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Abstract
Cyril of Alexandria’s Festal Letters are an underutilised source of his theology. Through
them one can trace the development of his thought throughout the tumultuous years of
his episcopacy. In this article, I draw attention to Cyril’s ‘unitive’ Christology and the
way he explains the incarnation to those under his pastoral care. Cyril employs key strat-
egies informed by strong theological convictions to describe Christ as one subject who is
fully divine and human.
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Cyril, bishop of Alexandria from 412 until his death in 444, is regarded in Christian
history as the ‘seal of the fathers’. He lived in a pivotal era when the church was con-
solidating political and cultural power throughout society, yet struggling internally
through doctrinal controversy and ecclesiastical wrangling to convey a unified, coherent
and faithful witness to the person and work of Jesus Christ. Cyril’s contribution to the
church’s theology during the Nestorian crisis of the fifth century is regarded in much of
Christendom as the standard of orthodox Christology against which all subsequent
christological developments are evaluated.1 Through careful and often painstaking exe-
gesis of Scripture, firm theological convictions, effective language and wise (or, perhaps
shrewd) political calculations, Cyril helped the church articulate its central message that
the eternal Word and Son of the Father became flesh in the person of Jesus Christ to
triumph over death and transform human nature.

Cyril’s own Christology had to develop throughout the christological debates that
consumed much of his energies during the second half of his bishopric. Against a dual-
istic or so-called ‘two-sons’ Christology that separated the divine Logos from the human
Jesus, Cyril stressed the unity of Christ’s person that preserved his deity and humanity.
For this reason, much scholarship has been devoted to Cyril’s dogmatic and polemical
treatises written from 428 – the year he first took notice of Nestorius – until the end of

© The Author(s), 2023. Published by Cambridge University Press

1Christopher Beeley observes the widespread belief that ‘the construction of the post-Chalcedonian
Christology from the fifth to the eighth centuries consists largely in the reinterpretation of Chalcedon in
light of Cyril’s mature thought’. See his ‘Cyril of Alexandria and Gregory Nazianzen: Tradition and
Complexity in Patristic Christology’, in Journal of Early Christian Studies 17/3 (2009), pp. 381–2.
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his career.2 These works continue to garner keen interest, as they clearly exhibit the
breadth and sophistication of Cyril’s Christology, as well as other key doctrines within
his theological schema.3 They also manifest his penchant for disputes and political
manoeuvring, a character defect noted by ancient and modern critics alike. In recent
decades, increasing scholarly attention has been given to Cyril’s interpretation of
Scripture through new translations of his commentaries, along with studies of his inter-
pretive methods and the theological insights that arise from his reading of Scripture.4

This has been a welcome development in Cyrilline scholarship. But to date far less
focus has been dedicated to the pastoral works of Cyril known as the Festal Letters.5

The Festal Letters were annual correspondences written every autumn by the
Alexandrian bishop to Christians throughout Egypt announcing the dates of
the Lenten fast and Easter Sunday for the following spring. This practice began in
the late second century with bishop Demetrius.6 Originally, letters were brief, in keeping

2Some of the more recent studies include Bernard Meunier, Le Christ de Cyrille D’Alexandrie
L’humanité, le salut et la question monophysite (Paris: Beauchesne, 1997); Steve McKinion, Words,
Imagery, and the Mystery of Christ: A Reconstruction of Cyril of Alexandria’s Christology (Leiden: Brill,
2000); John McGuckin, Saint Cyril of Alexandria and the Christological Controversy (Crestwood, NY:
St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2004); Susan Wessel, Cyril of Alexandria and the Nestorian Controversy:
The Making of a Saint and a Heretic (Oxford: OUP, 2004); Hans Van Loon, The Dyophysite Christology
of Cyril of Alexandria (Leiden: Brill, 2009); Patrick Gray, Claiming the Mantle of Cyril: Cyril of
Alexandria and the Road to Chalcedon (Leuven: Peeters, 2021).

3Some of the more influential works written after 428 include Adversus Nestorii blasphemias (430), De
recta fide (430), Twelve Anathemas Against Nestorius (430–431), Scholia de incarnatione Unigeniti (431),
Contra Diodorum et Teodorum (438), Quod unus sit Christus (438 or later).

4On Cyril’s biblical exegesis, see especially two recent monographs: Matthew Crawford, Cyril of
Alexandria’s Trinitarian Theology of Scripture (Oxford: OUP, 2014); and Hauna Ondrey, The Minor
Prophets as Christian Scripture in the Commentaries of Theodore of Mopsuestia and Cyril of Alexandria
(Oxford: OUP, 2018).

