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Very little is known about Cyril’s early life. He was born in the Roman province of Egypt in the small 
town of Theodosios; his uncle Theophilus was the patriarch of Alexandria. Cyril was educated in the Greek 
classics, philosophy, grammar, and rhetoric, before undertaking study of the Sacred Scriptures and Christian 
doctrine. When Theophilus died in 412, Cyril succeeded him as patriarch of Alexandria. Much of his tenure 
was focused on resolving complex civil and ecclesiastical situations, quelling the violence caused by competing 
Christian, Jewish, and pagan factions and resolving the disagreements that arose between the two dominant 
schools of biblical interpretation in Alexandria and Antioch.  
 Cyril is best known for his prominent role in fighting the heresy of Nestorianism. Nestorius, patriarch 
of Constantinople, taught that there were two hypostases, or persons, in the one body of Jesus Christ, one 
human and the other divine. Nestorianism held that the eternal Word merely dwelt within the body of the 
man Jesus Christ; as a consequence, he rejected the common (and popular) title of Mary at the time as the 
Theotokos, or “God-bearer,” since he believed Mary did not give birth to God but merely to Christ the man. 
Cyril took the lead in strongly repudiating these teachings as heretical, and the Council of Ephesus in 431 
condemned Nestorius’ position, teaching that Jesus Christ was one person with two distinct natures, not two 
people in one body. Indeed, Mary was truly the Theotokos, giving birth to God as man. In Christ, Cyril taught, 
there was only one subject, one “I” who continually exchanged his human and divine attributes. This allowed 
him to say in his major work, On the Unity of Christ, that God truly suffered in the flesh. The controversy did 
not cease after Ephesus, however, continuing into the centuries after Cyril’s death in 444. He was declared a 
Doctor of the Church by Pope Leo XIII in 1882.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
We confess that he is the Son, begotten of God the Father, and 
Only-begotten God; and although according to his own nature he 
was not subject to suffering, yet he suffered for us in the flesh 
according to the Scriptures, and although impassible, yet in his 
Crucified Body he made his own the sufferings of his own flesh; 
and by the grace of God he tasted death for all: he gave his own 
Body thereto, although he was by nature himself the life and the 
resurrection, in order that, having trodden down death by his 
unspeakable power, first in his own flesh, he might become the 
first born from the dead, and the first-fruits of them that slept. 
And that he might make a way for the nature of man to attain 
incorruption, by the grace of God (as we just now said), he tasted 
death for every man, and after three days rose again, having 
despoiled hell. So although it is said that the resurrection of the 
dead was through man, yet we understand that man to have been 
the Word of God. 
 

From Cyril’s Third Letter to Nestorius 
 



JOHN 6:52-59 (THE FLESH AND BLOOD OF THE SON OF MAN) 
 
READING (LECTIO) 
 
Slowly and prayerfully read the passage from Sacred Scripture. Pay attention to the words or phrases that 
move your mind or heart. Remain open to what God is trying to communicate to you. What speaks to you? 
 

52 The Jews quarreled among themselves, saying, “How can this man give us [his] flesh to 
eat?” 53 Jesus said to them, “Amen, amen, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of 
Man and drink his blood, you do not have life within you. 54 Whoever eats my flesh and 
drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him on the last day. 55 For my flesh is true 
food, and my blood is true drink. 56 Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in 
me and I in him. 57 Just as the living Father sent me and I have life because of the Father, so 
also the one who feeds on me will have life because of me. 58 This is the bread that came 
down from heaven. Unlike your ancestors who ate and still died, whoever eats this bread 
will live forever.” 59 These things he said while teaching in the synagogue in Capernaum. 

 
MEDITATION (MEDITATIO) 
 
Reread the passage, pausing on the word or phrase that spoke to you or struck you. Rest with that phrase and 
ponder its meaning with your mind and heart. Then, read the excerpts below and meditate on their 
significance.  
 

