Anthony Athanasius Nerses Thaddaeus DerGhazarian





“Faith of our Fathers, living still, we will be true to thee till death.”


-from the hymn “Faith of our Fathers” by St. Catherine of Sienna


Part I.





Dear Friends and Family,


	I am very happy, pleased and grateful to announce the birth of our fifth child (which is actually our sixth counting the one we lost by miscarriage).  Anthony Athanasius Nerses was born on Thursday. He is healthy and his mother said this was her least painful delivery yet. She was able, again, to go entirely without any medication or painkillers. We are very thankful to God for the blessing of two daughters and three sons and one child in heaven. Thank you all so very much for your prayers.


	First off, it was very fitting that my wife’s father had the middle-name “Anthony.”  We have now honored his memory with two sons:  John and Anthony.  He was a man worthy of such honor.  We also wish to honor our beloved pastor of St. Vartan’s Armenian Catholic parish who’s name is Antoine (another form of Anthony) for his dedication to God and his parish and his kindness to our family.  Yet, in naming Anthony, we also looked to the great Fathers of the Church.  To us they are the shining example of the early Apostolic Faith and their witness of faith is an inestimable key to understanding the Holy Scriptures and the Orthodox Faith of the Catholic and Apostolic Church.  We also followed the good advice of St. John Chrysostom (the Golden-Mouthed, A.D. 344-407) who said “Let us afford our children from the first an incentive to goodness from the name that we give them.  Let none of us hasten to call his children after his forebears, his father and mother and grandfather and grandmother, but rather after the righteous - martyrs, bishops, apostles.  Let one be called Peter, another John, another bear the name of one of the saints.  Let the names of the saints enter our homes through the naming of our children.”  This we have endeavored to do with all our children. “Blessed be God in His angels and in His saints!”


Anthony





	Most Western or Roman Catholics, when they hear the name “Anthony” usually think of the medieval saint, “Anthony of Padua” (A.D. 1195-1231) who was a renowned preacher and wonder-worker.  Actually, we named our son after a different Saint Anthony.  Among Eastern Christians, when one mentions the name “Anthony,” another personality from the early Church immediately comes to mind: St. Anthony of the Desert (A.D. 251-356), the great “Father of Monasticism” also known as “St. Anthony the Monk,” “St. Anthony of Egypt,” or most commonly “St. Anthony the Great.”  This is the Anthony that originally made the name renowned and the one whom we named our son after.


	St. Anthony was born in Egypt in A.D. 251 to a wealthy Christian family.  When Anthony was twenty his parents died leaving him and his sister a substantial inheritance.  Several months later, during the Divine Liturgy, Anthony was convicted by the reading in which our Lord told the rich young man in the Gospel, “If thou wilt be perfect, go sell what thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come follow me” (St. Matthew 19:21).  The Holy Spirit drove these words into the depths of Anthony’s heart.  He sold off all his possessions,  arranged for his sister to be cared for by nuns and then began his journey of following Christ through the monastic life of a hermit.  (His sister later would become the director of the nuns in their holy way of life).


	One author writes, “St. Athanasius, who wrote a biography of Anthony, gives us a picture of his solitary life during this time.  He kept to himself for the most part, except when going out to study with and take instruction from older ‘devotees’ [or Monks].  He kept the full cycle of worship services, and eventually knew much of the Scripture by heart, having recited it so many times during worship.  But for all its solitude, his life still had room for others.  As he chanted his prayers unceasingly, he kept his hands occupied with the weaving of mats, baskets, ropes, and sandals.  Of these he kept what he needed, and shared the rest with needy neighbors.  Always he was concerned for them, keeping in touch with them and of course remembering them in his prayers before the Lord” (Great Monks of the Desert, by Valerie Zahirsky).