5This is not to suggest a complete dearth of scholarship on the Festal Letters. See the two recent studies
by Hans van Loon, Living in the Light of Christ: Mystagogy in Cyril of Alexandria’s Festal Letters (Leuven:
Peeters, 2017); and Hans van Loon, ‘Prayer and Fasting in Cyril of Alexandria’s Festal Letters’, in H. van
Loon, G. de Nie, Op de Coul, P. van Egmond (eds), Prayer and the Transformation of the Self in Early
Christian Mystagogy (Leuven: Peeters, 2018), pp. 209–24. See also Jonathan Morgan, ‘The Role of
Asceticism in Deification in Cyril of Alexandria’s Festal Letters’, in Downside Review 135/3 (2017),
pp. 144–53; and M. Vinzent, ‘Halbe Heiden – Doppelte Christen: Die Festbriefe Kyrills von Alexandrien
und die Datierung seines Werkes Contra Iulianum’, in Angelika Dörfler-Dierken, Wolfram Kinzig, und
Markus Vinzent (eds), Christen und Nichtchristen in Spätantike: Beginn und Ende des Konstantinischen
Zeitalters: internationales Kolloquium aus Anlass des 65. Geburtstags von Professor Dr. Adolf Martin
Ritter (Mandelbachtal: Edition Cicero, 2001), pp. 41–60. The general neglect of Cyril’s Festal Letters
seems to correlate with a general lack of interest in Cyril’s role as a pastor, bishop and administrator.
An exception is the important study by John McGuckin, ‘Cyril of Alexandria: Bishop and Pastor’, in
Thomas Weinandy and Daniel Keating (eds), The Theology of St. Cyril of Alexandria (London: T&T
Clark, 2003), pp. 205–36.

6See the introduction by Pierre Évieux where he provides a history of the Alexandrian bishops who com-
posed festal letters, the basic contents of the letters, and extant fragments in Cyrille d’Alexandrie: Lettres
Festales I–VI, vol. 372 of Sources Chrétiennes [hereafter SC], trans. Louis Arragon, Marie-Odile Boulnois,
Pierre Évieux, Marguerite Forrat, and Bernard Meunier (Paris: Cerf, 1991), pp. 94–112. All references to
the Festal Letters are to the critical edition found in Cyrille d’Alexandrie: Lettres Festales VII–XI, trans.
Louis Arragon, Pierre Évieux, and Robert Monier, SC 392 (Paris: Cert, 1993), and Cyrille d’Alexandrie:
Lettres Festales XII–XVII, trans. Marie-Odile Boulnois and Bernard Meunier, SC 434 (Paris: Cerf, 1998).
While no critical edition of letters 18–30 currently exists, the Greek text is found in Migne’s Patrologia
Graeca [hereafter PG] 77.809–981. The English translation of the entire collection of the letters is found
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with their purpose; but over time, they took on greater length and significance as
bishops began using them as teaching tools for discipleship and theological instruction.7

Cyril follows this trajectory. He used his Festal Letters as occasions to articulate doc-
trines, demonstrate proper exegesis of Scripture, warn against false teachings and
encourage believers to pursue holiness. All twenty-nine letters from Cyril have been
preserved. For this reason, the Festal Letters are an invaluable resource to gauge the
development of Cyril’s thought as well as his pastoral sensibilities. In fact, these letters
reveal that for Cyril pastoral ministry and theological convictions coinhere.

One of the fruits of studying the Festal Letters is that through them, we get a portrait
of Cyril as the shepherd and overseer of souls. This helps provide a more balanced per-
spective to a reputation often shaded by his pugilism and hostility towards his adver-
saries.8 In addition, because the dates and chronological sequence of these letters are
known, one can get a reasonable sense of the particular historical, political and cultural
events occurring in Cyril’s Alexandrian milieu when he wrote them, as well as any
developments or shifts in his thinking as the successive years of his ministry wore on
through changing circumstances and new challenges.

My aim in this essay is to explore Cyril’s doctrine of the person and work of Christ in
the Festal Letters. These letters are Cyril’s pastoral attempts to communicate the mystery
of the incarnation to those under his spiritual care. Thus, I will draw attention to the
scriptural, theological and linguistic tools he utilises to help the believers under his
care rightly confess the mystery of Christ. I will also point out the theological convic-
tions embedded within these letters that provide a theological framework for Cyril’s
teaching. As I will show, his concern throughout the letters is to articulate a unitive doc-
trine of the incarnation that distinguishes but does not divide the divinity and humanity
of Christ. Jesus Christ is the person of the Son who became man. Further, the Festal
Letters provide a panoramic view of Cyril’s Christology from the beginning of his bish-
opric, throughout the years of the Nestorian controversy, the Council of Ephesus and its
aftermath, until the end of his life. Though there are some developments in his termin-
ology, the letters convey a remarkable consistency in Cyril’s Christology over his long
episcopal career. The consistent Christology of the letters mirrors the christological con-
victions one finds elsewhere throughout Cyril’s corpus. Thus, the Festal Letters do not
so much convey new or different ideas in Cyril’s theology as confirm what he expresses
about the mystery of Christ in his exegetical and polemical writings. Given their under-
utilisation as a source for Cyril’s theology to this point, my hope is that this study will
not only contribute to the growing body of scholarship on Cyril, but will encourage
more studies of his Festal Letters in particular.

