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Like many of his second century contemporaries, information about Irenaeus is scarce. It is thought that he 
was born into a Christian family in the Roman province of Asia in the town of Smyrna (modern-day Izmir, Turkey) 
around the year 130. During his younger years he encountered and studied under St. Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna, 
whose reputation for holiness soon led to his veneration as a saint after his martyrdom in 155. At some point Irenaeus 
traveled to the province of Gaul (modern-day France) and settled in Lyons, where he was ordained and served as a 
priest during the persecutions of Christians in that territory in 177. He succeeded as bishop of Lyons after his 
predecessor St. Pothinus was martyred, charged with shepherding a weary flock weakened by repeated persecution and 
hardship. He continued in his ministry until his death around the year 202. 

Irenaeus is most well-known for his five-book Adversus haereses (Against Heresies), his magnum opus likely 
written between the years 175–189. In this work he refutes the heresies common in the Church at the time, preeminent 
among them the heresy of Gnosticism. As a disciple of St. Polycarp, himself a disciple of St. John the Evangelist, Irenaeus 
could trace a direct line to the apostles themselves, ensuring that the faith that he preached was true to what was 
preached by the most intimate disciples of Jesus Christ. In Adversus haereses Irenaeus, after providing detailed 
explanations of the heresies circulating at the time, offers point-by-point refutations of their claims armed with reason 
and Sacred Scripture, countering them with the authentic teaching of the Church. Central to Irenaeus’ claims was the 
universality of the Christian faith; whereas Gnostics taught that Christ came to reveal a secret knowledge (gnosis) to a 
few select disciples about how the soul could escape imprisonment in the body, the Church preached the salvation 
wrought by the cross of Christ to all people. For his contributions to the development of authentic doctrine, Irenaeus 
was named the most recent Doctor of the Church by Pope Francis in 2022. His efforts to ensure ecclesial unity won 
him the title Doctor unitatis, or Doctor of Unity.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
For as He became man in order to undergo temptation, so 
also was He the Word that He might be glorified; the Word 
remaining [at rest], that He might be capable of being 
tempted, dishonored, crucified, and of suffering death, but 
the human nature being swallowed up in it (the divine), 
when it conquered, and endured [without yielding], and 
performed acts of kindness, and rose again, and was received 
up [into heaven]…. Wherefore also the Lord Himself gave us 
a sign, in the depth below, and in the height above, which 
man did not ask for, because he never expected that 
a virgin could conceive, or that it was possible that one 
remaining a virgin could bring forth a son, and that what was 
thus born should be God with us, and descend to those things 
which are of the earth beneath, seeking the sheep which had 
perished, which was indeed His own peculiar handiwork, and 
ascend to the height above, offering and commending to His 
Father that human nature (hominem) which had been found, 
making in His own person the first-fruits of the resurrection 
of man… 
 

From Irenaeus’ Adversus haereses III.3.4. 



LUKE 24:36-43 (THE APPEARANCE TO THE DISCIPLES IN JERUSALEM) 
 
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? 
 

36 While they were still speaking about this, he stood in their midst and said to them, “Peace be with 
you.” 37 But they were startled and terrified and thought that they were seeing a ghost. 38 Then he 
said to them, “Why are you troubled? And why do questions arise in your hearts? 39 Look at my hands 
and my feet, that it is I myself. Touch me and see, because a ghost does not have flesh and bones as 
you can see I have.” 40 And as he said this, he showed them his hands and his feet. 41 While they were 
still incredulous for joy and were amazed, he asked them, “Have you anything here to eat?” 42 They 
gave him a piece of baked fish; 43 he took it and ate it in front of them. 

 
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.  
 

TRUE FLESH. But vain in every respect are they who despise the entire dispensation of God, and disallow 
the salvation of the flesh, and treat with contempt its regeneration, maintaining that it is not capable of incorruption. 
But if this indeed does not attain salvation, then neither did the Lord redeem us with His blood, nor is the cup of 
the Eucharist the communion of His blood, nor the bread which we break the communion of His body. For blood can 
only come from veins and flesh, and whatsoever else makes up the substance of man, such as the Word of God was 
actually made. By His own blood he redeemed us, as also His apostle declares, in whom we have redemption through 
His blood, even the remission of sins. And as we are His members, we are also nourished by means of the creation (and 
He Himself grants the creation to us, for He causes His sun to rise, and sends rain when He wills). He has acknowledged 
the cup (which is a part of the creation) as His own blood, from which He bedews our blood; and the bread (also a part 
of the creation) He has established as His own body, from which He gives increase to our bodies.—ADVERSUS HAERESES 

5.2.2. 
 

RESURRECTION TO IMMORTALITY. When, therefore, the mingled cup and the manufactured bread receives 
the Word of God, and the Eucharist of the blood and the body of Christ is made, from which things the substance of 
our flesh is increased and supported, how can they affirm that the flesh is incapable of receiving the gift of God, which 
is life eternal, which [flesh] is nourished from the body and blood of the Lord, and is a member of Him?— even as 
the blessed Paul declares in his Epistle to the Ephesians, that we are members of His body, of His flesh, and of His 
bones. He does not speak these words of some spiritual and invisible man, for a spirit has not bones nor flesh; but [he 
refers to] that dispensation [by which the Lord became] an actual man, consisting of flesh, and nerves, and bones — 
that [flesh] which is nourished by the cup which is His blood, and receives increase from the bread which is His body. 
And just as a cutting from the vine planted in the ground fructifies in its season, or as a grain of wheat falling into the 
earth and becoming decomposed, rises with manifold increase by the Spirit of God, who contains all things, and then, 
through the wisdom of God, serves for the use of men, and having received the Word of God, becomes the Eucharist, 
which is the body and blood of Christ; so also our bodies, being nourished by it, and deposited in the earth, and suffering 
decomposition there, shall rise at their appointed time, the Word of God granting them resurrection to 
the glory of God, even the Father, who freely gives to this mortal immortality, and to this corruptible incorruption.”—
ADVERSUS HAERESES 5.2.3. 



 
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. St. Irenaeus was preeminently concerned with establishing that Jesus Christ had a real human body. Why do 
you think he was he so insistent about this point? What are the implications of Jesus’ true humanity for your 
own life of faith? 

2. The famous account of St. Thomas the Apostle doubting the post-Resurrection appearance of Jesus to his 
disciples is only recounted in the Gospel of John. Still, Luke recounts that the apostles were afraid when seeing 
Jesus after his Resurrection. Try placing yourself in their shoes. How might you react if Jesus asked you to 
place your hands on his wounds? 

3. Jesus’ share in a true body permits those who partake in the Eucharist to become what they receive. What 
does it mean to become the Body of Christ? How has incorporation into the Mystical Body through baptism 
called for your personal response to God’s invitation to closeness with him? How have you responded? 

 
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 
 
The collect for the Mass on the memorial of St. Irenaeus of Lyons: 
 
O God, who called the Bishop Saint Irenaeus  
to confirm true doctrine and the peace of the Church,  
grant, we pray, through his intercession,  
that, being renewed in faith and charity,  
we may always be intent on fostering unity and concord.  
Through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son,  
who lives and reigns with you in the unity of the Holy Spirit,  
God, for ever and ever. Amen. 