	Anthony was not the first to follow the ascetical life of a Monk.  There were many already who sought to follow Christ in this heroic manner.  The monastics are those keenly aware of our fallen state who vigilantly recall the admonition of St. Paul who said, “Mortify therefore your members which are upon the earth; fornication, uncleanness, lust, evil concupiscence and covetousness, which is the service of idols.” (Col. 3:5).  They know and manifest the truth that  “if you live according to the flesh, you shall die: but if by the Spirit you mortify the deeds of the flesh, you shall live.” (Rom 8:13).  Therefore they constantly seek to grow closer to God through  self denial, almsgiving and  prayer, imitating St. Paul who said, “I chastise my body, and bring it into subjection: lest perhaps, when I have preached to others, I myself should become a castaway. (1 Cor 9:2).”  They are exemplars for the faithful by their valiant answer of the call of Christ who said, “If any man will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross daily and follow me.” (St. Luke 9:23).  Yet Butler records, in his “Lives of the Saints,” that Anthony “was very careful never to place perfection in mortification... but in charity, in which it was his whole study continually to improve his soul.”


	Therefore St. Anthony took great care to consult those who were monks before him to gain insights into the ascetical life.  The wisdom he gained, along with God’s grace, gave him the strength to endure the vehement attacks and insidious snares of the demons who constantly tried to make him fall from his vocation.  After 15 years of this life and much sufferings, Anthony at the age of 35, felt a call to an even more radical asceticism.  Up unto this time, Anthony, like other hermits and monks, lived on the edges and outskirts of villages.  He would now became a pioneer of monasticism in that he understood the place for him to fulfill his special vocation was to leave civilization and go out into the desert to pray to God.  This was a daring move, to go out into the wastelands which were no-man lands and haunts of demons.  Making his home in the abandoned ruins of an old Castle on a mountain, he raised monasticism to a new level and direction.  He maintained this life of almost total solitude for twenty years.


	As these years went by, people began to go out to Anthony to seek his advice, healing from sicknesses, spiritual direction or just to see and talk to this celebrated man.  As a result of this, word began to spread throughout the world and Anthony became renowned because of his profound wisdom and miracles.  After twenty years of solitude in the desert, so many now began to go out and imitate Anthony that “the desert was made a city,” populated by monks.  As St. Athanasius writes, “The monasteries in the hills were like tents filled with heavenly choirs, singing, studying, fasting, praying, rejoicing for the hope of the life to come, laboring in order to give alms, having love and harmony among themselves.  And in truth it was like a land of religion and justice to see, a land apart (Life of Anthony, Chp. 11).”  Anthony became a father to these thousands who lived in the desert and thus became known as the “Father of Monks.”


	Anthony remained faithful to this calling for the remainder of his earthly life, falling asleep in the Lord at the age of 105.  He so inspired men that numerous early Church Fathers knew of him and spoke of his outstanding witness to Christ.  For example St. Augustine was an  admirer of St. Anthony and inspired by his example.  St. Athanasius was so moved by St. Anthony that not only was he Anthony’s disciple and friend but also his biographer, composing the work “Life of Anthony” which immediately became a spiritual classic.  Needless to say, Anthony’s impact on the early Church was monumental.


	In his book, St. Athanasius sums up quite well the impact of St. Anthony’s life on the world (and the lesson we hope our son will gain from him), “That he was spoken of and by all admired and sought even by those who had not seen him -these things are proof of his virtue and of a soul dear to God.  For Anthony was known not for his writings, nor for worldly wisdom, nor for any art, but simply for his service of God.  That this is God’s gift none could deny.  For how was he heard of even to Spain and to Gaul, to Rome and to Africa, he sitting hidden in the hills, unless it were God who everywhere makes known His own people, who also had in the beginning announced this to Anthony?  For though they themselves act in secret and wish to be unnoticed, yet the Lord shows them as lanterns to all, that even from this the hearers may know that the Commandments are able to be fulfilled, and so may take courage on the path of virtue” (ibid, Chp. 20).





Athanasius





	The next name we gave our son is after the above mentioned St. Athanasius of Alexandria, Egypt.  Born in 296, he is known as “The Father of Orthodoxy.”  This is because when a great many Church leaders of his time had fallen into the deadly heresy of “Arianism” (a teaching which denied the divinity of Christ) it was Athanasius who obstinately (and nearly single-handedly) preserved the Church unshaken and kept her on the Orthodox path affirming that Christ was “Light from light, true God from true God, begotten: not made, of one essence with the Father.”  Participating in the Council of Nicea (A.D. 325) while still a deacon, the famous Nicene Symbol or Creed, if not composed by Athanasius, was heavily impacted by his theology.  Later, as Patriarch of Alexandria, he suffered much for his defense of the Nicene-Orthodox Faith, being hunted down and exiled numerous times by governors and emperors.  “His refusal to tolerate the Arian heresy was the cause of many trials and persecutions for St. Athanasius.  He spent seventeen of the forty-six years of his episcopate in exile” (Lives of the Saints - Illustrated).