Communicating the mystery of the incarnation

Cyril’s Festal Letters convey the bishop’s effort to instruct believers throughout Egypt
about how they should understand and confess the incarnation. His primary concern

in St. Cyril of Alexandria: Festal Letters 1–12, vol. 118 of The Fathers of the Church [hereafter FC], ed. John
O’Keefe, trans. Philip Amidon, S.J. (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2009); and
St. Cyril of Alexandria: Festal Letters 13–30, ed. John O’Keefe, trans. Philip Amidon, S.J., FC 127
(Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2013). These English translations will hereafter
be abbreviated FL.

7The festal letters of Athanasius exemplify the scope and purpose of the letters by the fourth century.
8Unfortunately, on some occasions in these letters Cyril’s penchant for fierce polemics and harsh invec-

tives come to the fore, especially against the Jews. His sixth festal letter is a particularly stark example.

Scottish Journal of Theology 165

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0036930623000698 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0036930623000698


is that they know Jesus Christ is the divine Son of God who became man while remain-
ing what he had always been from eternity. That is, the Son who pre-existed with the
Father is the same one who was born of the Virgin Mary and ‘became obedient to
death’ (Phil 2:8) for our salvation. Cyril’s central thesis is that Jesus is truly divine
and truly human as one, whole, undivided person.9 His emphasis is thus on a ‘unitive’
Christology. Jesus Christ is not the divine Word alongside a separate man with whom
he shares the same body. Rather, Cyril declares Jesus Christ is one subject; the divine
person of the Son – one of the consubstantial Trinity – who became man. Cyril employs
four important strategies throughout the Festal Letters to explain his unitive Christology.

The first strategy is Cyril’s constant reminder to his readers, perhaps to their relief,
that the incarnation is a mystery beyond human ability to fully comprehend. What one
believes by faith is not always what one can fully grasp with the mind. In his very first
Festal Letter, the new bishop observes the incomparable distance between human nature
and the divine nature of the Logos. The Scriptures declare that humans are ‘dust and
ashes’; but concerning the Son, the prophet Isaiah asks, ‘who will be able to explain
his generation’?10 The glorious incarnation is a mystery according to the prerogative
of God. As Cyril remarks in his twelfth letter, humans confess and worship God, but
they cannot know the divine nature itself.11 The union between the incomprehensible
divine nature and the human nature we experience is something both unfathomable
and wonderful for Cyril. In his tenth letter, he observes that the divinity and humanity
of Christ are bound in an ‘ineffable combination’ (ἀρρήτῳ τινὶ συνόδῳ), where both are
distinguished in concept alone.12 His eighteenth letter, written for 430, is another
example where Cyril maintains that the divinity and humanity of Christ come into
union ‘ineffably’ (ἀποῤῥήτως) and in a manner ‘beyond comprehension’.13 That is,
the Word’s natural deity and his assumed humanity are so singularly united that
only by logical inference can one distinguish between them.

The second strategy Cyril uses to explain his unitive Christology is his firm and
repeated warnings against ‘dividing Christ in two’. Cyril admonishes against speaking
or thinking about Jesus Christ as if he is the product of the divine Son possessing or
inhabiting a human being, thereby making Jesus two entities that only appear to be
unified through a single human body. He also warns against the notion that the Son
of God was transformed into a human person, as though the eternal Word could aban-
don his divine state and change into another condition altogether, resulting in one Son
before and another Son after the incarnation. Though Cyril’s insistence on Christ as one
subject – the divine Son as man – became prominent in his struggles with Nestorius
and his allies, and would be the christological hallmark for which he is remembered,
his warning against a doctrine of ‘two Sons’ appears well before the controversy

9Though the word hypostasis is generally understood to mean ‘person’ in trinitarian theology, through-
out the Festal Letters Cyril only employs it when quoting or alluding to Heb 1:3. He does not use it in ref-
erence to the Son’s personhood. I use the word ‘person’ in this paper because it communicates to a
contemporary reader something along the lines of what Cyril meant, even though he, like all ancient
authors, did not use the term to indicate a modern notion of person. McGuckin observes that Cyril
often uses hypostasis to ‘describe the manner of the union in Christ’. See his excellent analysis of the mean-
ing and use of hypostasis and similar Greek terms used by Cyril and other fifth century thinkers in Saint
Cyril of Alexandria, pp. 138–45.

