BYZANTEEN FAITH FORMATION

LESSON 4

GOD BECOMES MAN—THE MYSTERY OF CHRISTMAS PART ONE

THE MAIN CHARACTERS
In these two lessons we will focus on the icon of the Nativity of our Lord and trace its details back into the Bible.  Preaching, dogma (authoritative definitions of what we believe), liturgical texts and the holy icons are all different media for presenting what God has revealed about Himself and His plan for us.
Jesus: Note the halo with O WN – the Greek translation of the name of God revealed to Moses in Exodus 3.  This may look like an ordinary baby, but this is True God as well as True Man.

Mary:  Located right next to Jesus.  She is His mother truly and completely.  She conceived Him, carried Him for exactly 9 months in her womb (March 25-December 25) and gave birth to Him in the normal and natural way.  But the baby Mary bore was both True God and True Man—without separation—so we can say: 

a) that Mary contained God in her womb just as God is said to be “contained” in His Temple
b) that Mary is the “Godbearer”  (in Greek: Theotokos).  This term Theotokos  was how the Ecumenical Council of Ephesus (431) defined the  mystery of the Incarnation—how God became man through a human mother. 

Notice the three stars always shown on Mary’s forehead and shoulders.  These remind us of what was different in her experience of motherhood.  She conceived as a virgin (no sexual intercourse), she gave birth as a virgin (no physical damage and no birthpangs—which are the result of original sin—Genesis 3,16), and she remained a virgin after giving birth. Both she and St Joseph remained celibate in their marriage (Matthew 1,25;  in Greek, there are 3 words for “until” with different shades of meaning;  “until” can mean “until a specific time and also thereafter”; e.g Psalm 89,2; 102,17; 105,48; Psalm103,33 is obvious even in English). 

Mary’s virgin birth is one of the basic beliefs all Christians share.  It was explained to Mary herself by the Archangel Gabriel when he announced the birth of God’s Son to her (Luke 1,26-35; the event we call the Annunciation and celebrate on March 25).  It was also foretold by Isaiah the prophet nearly 800 years before Jesus’ birth (Isaiah 7,14).  The dogma (revealed truth of faith) of Mary’s virginal motherhood is clearly stated by the Nicene Creed (composed by 318 bishops of the Church in the year 325) which defines authentic Christian faith:  “For us men and for our salvation he came down from heaven and was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and became man.”

Joseph:  St Joseph is shown off to one side, away from Jesus and Mary.  Mary IS Jesus’ mother in every sense of the term;  Joseph IS NOT Jesus’ physical father.  
The “brothers and sisters” of Jesus mentioned in the Gospels (Matthew 12,46-48; Mark 3,31-33; Luke 8,19-20; John 2,12; John 7,3.5.10;  Acts 1,14; Galatians 1,19) are Joseph’s children from an earlier marriage that had ended with the death of his wife. 
[Since the 5th century, most Roman Catholics have insisted that these “brothers” are actually cousins and that St Joseph had never been married.  The evidence for the Byzantine position comes from the 2nd century book called the Protevangelium of James.]
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