Theological Analysis- Cyril of Alexandria’s “On the Unity of Christ.”
Introduction-
There are key themes that have been explored and debated about the person of Jesus Christ from early Christianity up to modern day thinkers who are still debated on such topic. It is evident throughout the text “On the Unity of Christ” that Cyril of Alexandria explores two key themes to knowing Jesus: as a human and as God on earth. Both are highlighted throughout Cyril’s text where he makes some crucial arguments. On the one hand, he understands the human nature of Jesus, through his birth, life and death. On the other hand, Cyril makes it clear that these experiences are intertwined with his experiences as a divine being, through his birth, life, death and eventually his resurrection. Understanding the importance of these distinctions of Jesus, however, Cyril highlights in his text that although such experiences can be seen as different from each other, he disproves the idea that there are two distinct beings. One is Jesus as a human being and the other as Jesus the Son of God, where Cyril returns this focus again back to the connectedness of the one being to God the Father through two aspects. In this review, I will be exploring both topics of Jesus’ humanity and also his divinity through Cyril’s text and will examine critically the ideas and importance of each aspect that Cyril evidently makes his conclusion on who Jesus was. 
Humanity of Jesus-
It is important to firstly highlight the beginning of Cyril’s argument on the Unity of Christ where struggles to define what he means by the unity of Jesus with God, and not just Jesus as being separate from God and entirely distinct. As Cyril continues, he makes the statement that Jesus has even been reduced from equality with God by some people and how God can send his son to earth in the form of a human was not enough to show this unity. However as John Anthony McGuckin highlights here is that “the intimacy of the connection between two realities in Christ: one a reality of the glorious power of the Godhead, and the other the tragic reality of the suffering human condition.”[footnoteRef:1] Cyril goes further with this statement where he states that “in that case, it is clear that they must deny that Emmanuel is God,”[footnoteRef:2] this is as much as Cyril can add to this topic without refuting this statement entirely. He looks to the biblical sources of Jesus’ early life on what makes him human. He takes this from the Gospel of John, where he leans heavily onto for his exploration of Jesus’ life, where “the word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.” (Jn.1:14) This understanding of the text also adds to Cyril’s argument, where the word becoming flesh gives life to Jesus, while retaining his godly essence but becoming human to save humanity. In this way, by coming in human form, this meant that he had to be born of a human to become a human on earth. Interestingly, not much is said of the immaculate conception by Cyril, which is essential to his argument of becoming human to bring the relationship of humanity closer to God. His only input of this aspect is how “God the Father engendered the Son from himself… to save the human race in him by means of the incarnation… which evidently and entirely depended on birth from a woman.”[footnoteRef:3] The birth of God on earth would seem to be largely important to anyone when it comes to the significance of Jesus’ life and only mentioning this aspect of his life once is interesting. The knowledge that God has become human for the sake of humanity is explored in Cyril’s argument but largely excludes this initial entrance to the world. It is almost as if Jesus’ birth is constantly being foreshadowed by his eventual death, which Cyril leads onto, essentially making his birth only for the benefit of the future of humanity.  [1:  John Anthony McGuckin., Cyril of Alexandria: The Christological Controversy: Its History, Theology, and Texts (Leiden: E.J.Brill, 1994), p.185.]  [2:  John Anthony McGuckin., St Cyril of Alexandria On the Unity of Christ (New York: St Vladimirs Seminary Pr, 1995), p.52.]  [3:  McGuckin, (1995), p.59.] 

The humanity of Jesus is highlighted again as Cyril states that “I say we must call him God made man, and that both the one and the other are this same reality, for he did not cease to be God when he became man.”[footnoteRef:4] This adds more to the initial discussion needed for the understanding that God made the man of Jesus, his Son, to enter the world for a purpose. It is once again included that Jesus, although was born a man, also contained the inner essence and presence of God at all times within him. However, Cyril does make a great point that later about Jesus being connected to God by God as earlier believers thought, returning once more to Jn.1:14. Where this repeated thought that God ‘became flesh’ in the form of Jesus further adds to Cyril’s understanding that he sees it important to distinguish what others might think this ‘connection’ to God is and what he thinks it should be seen as instead. Furthermore, he goes on to highlight how this union can only be due to the coming together of two things, in this sense it was the coming together of God and the humanity of Jesus, becoming not two distinct beings but a connected being.  [4:  McGuckin, (1995), p.76.] 