10FL 1.2 (SC 372.152). Cyril is quoting Gen 18:27 and Isa 53:8, respectively.
11FL 12.3 (SC 434.52). Cf. Gregory of Nazianzus, Theological Orations 23.
12FL 10 (SC 392.192). Cf. 8.5 (SC 392.100).
13FL 18.4 (PG 77.813).
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arose.14 In his eighth letter, written for 420 – years before he became aware of Nestorius’
controversial teachings – Cyril is preoccupied with proving that the Son of God is one
and the same before and after taking flesh. His point is that the eternal Word does not
undergo change even though he became man. Cyril finds support from Heb 13:8: ‘Jesus
Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever’. A critical interlocuter may pose the
question, ‘If Jesus was a man born “in these last times”, how has he always been’? Cyril
answers that Paul (like nearly all the fathers, Cyril believed Hebrews to be Pauline) attri-
butes to Christ’s humanity ‘the things belonging to the Word, who lives and is forever’.
To do otherwise would be ‘to divide in two…the one, only, and true Son’ after the
incarnation.15 Cyril elaborates:

The things that properly and naturally belong to the Word, even before the flesh,
are also the things attributed again to him when he had become flesh, knowing
that he has not become other on account of the flesh, but the honor of divinity
is preserved in full for him even when he became man.16

Here we see an early articulation of the communicatio idiomatum from the young
bishop. What is true of the divine, eternal Son can be attributed to the man Jesus
Christ who is that very same Son in the flesh. Commenting on Col 1:14–18, Cyril
remarks,

For in the same way as it is not thought suitable to a human being to create, which
does suit God, so also is it foreign to God to die. But apparently Paul applies both
to the same One. For he does not know of one Son and another, but One and the
same.17

Jesus Christ is ‘one both before flesh and with flesh’.18 To be sure, Cyril recognises
the ontological difference between the divinity the Son has always had and the human
nature he assumed.19 Deity is one thing and humanity quite another. But in the incar-
nation ‘there is one Christ from the two’.20

Cyril presses this conviction with greater force in Festal Letter 17, written for 429. At
this point, he had become embroiled in the debate with Nestorius. With his adversary in
mind, Cyril charges,

14Cyril was not aware of the distinct nuances of Antiochene Christology until 433. See Gray, Claiming
the Mantle of Cyril, pp. 37, 125–44.

15FL 8.4–5 (SC 392.92–6).
16Ibid., 96.
17FL 8.6, (trans. FC 112.151; SC 392.104).
18FL 8.5. (SC 392.98).
19Cf. FL 17.3 where Cyril observes that we recognise ‘with good reason that divinity and humanity are

incomparable with one another in unity’ (SC 434.282). On the ways Cyril addresses the distinction and
unity of Christ’s divine and human natures in his Christology, see Ruth Siddals, ‘Oneness and
Difference in the Christology of Cyril of Alexandria’, in Elizabeth Livingstone (ed), Studia Patristica
(Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 1985), pp. 207–11; Thomas Weinandy, ‘Cyril and the Mystery
of the Incarnation’, in Thomas Weinandy and Daniel Keating (eds), The Theology of St. Cyril of
Alexandria (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2003), pp. 23–54; Mark Edwards, ‘One Nature of the Word
Enfleshed’, in Harvard Theological Review 108/2 (2015), pp. 289–306.

20FL 8.6 (SC 392.100).
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…he who places parts in front of us, presenting both a man and another son sep-
arately from the one who is from God by nature, does not accurately comprehend
the depth of the mystery. For it is not a man we have worshipped and have learned
to obey from the saints who instructed us in the divine mysteries, but, rather God
has become man…and the Word who is from the Father is regarded as one with
his own body.21

As in Festal Letter 8, written nine years previously, here, too, Cyril is concerned to pre-
serve the divine immutability of the Son. Even when the Son became flesh, he did not
abandon the ‘natural dignities inherent in him…the only-begotten Word of God did
not become man in order to cease to be God, but rather that even in assuming the
flesh, he might preserve the glory of his own excellence’.22 In remaining what he had
always been even when becoming man, Christ elevated human nature in himself to
an honour suited to the divine.23 We worship the one incarnate Son who, through
‘interweaving’ (ἀναπλέκοντϵς), is both divine and human. The eternal Son experienced
a human birth through the holy Virgin. For this reason, we do not regard him as a man
who bears God, but ‘as God who has become man’.24 Cyril warns against conceptualis-
ing the ‘one Christ and one Lord’ as being ‘cut up’, resulting in a man apart from God
after the incarnation.25 Though the human and divine natures are incomparably differ-
ent from one another ontologically, Cyril insists that the church accepts and apprehends
the incarnate Christ as ‘one Son’.26

Cyril provides an illustration of the union of divine and human in Christ using the
image of a costly jewel penetrated by beams of light.27 As the beams radiate through the
jewel, a beholder would observe the illumined stone as a single object. Cyril maintains
that the union of jewel and light can be divided only in the abstract. That is, one can
conceive of the precious stone as a thing in itself apart from the light within it, and
vice versa. But if the radiant jewel is shattered, the singleness of the entity is likewise
destroyed. The result is the separation of the union of light and stone. Cyril decries
this separation as ‘unacceptable’, since a single, beautiful entity has been ruined through
division. Cyril then makes the obvious christological application.28

And thus we speak also of Christ: in an ineffable way that one can neither know
nor explain, divinity and humanity have come together in one place, to what
ultimately is regarded as one, so that in this he is considered both man with us
and God for us; both the only-begotten and firstborn.29

Even though one can conceive of Christ’s divinity separate from his humanity, in reality
they are inseparably united in him and cannot be otherwise.

