WHO ARE THE HOLY FOREFATHERS, AND WHY DO WE COMMEMORATE THEM
BEFORE THE NATIVITY OF CHRIST?
Luke 14:16-24
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The last two Sundays before the Nativity of Christ are called the Sunday of the Holy
Forefathers and the Sunday of the Holy Fathers. The Holy Forefathers and Fathers are all the
righteous of the Old Testament, as well as all the relatives according to the flesh of our Lord
Jesus Christ, beginning with the holy ancestors Adam and Eve, Abel, Seth, Enoch, Noah, and
his sons, the holy patriarch Abraham, and so on up to the glorious Nativity of Christ.

These holy and righteous ones burned like candles of God in the darkness of paganism and
lived in the hope of the coming of the Messiah. They awaited mankind’s deliverance from
slavery to the devil, sin, and death. They lived by this hope, lead by it as if by a certain inner ray
of the heart, which cut through the darkness of pagan religion. They lived in anticipation with
the foreknowledge of the coming of Christ and His Kingdom, the restoration of joyful
communion with God, and the foretaste of paradise, where human feet had not trodden for
many thousands of years but where the gates would unfailingly open. They knew that the One
whom they loved more than life itself was coming into the world, and for His sake they were
ready for anything—even death. The Messiah, the Son of God, our Lord Jesus Christ, was
coming into the world in order to save them and all of us!

It is precisely for this reason that on the final Sunday before the Nativity of Christ, on the
Sunday of the Holy Fathers, at the Liturgy we read the first synoptic Gospel, the first in order
according to the Gospel of Matthew, where the genealogy of our Lord, God, and Savior Jesus
Christ is recounted. On the one hand it is hoped that by remembering these righteous ones we
would know and be interested in learning about their lives and discover much that is
fascinating and instructive in them. On the other hand, this established order is testimony to
the fact that Christ is a real, historical person and that He truly is the Messiah—and more than
merely an historical person, but God Himself incarnate in human nature, Who became a real
Man, Who took on our sins, healed and redeemed us, and Who ascended to the right hand of
God the Father. Every man has ancestors, and our Savior also had them, which is what the
Gospel retells with utmost clarity.

Furthermore, | would like to direct your attention to the Holy Forefathers and Fathers from
the historical point of view. With the erosion of Christian principles in contemporary society,
more and more we see the acceptance of immorality and perversion as the new norm. As bad
as it may seem today, we have not yet reached the level of immorality of ancient times. For
example, the Canaanite people made sacrifices of their own nursling children to the pagan god
Moloch, the Scythians drank the blood of their enemies, and among many nations
drunkenness and fornication were glorified and even exalted to the level of religious ritual.
Cruelty and slavery were the norm. Human life was cheap. Anyone could break into another
man’s house during war and force its inhabitant into slavery, treating him as an object of
servitude and no longer as a human being.

It seems to me that in our own day and especially in those times it must have been very
easy to lose the guiding star of the true faith and the way of life of the one true God. The Holy
Forefathers and Fathers, however, did not lose it; to the contrary, they preserved it as a flaming,
fiery tradition, like a burning candle, which we also must not lose but preserve and pass on to
our own descendants. If the true faith and the Godly way of life did not exist today, the world
would no longer be standing. This sentiment was expressed when the contemporary actor
Jonathan Jackson, a convert to Orthodox Christianity, accepted his Daytime Emmy Award on
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public TV. In his acceptance speech he said, “I thank the monks of Mt. Athos for ceaselessly
praying for the life of the world.”

There is a reason why at the Liturgy on the Sunday of the Holy Forefathers we read the
Parable of the Wedding Feast. The powerful of the world rejected Christ, but the lame on the
wayside accepted Him and were triumphantly led to the wedding feast. Who are “the maimed,
the blind, and the lame” in the Gospel who were called and came to the wedding feast? Of
course they are, first of all, the Holy Forefathers and Fathers themselves, and after them all
people of conscience who acknowledge and repent for their brokenness and spiritual
sicknesses, whose hearts are set not on this life but on the eternal life on high, who weep and
lament over their sins and who seek healing from and through the Divine Physician, our Lord
Jesus Christ.

The central liturgical theme on the Sundays of the Holy Forefathers and Fathers is the theme
of the Three Holy Youths, Ananias, Azarius, and Misael, whom King Nebuchadnezzar had
thrown into the Babylonian fiery furnace because they did not bow down to the pagan idol. The
Holy Youths did not burn because an angel protected them. Their heavenly protector,
according to the Holy Fathers, was our Lord Jesus Christ Himself Who appeared in angelic
form. The three youths in the fiery furnace are a prefiguring of the Nativity of Christ. Just as the
three youths were not harmed by the flames of the furnace, so also Christ’s Nativity did not
scorch (did not harm) the Virgin’s Womb.

As we stand on the threshold of the Nativity of Christ, we pray that the Divine heavenly fire
would burn within the hearts of all of us, the same as it did in the hearts of the Holy Forefathers
and Holy Fathers. In fact, just as the Most High conversed in paradise with our holy forefather
and our holy foremother Adam and Eve, so does He converse with us, although because of our
sinfulness we may not perceive this in full measure as did the first people in paradise.
Nonetheless, God truly converses with us in our spirits, in our souls.

And perhaps one of the most important feelings or thoughts that unites the Holy
Forefathers, the Fathers, the apostles, and in general all the saints of all generations is the
understanding that the Lord, just as before, so also now, like a thousand years ago and in the
coming year, is amidst us and walks beside us through life.

During this holy time, there is hardly a person among us who does not struggle with or
suffer from some kind of pain or grief. It is my prayer that on the Feast of the Holy Nativity, all
of our troubles, sorrows, and burdens will be overshadowed by the joy, blessedness, and
celebration that the Son of God, our Savior Jesus Christ, has come into the world to bring us
the Good News that our sins are forgiven and that we are all invited to the Heavenly Banquet,
eternal life in the Kingdom of God. Amen.

(Based on a sermon by Fr. Andrei Chizhenko)
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