The humanity of Jesus is further explored in the argument of Cyril through his humanness, Cyril goes on to highlight how Jesus had appeared in the form of a slave, where God’s projection of his son on earth was to be one of poverty and nothing like God himself. For Jesus to have appeared as a human, Alister E McGrath adds that “God became human in order that humanity might become divine,”[footnoteRef:5] In this sense, it could be highlighted that by God not only allowing his son to be sent to earth, but he is also sending his son as a man of poverty, where he does not own much and has many earthly experiences that people can relate to and that is synonymous with human life. Cyril adds that Jesus has “adopted our human condition,”[footnoteRef:6] adding further that by becoming a human, in a sense, he must also endure human experiences and behaviours, and eventually, although prematurely, must also endure death as a human would. This aspect of the argument adds greater depth to the purpose of Jesus’ life where the scriptures even explore Jesus’ humanity at differing times. God cannot experience emotion, pain, hunger or even death which makes Jesus’ earthly experiences all the more important in attaining this closeness to God through him. This experience of aging begins the process of humanhood, where although not much is known of the early life of Jesus, we know that by being born, he has experienced different stages of life right up to his eventual death. Jesus exclaims his hunger in Matthew 21:18-22, where, in his hunger, ate a piece of fruit. This was a physical hunger where a human need was to be satisfied by eating the fruit, from which the tree then withered. With this, as a human, it is only relatable to other humans that Jesus would feel the need to eat food and experience other human needs. Furthermore, it can also be added how “Jesus wept,” (Jn.11:35) where this is another human behaviour which is entirely relatable. In this, if humans are to relate to God or Jesus, in this sense, then surely the experience of sadness or grief is a nature that can only be experienced by the earthly world and one that God cannot experience, only through his Son on earth can this be. Cyril does not go into any detail on the earthly experiences that Jesus encounters, as explored previously, however it is key to highlight such behaviours and feelings in understanding the manhood of Jesus and also to add more to Cyril’s argument on why he thinks that by God becoming man through Jesus can be relatable to humans of the time and also to humanity of the future after such events.  [5:  Alister E McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction (London: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), p.277.]  [6:  McGuckin, (1995), p.97.] 

The ultimate human experience that Jesus experiences, in a sense is the pinnacle of this discussion, is where this being who cannot be killed or experience death is suddenly condemned to a fate befitting of many humans, and an experience that all humans will encounter. Through Jesus’ death, Cyril highlights how “… (for the nature of man has been justified in him), so in the same way he caused him who knew not death (since the Word is life and life-giver) to suffer in the flesh.”[footnoteRef:7] With this, it can be explored further into the humanity of Jesus both leading up to his death and following, where Cyril does not explore explicitly with the mention of what happened at Jesus’ death but rather the significance through the understanding of why this event was essential in understanding God and the life of Jesus more. Even in the scriptures Jesus himself exclaims “God, God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mtt.27:45) and later “gives up his spirit,” (Mtt.27:50) further adds to this discussion of the importance of the death of Jesus and his final words. With this, Cyril does not explore the words of Jesus but rather explores the deeper meaning into the way that this was essential in allowing God not only the connection to humanity but also for humanities connection through Jesus to God. In this, Cyril highlights how “there was no other way to shake off the gloomy dominion of death, only by the incarnation of the Only Begotten. This was why he appeared as we are and made his own a body subject to corruption according to the inherent system of its nature.”[footnoteRef:8] In this powerful statement, it concurs effectively that through God becoming man on earth, he was essentially doomed to experience much of human ways. With this, it adds further to the point that Cyril is making here, where he aims to put an understanding to the meaning of the life of Jesus, where only through the death of an innocent and pure being would resolve this relationship of humanity to God. Gerald O’Collins also highlights that “[Cyril understood that] the ‘becoming’ not as a change of nature… but rather as an assumption of something (humanity) for a function (salvation), while remaining what he is as divine.”[footnoteRef:9]  There seems in Cyril’s argument that although we can explore Jesus’ humanity, we cannot do this without also exploring his divinity also. In a sense, as Cyril also added, “…. He so chose to suffer in the flesh was somehow blameworthy of him, but in another way it was glorious, for the resurrection has testified that he is greater than death and corruption.”[footnoteRef:10] This further implies the greatness of this act, not only as a human who has been condemned to death but as Jesus, a higher being, who was sent to save humanity by God the Father, and who has not only witnessed death first hand but has also overcome this fate through his resurrection. To be human also comes with his aspect of being divine at the same time.  [7:  McGuckin, (1995), p.115.]  [8:  McGuckin, (1995), p.125.]  [9:  Gerald O’Collins, Christology: A Biblical, Historical, and Systematic Study of Jesus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), p.167.]  [10:  McGuckin, (1995), p.118.] 