21FL 17.3 (SC 434.282).
22FL 17.2 (SC 434.264–6).
23SC 434.266.
24FL 17.2 (SC 434.266–8).
25SC 434.268.
26Ibid.
27Cyril uses the imagery of a shining pearl and a fragrant lily in his Second Book Against Nestorius. See

the helpful analysis of Cyril’s illustrations in Siddals, ‘Oneness and Difference’, pp. 208–9.
28FL 17.2 (SC 434.268). The word Cyril uses is ἀκαλλὲς.
29Ibid.
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The third strategy Cyril uses to describe the unity of Christ is his careful application
of biblical language. He is especially indebted to John 1:14 and Philippians 2:6–8. Cyril
quotes or alludes to both passages with steady frequency throughout the letters and
seeks to wed them together into one coherent message.30 In the Johannine passage,
he pays particular attention to the word ἐγένετο (‘became’): the Word became
flesh.31 Cyril is adamant that the Son was not ‘in’ a human being; that would call
into question the uniqueness of Christ, since the Word dwells in all the saints.32

Christ was not a man ‘possessed’ by divinity; that would indicate a merely deified
man.33 The Son did not mysteriously transform into the nature of the flesh; that
would indicate a change in the divine nature.34 Cyril also admonishes that the eternal
Son did not ‘join (συνάψας) to himself a human being’.35 That would mean Christ is
two, a strange amalgamation of the divine Son and a human person. Rather, the eternal
Son who is consubstantial with the Father became man in a way that surpasses under-
standing.36 Though the manner of the incarnation is mysterious, Cyril points to the
kenosis, or self-emptying, of the Son as the divine prerequisite of the incarnation.
Cyril regularly repeats a variation of Philippians 2:6–8: the ‘only-begotten Word of
God’ subsequently ‘emptied’ or ‘humbled’ himself in order to ‘become as we are’ or
‘take on our form’. The Son who shares the essence of the Father did not change
into something other than what he had always been, nor did he descend upon or
enter into an already existing human person. Rather, the eternal Logos of God became
man, and that man is Jesus Christ. To put it another way, the pre-existing Son and the
child born of Mary are one and the same person, fully divine and fully human. The
Word condescended to our condition and became one of us.

The fourth strategy the Alexandrian bishop employs for the benefit of his flock is
using mixture language to describe the manner in which the divine and human natures
are unified in the incarnation. Cyril presses into service a variety of terms that share
synonymous (though not always identical) meanings, ranging from ‘mixing/mingling’
to ‘interweaving’ to ‘combining’ two or more elements. His purpose is to find ways
to stress the mysterious and inseparable unity of the divinity and humanity in Christ.
The initial point of inquiry here is to consider what terms Cyril used and when he
used them. It is noteworthy that mixture language appears in two letters before the
Nestorian debate and two at its height, showing that the controversy did not deter
him from this strategy, at least initially. In Festal Letter 8.6, written in 420, Cyril
names Athanasius, his model of the pure orthodox faith, as one who declared
Christ’s incarnation a σύνοδος (‘conjunction’ or ‘coming together’) of two dissimilar

30On the use of these passages in Cyril, see Lars Koen, The Saving Passion: Incarnational and
Soteriological Thought in Cyril of Alexandria’s Commentary on the Gospel according to John (Stokholm:
Uppsala, 1991). Koen acknowledges John 1:14 and Phil 2:5–11 as ‘the two favourite loci in Cyril’s theology’.
Of the Philippians passage, Koen observes that no eastern father previous to Cyril quoted it as often as he
did. See pp. 90 and 95, respectively.

31On Cyril’s interpretation of John 1:14 in his other christological writings, see R. M. Siddals, ‘Logic and
Christology in Cyril of Alexandria’, in Journal of Theological Studies 38 (1987), pp. 353–8.

32FL 17.2 (SC 434.270). Cf. FL 11.8 (SC 392.302)
33FL 8.4 (SC 392.92). Cf. FL 13.4 (SC 434.114).
34FL 13.4 (SC 434.112).
35FL 27.4 (PG 77.937).
36FL 27.4 (PG 77.940). Siddals (‘Logic and Christology’, p. 357) observes that according to Cyril, John

1:14 indicates that ‘something profoundly mysterious has happened which almost defies analysis and
stretches human categories to the limits: humanity has become the property of the Word’.
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realities, namely divinity and humanity, into the same space.37 Cyril describes the ‘com-
ing together’ of the divine and human as an ineffable ‘mixture’ (ἀνακράσεως).38 Later
in the same letter, he describes the properties of humanity ‘mingling’ (κϵκϵρασμένον)
with the glories of God and identifies the Christ we worship as the ineffable ‘ἀναμίξας’
(‘mixture’) of the divine and human.39 Similar language appears in letter 10, written for
422, where Cyril comments on Paul’s identification of Jesus as the ‘mediator between
God and man’. Christ’s mediation is possible because of the ‘mixing together’
(κεράσας) of an ‘ineffable combination’ (ἀῤῥήτῳ συνοδῳ) of the divine and human
in his person.40

