pagan community. But it was also during her eighteenth
year that Paul and Barnabas, as we read in the Book of
Acts, shook from their feet the dust of Antioch where they
had been persecuted, and headed for Iconium. There, Paul
and Barnabas “entered together into the Jewish synagogue,
and so spoke that a great company believed, both of Jews
and of Greeks.” Driven out again by persecution, they
nevertheless, after having preached in other cities, came
back to Iconium “strengthening the souls of the disciples,
exhorting them to continue in the faith, and saying that
through many tribulations we must enter the Kingdom of
God. And when they had appointed elders for them in
every church, with prayer and fasting they committed them
to the Lord in Whom they believed” (Acts 14:22-3).

One of those who heard and believed was the young
Thecla. She listened to them, then came back a second day,
and then an evening, and a third day and evening, to hear
more of what Paul and Barnabas were saying. By the end
of that time she was a committed Christian and had made
up her mind to live in virginity. She no longer had the
slightest interest in marriage, desiring now to give her
whole life and self to God, and certainly had no interest in
the fiancé her parents had chosen for her, eminent and
wealthy though he might be.

Thecla's mother was far from pleased. In those days, of
course, parents had much stricter control over their
children’s lives than they do today, and to disobey the
wishes of one's parents was a serious matter indeed. Added
to this was the fact of Thecla's own family's high standing
in the community. To be a professing and practicing
Christian was still dangerous and certainly socially unac-
ceptable, and a young girl who didn't wish to marry was an
oddity at best. The mother tried talking, she tried beating,
she tried starving Thecla, all to no avail. Finally she turned
her daughter over to the authorities, in whose hands the
first of the miracles of the young woman's life took place.
The judge ordered her thrown into the flames, but she came
out unharmed. She followed Saint Paul and his entourage
to Antioch. There, one of the city leaders tried to seduce
her, and when she forcefully resisted him he denounced her
to the governor as a Christian who had an “unwomanly
hatred” of marriage. She was condemned to death and
thrown to the wild beasts, but they did not touch her. The
amazed governor asked her, “Who are you and what is the
power that you have in you, that nothing can do you
harm?” Thecla answered simply, “I am a servant of the
living God.”

Perhaps because Thecla's was not the only story of
wonderful powers of faith and strength which the governor
was hearing, he let her go. It was a strange time of vicious
persecutions of Christians on the one hand, and these
constant examples of willing, even joyful, forbearance
under torture on the other. The pagans, at least those who
saw these things happening before their eyes, must have
been uneasy or wondering at least. In any case Thecla's
release by the governor freed her to preach the Gospel and
she brought many people to faith in Christ.

But like others before her, Thecla found it difficult to
stay in the larger world. With Saint Paul's permission, she
retreated to a solitary place near Seleucia. She became
known for her powers of healing, performing miracles over
many sick people and bringing them to Christ in this way.
Though she lived in the strictest kind of asceticism, owning
nothing and carrying on a life of prayer and fasting daily,
her solitary retreat became a place of pilgrimage not only

for the sick, but for those who wanted her counsel on

spiritual matters.

Even in her simplicity, though, Thecla could not
altogether escape the world and its rivalries, jealousies and
evils. Some of the pagan doctors in Seleucia, jealous of her
abilities and popularity, sent young men to assault her.
They did this believing that if she lost her virginity she
might also lose her healing powers. Thecla fled from these
young men and prayed for deliverance. God opened a rock
as a hiding place for her, and she concealed herself there
until she died.

St. John Chrysostom was later to write of Thecla, “I
seem to see this blessed virgin going to Christ with
virginity in one hand and martyrdom in the other.” We
might be tempted to ask why her virginity is stressed in this
way, and it is important to realize that it is not because the
Church believed that women who remained virgins were
better than those who married. (It is true that early Church
writers stressed the value of a virginal life as one that could
be wholly given to God, but marriage was also valued by
most of them.) Thecla's virginity was a way she chose to
devote everything in herself to God. That she retained it
was a sign of her steadfastness in being true to that choice.
And her remaining a virgin was also a sign that the world,
no matter how it tries, can never really overcome the
resolve of a person to belong only to God. Some mighty
worldly powers were thrown against Thecla, but she
resisted them all.

Thecla is one of those who makes our excuses for not
being true apostles seem pretty shabby. She did the work
of the Lord despite many obstacles and negatives. If she
could, so can we.

Published monthly except July and August
Department of Religious Education
Diocese of the Armenian Church

Bishop Khajag Barsamian, Primate

630 Second Avenue
New York, New York 10016

Editor: Valerie Goekjian Zahirsky
Layout/Design: Adrina Zanazanian
Typesetting: Sharon Shively
Printing: Michael Kehyaian

Subscription: $5.00 a year.
Bulk rates for parishes and schools are available
and will be furnished upon request.



-
.-

~