Divinity of Jesus- 
With the understanding of Jesus’ humanity Cyril makes it clear that to have one aspect there must be another, where this can be explored through Jesus’ divinity in Cyril’s account. McGuckin mentions that “deity and humanity were different things in terms of their discrete natures,”[footnoteRef:11] where it is, in a way, hard to see that such differing aspects can be seen in a similar way. However, with this, Cyril then asks the question: “Godhead is one thing, manhood quite another. So, what are these things which we say have come into unification? One cannot speak of things ‘united’ when there is only one thing to start with; there must be two or more.”[footnoteRef:12] With this, Cyril points towards this understanding that there must be a reason for this union, that there must also be more aspects combined into this union that he argues. Dietrich Bonhoeffer adds that “everything depended on a union being achieved between the divine and the human nature in Christ.”[footnoteRef:13] With this, he further argues this need for a unity of these two aspects in order for the understanding of such human and heavenly bodies to become interconnected. For there to be a union, there must be multiple parties involved to form a union, where Jesus is interconnected with God. Cyril highlights also how this can be equated to Jesus where there are two aspects uniting him to one, which are his human and deity aspects. Cyril makes this point further by adding that: [11:  John Anthony McGuckin, Cyril of Alexandria: The Christological Controversy: Its History, Theology, and Texts (Leiden: E.J.Brill, 1994), p.200.]  [12:  McGuckin, (1995), p.77.]  [13:  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Christology (London: Collins, 1971), p.89.] 

“Christ is understood as the Heavenly Man, not as if he brought down his flesh from on high and out of heaven and entered our likeness, that is to say submitted to birth from a woman according to the flesh, while ever remaining what he was, that is one from on high, from heaven, superior to all things as God even with the flesh.”[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  McGuckin, (1995), p.61.] 

This statement by Cyril is really important where we initially get this seemingly contradictory phrase ‘heavenly man’ which, at first glance, seems highly impossible to understand how any human can become heavenly. With this statement, McGrath adds that “Jesus Christ is the mediator between God and humanity. In order to act as such a mediator, Jesus Christ must be both divine and human.”[footnoteRef:15] This further applies the understanding of the significance of Jesus where this combination of divine and human can further bring God to his people and his people, to God. However, Cyril explains further with this statement, allowing more clearer understanding of what he means, where he is not simply God brought down from heaven and becoming the flesh that can be visible, but rather a man, his son, having been born of a woman and thus a human child who seemingly has this higher connection to God from birth. This therefore highlights quite importantly Cyril’s viewpoint on the way in which Jesus should be perceived as and should be understood as being at one with God, eternally. Cyril also continues in the notion of Jesus’ divinity through his lineage from not only God but also from David. Bonhoeffer mentions also that “the Godhead of Jesus is not an extension of his manhood,”[footnoteRef:16] further adding that although seemingly distinct essences, Jesus’ humanity is not distinct from his divinity. By combining such lineages, this alludes to his being born from a woman, his mother Mary and with his earthly family through Joseph and also his heavenly family, through God the Father. Cyril repeats, rightly so, this confusion between his earthly and heavenly father, in that some even take this to imply that Jesus is two separate beings due to having an earthly and heavenly father. He refutes this by adding that “you must not divide him who is of David’s line by saying that he is someone different to the one Christ and Son and Lord,”[footnoteRef:17] where this further shows Cyril’s standpoint in his dismissal of such claims that there must be two separate ‘Christs’ in the sense that it is clear to him that the right way of thinking is that “the Only Begotten Son who is born from God the father is himself, and no other, the Son of David, according to the flesh.”[footnoteRef:18] This adds an important point to Cyril’s argument, however it is also clear here where it may seem that there can only be one father and may cause confusion. Cyril concludes, therefore, that within Jesus is the essence of his heavenly father, as can be found within all believers, and there must be the earthly father that is Joseph, hence the birth through Mary.  [15:  Alister E McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction (London: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), p.287.]  [16:  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Christology (London: Collins, 1971), p.107.]  [17:  McGuckin, (1995), p.83.]  [18:  McGuckin, (1995), p.83.] 