Mixture language appears again in letter 17, written in 429. By this point, Cyril was
embroiled in the controversy with Nestorius over the doctrine of the incarnation. In this
letter, he continues to draw upon mixture language, but chooses different terms. Of the
five words he uses in letter 17, he repeats none of the words for ‘mixing’, ‘mingling’ or
‘blending’ that he had used in letters 8 and 10 just under a decade earlier. In letter 17,
Cyril maintains that Scripture teaches the ‘binding into unity’ (συνδοῦντες) our nature
with the Word’s, and ‘interweaving’ (ἀναπλέκοντες) both natures into one so that we
worship the one Son of God who has become human.41 A little further on in the same
letter, he again refers to the incarnation as an ‘interweaving’ or ‘combination’ of the div-
ine and human, this time using the term συμπλοκήν.42 Two other terms he draws upon
to describe the union of the Son with his humanity in this letter are συγκράσιν and
ἀνακιρνὰς.43 Both terms convey the sense of ‘mixing together’, ‘mingling’ or ‘uniting’.

The last two uses of mixture language in the Festal Letters occur in letters 18 and 20
written for the years 430 and 432, respectively. The dates of these letters bookend the
Council of Ephesus which convened in 431. In letter 18, Cyril uses the illustration of a
stream flowing from a river to demonstrate that the Son is of the same essence as the
Father. But like water from a river that has been ‘mixed’ (μέμικται) with earth, so ‘“The
Word became flesh” in the union of the economy’.44 In letter 20, Cyril takes aim at his
Nestorian opponents who separate the Word from the human being and ‘with difficulty
assign to him [Christ] a simple conjunction (συνάwειαν)’.45 Cyril himself never uses
the word συνάwϵιαν in a positive manner to explain the incarnation. He only employs
it to describe the position of his opponents. In fact, Cyril uses this word over 20 times in
On the Unity of Christ, one of his latest and most theologically mature works, to
describe the Nestorian model of the incarnation. Evidently, he did not believe the
word adequately captured the notion of inseparable union as do the other terms he
chooses. In fact, when we compare the mixture language of the Festal Letters with
the terminology in On the Unity of Christ, we find him in the latter text no longer
using mixture terms – except for συνάwειαν, which continued to function as a polem-
ical term against Nestorius. Likewise, from 430 until the end of his life in 444, he
dropped his earlier, positive use of mixture language from the Festal Letters. Given
the way the Nestorian controversy evolved, such expressions became more harmful

37FL 8.6 (SC 392.100).
38Ibid. The word can also mean ‘blending’.
39SC 392.104–6.
40FL 10.1 (SC 192).
41FL 17.2 (SC 434.266). Cyril uses the word ἀναπλέκοντϵς later in this section (SC 434.272).
42Ibid.
43Both terms occur, respectively, in SC 434.268, 270.
44FL 18.5 (PG 77.817).
45FL 20.1 (PG 77.841).
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than helpful.46 In his later years, he relied mostly on scriptural language and key theo-
logical convictions (as I will explain below), to describe the God-man. The table below
lists the terms, letters and their dates where Cyril uses mixture language in the Festal
Letters to denote the manner of union of the divinity and humanity in Christ.

Letter Date Mixture terms

8 420 σύνοδος – coming together

ἀνακράσεως – mixture, blending, union

κεκερασμένον – mixing together, mingling

ἀναμίξας (ἀναμίγνυμι) – mix together

10 422 κεράσας – mix, mingle

συνόδω – come together

17 429 συνδοῦντες – binding together, uniting with

ἀναπλέκοντϵς – interweaving, mingling, blending, compounding

συμπλοκήν – interweaving, combining

συγκράσιν47 – co-mixing, mixing together, blending

ἀνακιρνὰς – mingle, blend, unite

18 430 μέμικται (μϵίγνυμι) – mix, mingle

20 432 συνάwϵιαν – combination, conjunction (attributed to his adversaries)

The second point of inquiry regarding Cyril’s use of mixture language is how these
words function in his writings. Why did Cyril choose these particular terms and what
was he trying to convey? First, it is important to note that mixture language had a his-
tory in the church’s theological tradition before Cyril, notably in the writings of Gregory
of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa.48 Aaron Riches observes that a number of
pre-Chalcedonian fathers ‘of undoubtedly orthodox pedigree’ used the language of mix-
ture or mingling to ‘account for the intimacy of union’ in Christ.49 Of the figures of the
fourth century, Beeley has argued persuasively of the Nazianzen’s profound influence

46This seems to be the case with the word συγκράσιν. Cyril used it in Festal Letter 17 in his illustration
of the ‘blending’ of jewel and light, but in his On the Unity of Christ he rejects the term as it had come to be
synonymous with a ‘confusion’ (wύρμον) that rendered the being of Christ unintelligible.