	At one critical moment when Athanasius stood trial for his defense of Orthodoxy, his long time friend, the renowned St. Anthony of the Desert, actually left the desert to come to Athanasius’ defense.  This, combined with the backing of the Pope of Rome and the eventual defense of the Cappadocian Fathers (Gregory the Theologian, Basil and Gregory of Nyssa) led the Church to prevail in Orthodoxy.  St. Athanasius is highly venerated among Armenians not only for this above mentioned service to the Church, but also because our Anaphora (or Eucharistic Prayer) in the Armenian Divine Liturgy bears his name.  We hope and pray that our Anthony (and all our children), like St. Athanasius will always remain Orthodox and “contend earnestly for the faith which was once for all delivered to the saints.” (St. Jude 3)





Nerses





	Anthony’s second middle name is Nerses, named after the Armenian St. Nerses Shnorhali (which connotes “Graceful” or “Grace-filled,” A.D. 1102-1173).  He was a bishop and later the Catholicos-Patriarch of the Armenian Church.  During this time the Latin Crusaders were given an invaluable assistance by the Armenians of Kingdom of Cilicia.   Taking advantage of the close relations, St. Nerses worked hard to restore full union with the Greek and Latin Churches.  Besides his profound wisdom manifested in his writings (which earned for him the title “graceful”) St. Nerses is remembered for his powerfully enlightening insights into ecumenism, enunciating principals of mutual respect that would become the norm of ecumenical dialogue only in our own century.  Today, because of this, he is hailed as an ecumenist before his time.


	But this is only one of the many God given gifts of the “Grace-filled.”  As one writer states, “Merely to list all St. Nerses’ works would be a tedious task.  He is most famous for his ‘General Epistle’ (which was directed to the Armenian people, eloquently guiding them in their faith), for his many letters, orations, poems (such as ‘Lament for Edessa,’ a moving masterpiece on the destruction of that city), commentaries and ecclesiastical studies.  A great musician as well as writer and poet, St. Nerses enriched the ‘Book of Hours’ with many songs and the ‘Book of Sharagans’ with a wealth of sacred hymns, adding almost a third to their number.  His book ‘Jesus, Son Only-Begotten’ is used by devout Armenians and is second only to ‘The Lamentations of Narek’ and the Holy Bible.  Along with St. Gregory of Narek, he is a pillar of Armenian literature, especially of the Silver Age.  St. Nerses is perhaps the most beloved of all Armenian Saints and is respected not only nationally but universally (Saints & Feasts of the Armenian Church).”  Some Armenian Catholics have actually asked His Holiness Pope John Paul II to declare St. Nerses the Grace-filled a “Doctor of the Universal Church.” because of his great wisdom and profound gracefulness.





Thaddaeus





	We also give the name of Thaddaeus to our son Anthony to carry on the tradition of having a saint from the Life of Christ in each of our children’s names.  St. Thaddaeus the Apostle carried the Apostolic Faith to Armenia and is venerated with St. Bartholomew as “first enlighteners of the Armenians.”





Anthony’s Baptismal Holy Cross





	For Anthony’s reception of the Mystery of Holy Baptism, we have given him a Coptic Holy Cross as a reminder of his dying and rising with Christ (see St. Paul’s Letter to the Romans chapter six).  We chose the Coptic Cross because St. Anthony and St. Athanasius hailed from the Coptic Church.  Thus we thought it fitting that Anthony’s Holy Cross be reflective of his patron saints.  May the Holy Cross protect him from all evil and remind him of our Lord’s great love for him.





Part II.





What follows are samples of selections of the Godly wisdom of each Saint:





St. Anthony the Great, from “Sayings of the Desert Fathers”





Abba Anthony said, ‘I saw the snares that the enemy spreads out over the whole world and I said groaning, “What can get through from such snares?”  Then I heard a voice saying to me, “Humility.”’





