Savior; the One who will render verdict is the One who shed His blood for the world's redemption.
 "Judge of souls departed... of all the living King"—the titles embrace both the dead and the living. No one escapes His jurisdiction, but His jurisdiction is one of mercy to those who receive it and justice to those who refuse it. The throne at the Father's right hand is both royal and judicial.

▼
X. UNIVERSAL PRAISE (Stanzas 41–42)

Now let old and young uniting chant to Thee harmonious lays,
  Maid and matron hymn Thy glory, infant lips their anthem raise,
Boys and girls together singing with pure heart their song of praise.[30]
[30] The hymn moves toward its close with a vision of universal praise. "Old and young uniting"—the ages of life harmonize. "Maid and matron"—women in every state. "Infant lips"—even those who cannot yet speak intelligibly. "Boys and girls together"—the whole human family joins the cosmic choir.
 This universality echoes Psalm 148 and anticipates the heavenly worship of Revelation 5:13: "And every creature which is in heaven, and on the earth, and under the earth, and such as are in the sea, and all that are in them, heard I saying, Blessing, and honour, and glory, and power, be unto him that sitteth upon the throne, and unto the Lamb for ever and ever."

▼
Let the storm and summer sunshine, gliding stream and sounding shore,
  Sea and forest, frost and zephyr, day and night their Lord adore;
Let creation join to laud Thee through the ages evermore.[31]
[31] The final stanza extends praise beyond humanity to all creation. "Storm and summer sunshine, gliding stream and sounding shore, sea and forest, frost and zephyr, day and night"—the entire natural order, animate and inanimate, is called to adoration. This is the cosmic liturgy in which the human hymn-singer participates.
 The closing words—"through the ages evermore" (*saeculorum in saecula*)—return us to the Alpha and Omega of stanza 4. The hymn ends where it began, in eternity. Time itself becomes a vehicle of praise, and the praise extends beyond time into the endless ages of God.
 This is the vision that has sustained Christian worship for sixteen centuries: all creation, all history, all humanity gathered into a single song of praise to the One who was, and is, and is to come.

▼

Of the Father's love begotten,
Ere the worlds began to be,
He is Alpha and Omega,
He the source, the ending He,
Of the things that are, that have been,
And that future years shall see,
Evermore and evermore!

At His Word the worlds were framed;
He commanded; it was done:
Heaven and earth and depths of ocean
In their threefold order one;
All that grows beneath the shining
Of the moon and burning sun,
Evermore and evermore!

He is found in human fashion,
Death and sorrow here to know,
That the race of Adam's children
Doomed by law to endless woe,
May not henceforth die and perish
In the dreadful gulf below,
Evermore and evermore!

O that birth forever blessed,
When the Virgin, full of grace,
By the Holy Ghost conceiving,
Bare the Savior of our race;
And the Babe, the world's Redeemer,
First revealed His sacred face,
Evermore and evermore!

This is He Whom seers in old time
Chanted of with one accord;
Whom the voices of the prophets
Promised in their faithful word;
Now He shines, the long expected,
Let creation praise its Lord,
Evermore and evermore!

O ye heights of heaven adore Him;
Angel hosts, His praises sing;
Powers, dominions, bow before Him,
And extol our God and King!
Let no tongue on earth be silent,
Every voice in concert sing,
Evermore and evermore!

Righteous judge of souls departed,
Righteous King of them that live,
On the Father's throne exalted
None in might with Thee may strive;
Who at last in vengeance coming
Sinners from Thy face shalt drive,
Evermore and evermore!

Thee let old men, thee let young men,
Thee let boys in [Chorus] sing;
Matrons, virgins, little maidens,
With glad voices answering:
Let their guileless songs re-echo,
And the heart its music bring,
Evermore and evermore!

Christ, to Thee with God the Father,
And, O Holy Ghost, to Thee,
Hymn and chant with high thanksgiving,
And unwearied praises be:
Honor, glory, and dominion,
And eternal victory,
Evermore and evermore!



Pope, R. M., trans. (1905). The Hymns of Prudentius (pp. 30–35). J. M. Dent & Co.

The Epistle of Ignatius to the Ephesians

St. Ignatius

Chapter VII. Beware of false teachers.

For some are in the habit of carrying about the name of Jesus Christ in wicked guile, while yet they practice things unworthy of God, whom you must flee as you would wild beasts. For they are ravening dogs, who bite secretly, against whom you must be on your guard, inasmuch as they are men who can scarcely be cured. There is one Physician who is possessed both of flesh and spirit; both made and not made; God existing in flesh; true life in death; both of Mary and of God; first passible and then impassible—even Jesus Christ our Lord.[1]
[1] This passage contains one of the earliest Christological formulas in Christian literature outside the New Testament. The series of paradoxes—"both made and not made; God existing in flesh; true life in death"—anticipates the later conciliar definitions while expressing the apostolic faith in immediate, confessional form.
 The title "Physician" (ἰατρός) is particularly significant for understanding early soteriology. Christ heals humanity; He does not merely pronounce it legally well while leaving it sick. The medical metaphor pervades patristic soteriology and stands in tension with purely juridical models.
 @subpoint[The Christological Foundation]
For Ignatius, right doctrine about Christ is not abstract speculation but is directly connected to salvation. The false teachers he warns against apparently denied either Christ's true divinity or His true humanity—and either denial undermines the saving exchange. If Christ is not truly God, He cannot communicate divine life; if not truly human, He cannot heal human nature from within.

▼Roberts, A., Donaldson, J., & Coxe, A. C., eds. (1885). The Apostolic Fathers with Justin Martyr and Irenaeus (Vol. 1, p. 52). Christian Literature Company.
Chapter XIX. The three mysteries of the Lord.

Now the virginity of Mary was hidden from the prince of this world, as was also her offspring, and the death of the Lord; three mysteries of renown, which were wrought in silence by God. How, then, was He manifested to the world? A star shone forth in heaven above all the other stars, the light of which was inexpressible, while its novelty struck men with astonishment. And all the rest of the stars, with the sun and moon, formed a chorus to this star, and its light was exceedingly great above them all. And there was agitation felt as to whence this new spectacle came, so unlike to everything else in the heavens. Hence every kind of magic was destroyed, and every bond of wickedness disappeared; ignorance was removed, and the old kingdom abolished, God Himself being manifested in human form for the renewal of eternal life.[2]
[2] This cosmic vision of salvation—magic destroyed, wickedness's bonds broken, ignorance removed, the old kingdom abolished—exemplifies the Christus Victor motif in early Christianity. Salvation is not primarily a transaction between the Father and Son to satisfy legal demands, but a victory of God over the powers that held humanity captive.
 The phrase "God Himself being manifested in human form for the renewal of eternal life" (θεοῦ ἀνθρωπίνως φανερουμένου εἰς καινότητα ἀϊδίου ζωῆς) captures the essence of patristic soteriology: the Incarnation itself is salvific. God entering human existence renews it from within. This is theosis in seed form—humanity receives eternal life not as an external gift but through union with the God who has united Himself to human nature.

▼