47Cyril uses this term to describe the ‘blending’ of jewel and light as a single entity as an illustration for
the unity of divine and human natures in Christ. In his later treatise On the Unity of Christ he disavows that
the incarnation should be understood as a συγκράσιν. Evidentially, the latter term had become synonym-
ous with ‘confusion’ (wυρμόν).

48For example, see Gregory of Nazianzus, Theological Oration 37 and Epistle 101 (‘To Cledonius’). For
Gregory of Nyssa, see his Ad Theophilum. See the discussion on ‘mingling and inversion’ in both Gregories
and within the development of the church’s Christology in Aaron Riches, Ecce Homo: On the Divine Unity
of Christ (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2016), pp. 91–106. Cf. Sarah Coakley, ‘“Mingling” in
Gregory of Nyssa’s Christology: A Reconsideration’, in A. Schuele and G. Thomas (eds),Who is Jesus Christ
for Us Today: Pathways to Contemporary Christology (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 2009),
pp. 72–84; and Anthony Briggman, ‘Irenaeus’ Christology of Mixture’, in Journal of Theological Studies 64/2
(October 2013), pp. 516–55.

49Riches, Ecce Homo, p. 92.
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on Cyril’s Christology, including his use of mixture terminology.50 Though Cyril is fol-
lowing an established trajectory, he reaches for a plethora of terms to designate the
manner of union between the divine and human natures in Christ, and, with the excep-
tion of συνόδω and ἀναπλέκοντϵς, he never uses them more than once in his Festal
Letters. Are Cyril’s word choices significant? Patrick Gray’s observation that Cyril regu-
larly uses ‘insouciant language’ throughout his writings is especially helpful here.51 That
is, Cyril is not always aiming for exactitude in his vocabulary. The lack of precision that
appears in some of Cyril’s words, however, does not mean he was careless about the
doctrines he was explaining or indifferent about whether or not his audience under-
stood them. Rather, he chose common, familiar terms within conceptual reach of
most Egyptian Christians of the time in order to bring home to them a very important
truth: Jesus Christ is the Son of God made man, fully divine and fully human with both
natures, however different, uniting in some way so that Christ is really one and not two
separate entities. Unlike his Cappadocian counterparts, who may have employed mix-
ture language with more philosophical nuance, Cyril does not seem to share that same
concern. He cares more about effectiveness in communication than philosophical
sophistication.52 Cyril knew his audience and must have believed that the terms he
used had enough explanatory power to get his message across without being misleading,
confusing or overly technical.53

Further, because Cyril believed the incarnation was an ‘ineffable union’, we would
expect him to reach for a variety of terms in his efforts to convey something beyond
human comprehension. He was aware that human language, however theologically or
philosophically sophisticated, cannot erase mystery. As Gray observes, Cyril’s select
vocabulary was ‘not to define…but to point to’ the reality of the Word becoming
flesh.54 If a divine act of God like the incarnation cannot be fully understood,
human words will always fall short of providing a full and comprehensive explanation.55

Though imperfect, the terms Cyril uses did what they were supposed to do: they pro-
vided some sense of how Christ is one person who is both divine and human without
reducing the mystery.

Theological convictions informing Cyril’s Christology

Cyril of Alexandria was adamant that Christians scattered throughout his Egyptian dio-
cese understand that Christ is a single person who is both divine and human. He
believes his teaching was consistent with Scripture and the theological tradition he

50Beeley, ‘Cyril of Alexandria and Gregory Nazianzen’, pp. 396–8.
51See Gray’s discussion, in Claiming the Mantle of Cyril, pp. 36–41. John O’Keefe makes a similar obser-

vation about Cyril’s ‘imprecise’ christological language in a footnote discussion of Cyril’s first letter (FC
118.50, fn. 79).

52On Cyril’s general attitude towards philosophy, see R.M. Grant, ‘Greek Literature in the Treatise De
Trinitate and Cyril’s Contra Julianum’, in Journal of Theological Studies 15 (1964), pp. 265–79;
Jean-Marie Labelle, ‘Saint Cyrille D’Alexandrie: Témoin de la langue et de la pensée philosophiques au
Ve siècle’, in Recherches de Sciences Religieuses 52 (1978), pp. 135–58; Luc Brisson, ‘Clement and Cyril
of Alexandria: Confronting Platonism with Christianity’, in Studia Patristica 57 (2013), pp. 19–43.