Someone asked Abba Anthony, ‘What must one do in order to please God?’  The old man replied, ‘Pay attention to what I tell you:  whoever you may be, always have God before your eyes, whatever you do, do it according to the testimony of the holy Scriptures; in whatever place you live, do not easily leave it.  Keep these precepts and you will be saved.’





Abba Anthony said to Abba Poemen, ‘This is the great work of  a man:  always to take the blame for his own sins before God and to expect temptation to his last breath.’





Abba Anthony said, ‘A time is coming when men will go mad, and when they see someone who is not mad, they will attack him saying, “You are mad, you are not like us.”’





He also said, ‘Always have the fear of God before your eyes.  Remember him who gives death and life.  Hate the world and all that is in it.  Hate all peace that comes from the flesh.  Renounce this life, so that you may be alive to God.  Remember what you have promised God, for it will be required of you on the day of judgment.  Suffer hunger, thirst, nakedness, be watchful and sorrowful; weep, and groan in your heart; test yourselves, to see if you are worthy of God; despise the flesh, so that you may preserve your souls.’





A hunter in the desert saw Abba Anthony enjoying himself with the brethren and he was shocked.  Wanting to show him that it was necessary sometimes to meet the needs of the brethren, the old man said to him, ‘Put an arrow in your bow and shoot it.’  So he did.  The old man then said, ‘Shoot another,’ and he did so.  Then the old man said, ‘Shoot yet again,’ and the hunter replied ‘If I bend my bow so much I will break it.’  Then the old man said to him, ‘It is the same with the work of God.  If we stretch the brethren beyond measure they will soon break.  Sometimes it is necessary to come down to meet their needs.’  When he heard these words the hunter was pierced by compunction and, greatly edified by the old man, he went away.  As for the brethren, they went home strengthened.





The renown of Anthony reached even to kings.  [The Emperor] Constantine wrote to him as to a father and begged to receive answers from him.  When the letters were brought to him, he called the monks and said, “Do not admire if a king writes to us, for he is a man, but admire rather that God has written the law for men, and has spoken to us by His own Son.”  (Life of Anthony, Chp. 18).








St. Athanasius the Great, from the “Anaphora of the Armenian Divine Liturgy”





	Holy, holy, holy are you truly and all-holy; and who is he that will presume to contain in words the outpouring of your infinite loving kindness to us?  From the very beginning you did care for him who had fallen into sin and did comfort him in diverse manners by the prophets, by the giving of the law, by the priesthood and by the prefigurative offering of animals.


	And at the end of these days, tearing up the sentence of condemnation for all our debts, you gave us your only-begotten Son, both debtor and debt, immolation and anointed, lamb and heavenly bread, high priest and sacrifice; for he is distributor and he himself is distributed always in our midst without ever being consumed.


	For having become man truly and without illusion, and having become incarnate through union without confusion, through the Mother of God, the holy virgin Mary, he journeyed through all the passions of our human life without sin and came willingly to the world-saving cross, which was the occasion of our redemption.


	And descending into the lower regions of death in the body which he took of our kinship, and mightily breaking asunder the bolts of hell, he made you known to us the only true God, the God of the living and of the dead.


	And now, O Lord, in accordance with this commandment, bringing forth the saving mystery of the body and blood of your Only-begotten, we remember his redemptive sufferings for us, his life-giving crucifixion, his burial for three days, his blessed resurrection, his divine ascension and his enthronement at your right hand, O Father; his awesome and glorious second coming, we confess and praise.  And we offer to you yours of your own from all and for all.


	We do indeed praise you and give thanks to you at all times, O Lord our God, who, having overlooked our unworthiness, have made us ministers of this awesome and ineffable mystery.


	Not by reason of any good works of our own, of which we are always altogether bereft and at all times find ourselves void, but ever taking refuge in your overflowing forbearance, we make bold to approach the ministry of the body and blood of your Only-begotten, our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, to whom is befitting glory, dominion and honor, now and always and unto the ages of ages.  Amen





St. Nerses the Graceful, A hymnic prayer to the Suffering Christ





	Restorer of the universe, who clothed us with your glorious light, on whom the soldiers spread the crimson mantle of reproach; remove from me the rags of sin stained with the horrible blood and clothe me anew with my former robe.


	They bent the knee mocking you, heavenly King, they inflicted blows on your crowned head and hit you with the reed, and so did I stoop down to earth, obeying the will of the evil one.  Let me not become the object of his game but lift me up again.