Jesus’ appearance as God is further discussed by Cyril, where he highlights that “the deity is invisible by nature, yet he, who in his own nature is not visible, was seen by those on earth in our likeness, and God who is Lord appeared to us.”[footnoteRef:19] There are many statements of similar explanations as this one throughout Cyril’s discussion where it is clear that to understand the reason for God in allowing his son to appear in his likeness on earth, this would be the way in which, through his son, that humanity can be restored once more. It is important to highlight on this matter where Cyril highlights the nature of Jesus as his divinity is explored on earth. However, what is lacking in Cyril’s discussion is this earthly divinity of Jesus, where this could be argued as the bridge needed when Cyril previously stated the ‘heavenly man.’ With this, we can look to the scriptures where his first miraculous event was captured in John 2:1-11, where it highlights Jesus’ turning water into wine at a wedding. Much of jesus’ miracles are performed for the greater good of others around him, much like Jesus feeding the five thousand (Jn.6:1-24) or even later when he walks on water. Crucial further is the raising of Lazarus from the dead in Jn.11:38 where this further emulates what is soon to become of Jesus himself. Not only with these miraculous events can the son of God not only make possible but can share with others who believe in the works and practice of God, this further highlights this importance, even though absent from Cyril’s discussion, he still gets his points across effectively through this realisation on the absolute power of God through Jesus. Cyril ensures that even without such mention of the miraculous deeds of Jesus on earth, as could also be highlighted as his divinity on earth, Cyril adds that the “Word who is from the Father, then, is entirely perfect and needs nothing whatsoever, since he is God, yet he makes what is ours his own since he became as we are.”[footnoteRef:20] Gerald O’Collins also notes that “with Christ there came among us not merely a perfectly just person but also one who was perfectly loving and good,”[footnoteRef:21] where this further emulates the significance of his death and the meaning behind what was to come. This statement adds further to Cyril’s standpoint and also makes sense of the miraculous deeds that Jesus has been able to achieve on earth, through God, where such a life was perfect enough to be able to bestow such fortunes onto those who believed and had faith in the living God on earth.  [19:  McGuckin, (1995), p.111.]  [20:  McGuckin, (1995), p.110.]  [21:  Gerald O’Collins, Christology: A Biblical, Historical, and Systematic Study of Jesus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), p.305.] 

This argument goes further for Cyril as the final act that must occur with Jesus, his duty was coming to an end through his eventual death. With this, we can understand how in this act, Jesus’ life was to end on the cross for the sins of humanity and is essentially God’s death. Cyril highlights how it is simply not just God dying, but rather God saving his own people through the likeness of himself, in Jesus, for the greater good of humanity to become connected with God once more in this way.[footnoteRef:22] This is not simply a man being put to death on the cross, Cyril highlights here how it is both man and God on the cross, where death is the end in one respect but also as Jesus’ divinity is eternal, so is his earthly body through his resurrection. Cyril notes that “the Word was alive even when his holy flesh was tasting death, so that when death was beaten and corruption trodden underfoot the power of the resurrection might come upon the whole human race.”[footnoteRef:23] This is such a powerful statement where it ties all of Cyril’s discussion together, from the importance of being a man on earth doing the work of God and ending in such a brutal and human experience of death. However, the divinity of Jesus, therefore, battles through this death and overcomes the human condition in such a way that by being witness to weakness and death, overcoming this human nature essentially empowers the whole narrative to demonstrate the power that God has and his willingness to suffer and allow his son to suffer for the sake of his people and the future of his people to come. By essentially becoming both Jesus Son of Man and Jesus Son of God, this further adds to Cyril’s entire standpoint: “this is why we must understand Our Lord Jesus Christ in one person,”[footnoteRef:24] where he ends his discussion in such a sense that he has been building such a frame for the understanding on the unity of Christ, and constantly debating anyone who thinks otherwise, that there is only to be understood as One Christ who contains both human qualities and heavenly qualities; they are distinct in so far as they are also interconnected to Jesus at the same time. [22:  McGuckin, (1995), p.88.]  [23:  McGuckin, (1995), p.115.]  [24:  McGuckin, (1995), p.133.] 

Conclusion- 
Much that has been highlighted about the supposed two natures of Jesus, as has been explored in this review, however it is clearer after reading Cyril of Alexandria’s ‘On the Unity of Christ’ that we get this true insight into not only his beliefs about Jesus but also the way in which modern theologians have come to understand the differing beliefs on the unity of Jesus. Even though I have decided to separate the humanity and divinity of Jesus for the purpose of this review, it is overwhelmingly clear that both aspects are needed for the understanding of why Jesus was sent to save humanity, in the form of a human but through the essence of God. Cyril repeats multiple times how although it is understandable that people might think there are two distinct beings at work, however Cyril refutes this logic and, rightly so, argues constantly with this idea that the two cannot simply be interconnected and working in unison within one body. There is no clearer argument to be made for understanding that God had to become human to endure human feelings and emotions. Similarly, it can be argued for Jesus being divine where he cannot perform the miracles of God or the works of God without this aspect either. In this respect, it is clear therefore that both aspects are essential in aiding and guiding the other, where the life of Jesus is portrayed as being a human in the flesh but being ultimately divine at the same time. Although it is important to see the distinctiveness of each aspect but when they are brought together in the person of Jesus, Cyril argues that this is the reason for God’s love of humanity. Only through his own son becoming human can this become possible. When Cyril speaks of the humanity and divinity of Christ, it is evident, therefore, that both aspects are eternally connected through the Word from Jesus’ birth through to his death and eventual resurrection. 
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