
Bishop Cyril wrote extensively. In addition to commentaries on 
selected passages of the first five books of the Old Testament and on 
Isaiah, he also wrote commentaries on the Gospels of John and Luke.   
 
Cyril of Alexandria died on June 27, 444, having been a bishop for 
nearly thirty-two years.  
 
He was a man of great courage and strong character.  As a theologian, 
he is one of the great writers and thinkers of early times. Long 
celebrated as a saint, he was declared a Doctor of the Church in 1882. 
 
That anyone could doubt the right of the holy Virgin to be called the 
Mother of God fills me with astonishment. Surely she must be the 
Mother of God if our Lord Jesus Christ is God, and she gave birth to 
him! Our Lord’s disciples may not have used those exact words, but 
they delivered to us the belief those words enshrine, and this has also 
been taught us by the holy fathers. – Cyril of Alexandria 
 

St. Cyril of Alexandria, pray for us! 
 
For Reflection 

• What struck you most about Cyril of Alexandria? 
• How does his strong and devoted faith inspire you to  

live your daily life? 
 
Watch the companion video & listen to the audio discussion of what this 
saint can teach us, at our website! 
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St. Cyril of Alexandria 
Patriarch, Doctor of the Church 

 
Born: 376 
Died: June 27, 444 
Feast: June 27 
 
Cyril was born in the fourth century in 
Egypt. He was well-educated; he studied 
the secular sciences, including 
philosophy, but most of all he strove to 
acquire knowledge of the Holy 
Scriptures and the truths of the Christian 
Faith.    

 
Alexandria was founded by Alexander the Great in 331 BC. It was 
once among the greatest cities of the Mediterranean world. Alexandria 
was the capital of Egypt from its founding until its surrender to the 
Arab forces in 642 AD. One of Egypt’s largest cities, Alexandria is 
also its principal seaport and a major industrial center.  
 
The city lies on the Mediterranean Sea at the western edge of the Nile 
River, about 114 miles northwest of Cairo. Christianity was brought to 
Alexandria by the evangelist Saint Mark. 
 
Theophilus, the Patriarch of Alexandria, ordained Cyril as a deacon 
and assigned him to preach, because he knew that was one of his gifts.   
When Patriarch Theophilus died in the year 412, Cyril was made 
Patriarch of Alexandria. 
 
What is a Patriarch? The term means the father and ruler of a family.  
In reference to the Old Testament, it refers to Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob, since they were the fathers of the Jewish people. When we’re 
speaking about Christian times, ‘patriarch’ refers to an archbishop who 
holds priority over bishops. There are the patriarchs of Rome, 
Constantinople – which is modern day Istanbul, Alexandria, Antioch, 
and Jerusalem. 



As Patriarch, he was active in the complex struggles of that time. He is 
mainly known for his campaign against Nestorius, who was Bishop of 
Constantinople, and whose views on Christ’s nature were heretical.  
This heresy, now called Nestorianism, rejected the traditional doctrine 
of the Incarnation by denying the hypostatic union of human and 
divine natures in the one divine person of Jesus. In other words, 
Nestorius believed that Jesus’ humanity and divinity were separate, not 
united. 
 
This denial was characterized by his rejection of the title Theotokos 
(“God bearer” or “Mother of God”) for the mother of Jesus. Nestorius 
claimed that Mary was the mother of Christ’s human nature but not the 
mother of God, and concluded that only Jesus ‘the man’ suffered and 
died on the cross. 
 
This controversy erupted in the year 428 when Nestorius, the newly-
installed bishop of Constantinople, attacked the title Theotokos from 
the pulpit in the cathedral on Christmas day, claiming that Mary was 
the mother of Christ, but not the mother of God. He stated that to call 
Mary the Mother of God implied that the divine nature was born of a 
woman, thus making her a goddess. 
 
You can imagine the response of the people! Immediately his teaching 
was attacked by the laity and the clergy of Constantinople. When word 
spread of this new so-called doctrine, the neighboring bishops 
condemned it. 

This is where Bishop Cyril stepped up and said, “I am astonished that 
the question should ever have been raised as to whether the Holy 
Virgin should be called Mother of God, for it really amounts to asking, 
is her Son God or is he not?”  

He wrote to Nestorius condemning the heretical aspects of his 
doctrine, asking him to explain and defend himself. The reply of 
Nestorius demonstrated even further the depth of his heresy. 

Bishop Cyril decided to take this to the Pope. He compiled the 
personal correspondence with Nestorius, as well his own five-book 
response titled Against Nestorius, and sent these to Pope Celestine in 

Rome for the pontiff’s decision. The Holy Father gave a general 
condemnation of the teaching of Nestorius regarding Mary’s divine 
maternity, and commanded him to renounce this heresy within ten 
days. Bishop Cyril was to receive the withdrawal, or else depose 
Nestorius.   

What did Nestorius do?  He was far from submitting; he demanded an 
ecumenical council, and proclaimed his beliefs more loudly than ever.   
Nestorius was saying that a mother cannot bear a son older than 
herself. Therefore, Mary did not give birth to the incarnate Word of 
God, only to Jesus. He said he could never bring himself to call the 
Christ-child God. Nestorius concluded that it was not God who 
suffered and died on the cross, but only the man Jesus. 

In holding these positions, Nestorius was far from Truth, far from 
being obedient to the Pope, and not united with the teachings of the 
Catholic Church.   

Besides Bishop Cyril, many other clergy and laymen rose to defend 
the divine maternity of Mary against the attack of Nestorius.  

With Nestorius holding firm to his position, a council met in Ephesus 
to decide the matter once and for all. The council opened in the name 
of Pope Celestine I on June 22, 431. Bishop Cyril was the one who 
opened the Council with over fifty bishops in attendance.    

Nestorius refused to attend the Council.  

His teachings were condemned, along with all who held communion 
with him. Nestorius was deposed as bishop of Constantinople.  

Mary was officially proclaimed Mother of God, to the delight of the 
faithful of Ephesus. Recall that Ephesus is a traditional location of the 
last days of the Virgin Mary on earth before she was assumed into 
heaven; having come to Ephesus with St. John the apostle. 

Nestorianism was condemned by the ecumenical Council of Ephesus 
in 431. To avoid the further spread of his teachings, Nestorius was 
banished as a heretic. 