53Gray, Claiming the Mantle of Cyril, p. 39.
54Ibid., p. 38.
55Ibid., p. 39, where Gray remarks, ‘Conceptual clarity, or to use Nestorius’ favourite word, “precision,”

when talking about such things, was to him [Cyril] neither desirable nor appropriate in the face of God’s
ineffability and omnipotence’.
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inherited. He gives no quarter to any notion of dividing the divine Son from the human
Jesus. But what, specifically, did Cyril believe was at stake? Why did he so vociferously
insist on a unitive Christology? Throughout the Festal Letters, two primary doctrinal
principles come to the fore that undergird Cyril’s thought that help answer these ques-
tions. First, Cyril held a strong view of divine immutability. He rejected any model of
the incarnation that suggested change or alteration in the divine nature, as seen in his
consistent denial of any attempts to portray the incarnation as the Word transmuting
into flesh. Likewise, he rejected any notion that the divine nature was diluted due to
its union with human nature. In either case, Jesus Christ would not be fully God.
Such a diminished Jesus would be incapable of divine action and unworthy of worship.
Rather, the Word was, is and always will be God even after assuming human flesh. Cyril
stresses this theological conviction with great frequency throughout the Festal Letters.56

From his very first letter, he insists that in the incarnation the Son remains the same,
‘preserving his deity without change or alteration on account of the Incarnation, but
being the very one who was and will be always’.57 This conviction remained with
Cyril throughout his episcopal career.

Second, Cyril stresses the unity of Christ, because dividing Christ into two separate
entities would shatter the gospel message of redemption. Salvation requires an undiv-
ided Son and Lord in the incarnation. Thus, Cyril’s unitive Christology is inseparably
bound up with his soteriology. The theme of what some have called the ‘divine
exchange’ is everywhere in these letters (i.e. the teaching that the Son took what
belonged to us that he might give us what belongs to him). Athanasius’s well-known
dictum, ‘He [the Word] became man that we might become divine’ captures Cyril’s sen-
timent.58 Only God can save, and only humanity needed saving. Thus, God became
man. By sharing our nature, undergoing our death and rising victoriously from the
grave, the blessings of salvation Christ dispenses to humanity are manifold: he brings
our nature back to its ancient incorruption,59 joins us to heavenly realities,60 makes
us citizens of heaven,61 puts to death the pleasures in our flesh and restores us to vir-
tue,62 makes us stable and sensible,63 refashions us by the Spirit into his likeness,64

strengthens our nature and gives us power over sin,65 impresses his glory upon us,66

restores us to life,67 transforms us into a purity worthy of God,68 fills us with heavenly
goods69 and enriches us with new birth by the Spirit.70 Cyril exclaims:

56Cf. FL 5.7; 7; 8.4; 10.4; 11.8; 13.4; 14.2; 15.3–4; 17.2; 18.4; 19.4; 20.1; 24.3; 25.1, 3; 27.4; 30.4
57FL 1.6 (SC 372.182).
58De Incarnatione 54. See Athanasius, Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione, trans. Robert Thomson

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), p. 268.
59FL 2.8 (SC 372.230); 15.3 (SC 434.190).
60FL 2.8 (SC 372.230).
61FL 4.6 (SC 372.272).
62FL 7.2 (SC 392.50).
63FL 10.2 (SC, 392.208).
64FL 10.4 (SC 392.228–30).
65FL 13.1 (SC 434.88–90).
66FL 15.3 (SC 434.190–2).
67FL 18.4 (PG 77.813); 20.1 (PG 77.840).
68FL 19.2 (PG 77.829).
69FL 22.3 (PG 77.868).
70Ibid.
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In short, what is ours has become his in the economic appropriation, in order that
we too, in what is peculiarly his, might ascend with him and through him, gaining
that thing by the kindness that is from his. He said accordingly, ‘I am going to my
Father and your Father, and my God and your God.’ For we have been named sons
of God, having the Only-Begotten as firstborn and brother in the flesh.71

This is the reason that Jesus Christ must not be separated into two beings, persons or
centres of consciousness, one divine and one human. According to Cyril, a divided
Christ cannot save. Salvation is only possible if Christ is the very person of the Son
who became exactly what we are, sin excepted, while maintaining what he had always
been. Only through this unity of natures in the one person of Christ can human nature
be redeemed and renewed.

Conclusion

Cyril’s Festal Letters portray a bishop who cared a great deal about the way those under
his care thought and spoke about Christ. Though he stresses that the mystery of God
becoming man is great indeed, he looks to Scripture, especially John 1:14 and
Philippians 2:6–8, to provide the framework and guiding language to confess the
church’s central doctrine that the divine Son lowered himself to our condition and
‘became’ what we are. He also draws upon terms common in his day and already
used by some of his theological predecessors to help explain that the divine and
human are inseparably united in Christ Jesus. Cyril’s twin theological convictions
that God is immutable and that only the Son incarnate can save us further undergird
his unitive Christology. Throughout his letters, there is a remarkable degree of consist-
ency in Cyril’s use of Scripture and core principles concerning the incarnation. Though
he eventually left mixture language to the side and made other adjustments in termin-
ology over the course of the Nestorian controversy,72 Cyril of Alexandria believed that
Jesus Christ is the one Son of God who existed without flesh before the incarnation and
now exists with flesh after the incarnation without any division or change.

71Ibid., 868–9 (trans. FC 127.122–3).
72For example, he begins using the term Theotokos more frequently after the letter of 429 and decreases

his use of the word ‘temple’ to indicate Christ’s human nature. To some ears, ‘temple’ language sounded
remarkably consistent with Apollinarian Christology, a charge Cyril’s critics sought to pin on him.
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