	The mob surrounded you physically following the verdict of the judge, and you received blows on your skull for the sake of the skull of the first-born man.  By virtue of the baptismal font restore me to health, the one needlessly afflicted from head to toe.


	In lieu of the sacred and shining ornament which you placed on Aaron’s head, the tillers of Israel’s vineyard placed a crown of thorns on you.  Take away from me, the thorn of sin with which the enemy has inflicted me, and heal the lacerated wound so that the scars of sin may be eradicated.


	They gave you the gall to drink, the vinegar to the thirsty.  You drank of it willingly, so that the fruits of bitterness of the venom which has been injected in the recesses of my soul and thus may your love be sweetened therein.


	In lieu of the tree that ushered in death, once planted in paradise, you lifted the wood of the Cross, raising it on Golgotha.  Lift up my soul submerged in sin, O Lifter of the heaviest burden, as you lifted up the sheep upon your shoulder.  Take my soul up from earth to its promised place.


	At the third hour on Friday you, Lord, were nailed to the Cross, loosening the shackles of the first-born man and binding the enemy.  Strengthen me beneath the shadow of your life-giving Sign [referring to the Cross] and enlighten me with its light from the rising of the sun.


	The gates of the Edenic paradise were opened to the blessed thief, his petition being granted according to his faith.  Grant me also, Lord, with him to hear the same response: ‘Today you shall be with me in Eden, your first homeland.’





St. Jude-Thaddaeus the Apostle, from the Holy Bible (The Epistle of St. Jude)





	JUDE, A servant of Jesus Christ and brother of James, To those who are called, beloved in God the Father and kept for Jesus Christ:  May mercy, peace, and love be multiplied to you.  	Beloved, being very eager to write to you of our common salvation, I found it necessary to write appealing to you to contend for the faith which was once for all delivered to the saints.  For admission has been secretly gained by some who long ago were designated for this condemnation, ungodly persons who pervert the grace of our God into licentiousness and deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ.


	Now I desire to remind you, though you were once for all fully informed, that he who saved a people out of the land of Egypt, afterward destroyed those who did not believe.  And the angels that did not keep their own position but left their proper dwelling have been kept by him in eternal chains in the nether gloom until the judgment of the great day;  just as Sodom and Gomorrah and the surrounding cities, which likewise acted immorally and indulged in unnatural lust, serve as an example by undergoing a punishment of eternal fire.


	Yet in like manner these men in their dreamings defile the flesh, reject authority, and revile the glorious ones.  But when the archangel Michael, contending with the devil, disputed about the body of Moses, he did not presume to pronounce a reviling judgment upon him, but said, "The Lord rebuke you."  But these men revile whatever they do not understand, and by those things that they know by instinct as irrational animals do, they are destroyed.  Woe to them! For they walk in the way of Cain, and abandon themselves for the sake of gain to Balaam's error, and perish in Korah's rebellion.  These are blemishes on your love feasts, as they boldly carouse together, looking after themselves; waterless clouds, carried along by winds; fruitless trees in late autumn, twice dead, uprooted;  wild waves of the sea, casting up the foam of their own shame; wandering stars for whom the nether gloom of darkness has been reserved for ever.


	It was of these also that Enoch in the seventh generation from Adam prophesied, saying, "Behold, the Lord came with his holy myriads,  to execute judgment on all, and to convict all the ungodly of all their deeds of ungodliness which they have committed in such an ungodly way, and of all the harsh things which ungodly sinners have spoken against him."  These are grumblers, malcontents, following their own passions, loud-mouthed boasters, flattering people to gain advantage.


	But you must remember, beloved, the predictions of the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ;  they said to you, "In the last time there will be scoffers, following their own ungodly passions."  It is these who set up divisions, worldly people, devoid of the Spirit.  But you, beloved, build yourselves up on your most holy faith; pray in the Holy Spirit;  keep yourselves in the love of God; wait for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ unto eternal life.  And convince some, who doubt;  save some, by snatching them out of the fire; on some have mercy with fear, hating even the garment spotted by the flesh.


	Now to him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you without blemish before the presence of his glory with rejoicing,  to the only God, our Savior through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, and authority, before all time and now and for ever. Amen.





