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Great Lent Giveaway 2011
Growing a Monastery
Youth Group Session 3 – St. Catherine Monastery

During the 4th century, many people moved into the desert of Sinai to pray without distraction and come closer to God.  A large number of these early monastics chose the area of Sinai.  Sinai is an important site for both Jews and Christians. Do you know why? 
In the last session we learned that Emperor Constantine ended the Christian persecutions.  St. Constantine’s mother Helen was a devout Christian, and is considered by some as the first religious archeologist.  In the year 326, St. Helen asked her son if she could go to the Holy Land to search for the cross of Christ. During her time in the Holy Land, she not only found the true cross, but built and adorned several churches.  The monks of Sinai heard of Helen’s work in Jerusalem and petitioned her to build a church at the site of the Burning Bush.  She granted their request and the Chapel of the Burning Bush was constructed in 330AD. The original chapel was later incorporated into the Church of the Holy Transfiguration. A tower constructed at the same time as the chapel still stands within the monastery today. The tower houses the Chapel of the Life-Giving Spring. [image: image2.jpg]



Around the year 550AD, the Emperor Justinian wanted to honor the area of the Burning Bush and protect the monks living in the vicinity. To this end, he commissioned the construction of a great basilica and fortress. Upon completion of the monastery he instructed some of his soldiers to remain in the area to protect the monastery.  You can still find two inscriptions in the beams of the Church of the Transfiguration that reference Emperor Justinian and the Empress Theodora and they together are honored as the founders of the monastery. The monastery was originally known as the Monastery of the Holy Virgin and later became the Holy Monastery of the God-trodden Mount Sinai.  So why is it called St. Catherine’s Monastery?  

It is said that upon St. Catherine’s martyrdom, her body was taken by the angels to the peak of St. Catherine.  They stayed there until they were translated to the Monastery of Mount Sinai.  Her relics still emit a sweet fragrance and many miracles are still wrought by her relics. It is due to the thousands of pilgrims who have come to the monastery and venerated her relics that its name eventually changed to St. Catherine’s Monastery.

St. Catherine’s Monastery has witnessed many changes in the world and our Lord has protected the monastery from a multitude of outside forces.  The monastery is revered not only by Christians but also by the local Beduin tribes and Islamic peoples.  Why?

Monastery tradition states that Mohammed frequently visited the holy fathers of the monastery and the Koran makes mention of several of the Sinai holy sites. In 626, the monastery asked for a letter of protection from Mohammed – which he granted and authorized by placing his hand on the document.  The document exists to this day.  The Bedouin people are said to be descendants of the soldiers emperor Justinian left to protect the monastery.  The Bedouin converted to Islam during the Islamic invasions – however they honor their Greek and Roman heritage.
Pilgrims still flock to St. Catherine’s Monastery each year. The monastery houses one of the most important religious libraries in the world, containing many rare and ancient manuscripts.  It also contains one of largest collection of icons numbering over 2000, some dating back to the 5th and 8th centuries! There are twelve additional chapels, four wells, monk’s dwellings, bell tower, guest quarters, oil press and mosque housed within the walls of the monastery.
Putting it in perspective….

Here is what was going on historically in 500-560AD:
· Early 500’s – St. Kevin founds Glendalough Monastery in Wicklow, Ireland

· 525AD – Scythian Monk Dionysius Exiguus invents the Anno Domini calendar based on the estimated birth of Christ

· 527AD – Justinian is crowned Emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire – Byzantium
· 537AD – Battle of Camlann – said to be final battle of King Arthur

· 541 AD – First pandemic of bubonic plague hits Constantinople

· 552 AD – Buddhism introduced to Japan

· 553AD – Second Ecumenical Council
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St. Catherine was the daughter of Constus, the governor of Alexandrian Egypt under the emperor Maximian.  Catherine was raised to treasure learning and was well educated in philosophy, rhetoric, poetry, music, mathematics, astronomy and medicine.  She was known throughout the region for her great beauty, high birth, and education.  Noblemen came from across the empire from the best families to offer for Catherine’s hand in marriage. However, Catherine told her parents she would only accept an offer from a man who could surpass her in wealth, social position, beauty and wisdom.
Catherine’s mother secretly became and worshipped as a Christian.  She sent Catherine to learn from her spiritual Father, an Elder who lived in a cave outside the city.  After listening to Catherine, he informed her that he knew of a young man who did surpass Catherine on all points.  He told her, “His countenance is more radiant than the shining of the sun, and all of creation is governed by His wisdom.  His riches are given to all the nations of the world, yet they never diminish.  His compassion is unequaled.”

This description of our Lord, the Heavenly Bridegroom greatly moved Catherine to want to meet Him.  He gave Catherine an icon of the Birth-giver of God with the Child Jesus on her arm.  He told her pray with faith to the Mother of the Heavenly Bridegroom and She would hear Catherine and grant her request.

Catherine prayed all night and was permitted to see the Mother of God, who presented Catherine to her Son.  However, the child turned His face away saying, “ No, she is ugly and unbelieving.  She is a foolish pauper, and I cannot bear to look at her until she forsakes her impiety.”

Saddened, Catherine returned to the Elder and told him of her dream.  He educated her in the faith of Jesus Christ and instructed her to preserve her purity and integrity and to pray without ceasing.  In time Catherine was received in Holy Baptism.  Once again, St. Catherine had a vision of the Holy Birth-giver of God Mary.  This time the Lord looked lovingly upon her and gave her a beautiful ring, a token of her betrothal to the Heavenly Bridegroom. (This ring is still on her hand – which may be venerated at the Monastery of St. Catherine).
During this time, the emperor Maximian was holding a pagan festival in Alexandria.  Many sacrifices were made and eventually human sacrifices were brought to the area.  These confessors of Christ would not deny Him – even under torture.  St. Catherine was moved to go and speak for their release.  The emperor fell in love with Catherine’s physical beauty and strove to show her the superiority of the pagan wisdom over that of her One Triune God.  He brought fifty of the most wise and educated philosophers of the Empire to come and debate with Catherine.  Not only was Catherine able to out argue each and every one of them but she was able to bring them to confess Christ as well.  The emperor was so angry that he had the philosophers burned alive.  St. Catherine made the sign of the cross over the martyrs who accepted death for Christ.

St. Catherine was then subjected to many terrible tortures and thrown in prison.  They attempted to martyr St. Catherine on a torture wheel.  When she touched the wheel an angel shattered it into pieces. Upon witnessing this and after hearing the words of teaching from St. Catherine – the emperor’s wife Augusta and 200 soldiers converted to Christ and were immediately beheaded.  Emperor Maximian attempted once more to bring St. Catherine to his side and proposed marriage to which she once again confessed her steadfastness to her heavenly Bridegroom Christ.  St. Catherine was beheaded and her body taken by angels to the mount of St. Catherine.

Troparion - Tone 4 

By your virtues as by rays of the sun you enlightened the unbelieving philosophers,
and like the most bright moon you drove away the darkness of disbelief from those walking in the night;
you convinced the queen, and also chastised the tyrant,
God-summoned bride, blessed Catherine.
You hastened with desire to the heavenly bridal chamber of the fairest Bride-groom Christ,
and you were crowned by Him with a royal crown;
standing before Him with the angels, pray for us who keep your most sacred memory.
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Interior Map of St. Catherine Monastery