THE MYSTERY IS REVEALED TO THOSE WHO BELIEVE. How he will give them flesh to eat he does not 
yet tell them, for he knew they were in darkness and would never in that state be able to understanding what 
is ineffable…. But the power of learning suitably follows on those who believe…. It was therefore right that 
faith should first be rooted in them before understanding…. And it is for this reason (I suppose) that the Lord 
refrained from telling them how he would give them his flesh to eat, calling them to believe before they seek. 
For those who believed, however, he broke bread and gave it to them, saying, “take, eat; this is my body.” 
…Do you see how he does not explain the mystery to those who had senselessly rejected the faith without 
investigation? But, to those who believe, he declares it most clearly.—COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 

4.2. 
 

THE ENFLESHED WORD IS LIFE. Whoever eats the holy flesh of Christ has eternal life because his flesh 
has the Word which by nature is life…. If one joins two pieces of wax, one will see that one has become part 
of the other. In a similar manner, I suppose, the person who receives the flesh of our Savior Christ and drinks 
his precious blood...shall be one with him.—COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 4.2. 
 

EAT AND DRINK THE ONE WHO IS LIFE. O sublime condescension! The Creator gives himself to his 
creatures for their delight. Life bestows itself on mortals as food and drink. “Come, eat my body,” he exhorts 
us, “and drink the wine I have mingled for you. I have prepared myself as food. I have mingled myself for 
those who desire me. Of my own will I became flesh and have become a partaker of your flesh and blood…. 
Eat of me as I am life, and live, for this is what I desire…. Eat of my bread, for I am the life-giving grain of 



the wheat, and I am the bread of life. Drink the wine I have mingled for you, for I am the draught of 
immortality…. I am the true vine; drink my joy, the wine that I have mingled for you.—MEDITATION ON 

THE MYSTICAL SUPPER 10.  
 
PRAYER (ORATIO) 
 
Take what you have received in meditation and bring it to God. Enter into dialogue with him. Surrender your 
thoughts to him. Allow your heart to do the speaking. Allow these reflection questions to guide you.  
 

1. As St. Cyril’s commentaries show, the Church Fathers placed much importance in the doctrine of 
the Real Presence, that Christ is truly and substantially present in the bread and wine, which become 
his Body and Blood. Do you struggle with this belief? How can Jesus’ presence in the Eucharist 
become a source of consolation and strength for you? 

2. Through baptism and the Eucharist you are incorporated into the Mystical Body of Christ, the 
Church. How has God asked you to contribute to the building up of Christ’s Body? What gifts has he 
given you for the sake of this mission? 

3. In what ways is the Eucharist a source of life? How are you called to be transformed when becoming 
one with Christ through the Eucharist? 

 
CONTEMPLATION (CONTEMPLATIO) 
 
Once you have spoken to God, allow him to speak to you. Sit with God. Be in his presence. Recognize that 
simply being with him is enough. Allow his peace to overcome you. Let him act in your heart.  
 
CONCLUDING PRAYER 
 
A prayer written by St. Cyril of Alexandria to the Mother of God: 
 
Hail, Mary, Mother of God, venerable treasure of the whole universe, lamp that is never extinguished, crown of 
virginity, support of the true faith, indestructible temple, dwelling of Him whom no place can contain, O Mother and 
Virgin. Through you, all the holy Gospels call blessed the One who comes in the name of the Lord. 
 
Hail, Mother of God. You enclosed under your heart the infinite God whom no space can contain. Through 
you the Most Holy Trinity is adored and glorified, the priceless cross is venerated throughout the universe. 
Through you, the heavens rejoice, and the angels and archangels are filled with gladness. Through you, the 
demons are banished, and the tempter fell from heaven. Through you, the fallen human race is admitted to 
heaven.  
 
Hail, Mother of God. Through you, kings rule, and the only-begotten Son of God has become a star of light 
to those who were sitting in darkness and in the shadow of death. Amen. 


