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ANNUNCIATION TO ST. MARY
(St. Luke 1:26-38)

Heaven and Earth United:
The Mystery of the Annunciation to St. Mary

@E? x

Dn. Aaron Joshua John

The moment when the Archangel Gabriel visits the Virgin Mary to an-
nounce the Incarnation of God’s Son, the long-awaited Messiah. It is a
moment of divine mystery and fulfilment, where the eternal Word takes on
human flesh through the humble obedience of Mary, the Theotokos. This
event stands at the intersection of heaven and earth, where God’s promise
to redeem humanity is revealed through a humble young woman in Nazareth.
The Annunciation does not occur in isolation; it is deeply rooted in the his-
tory of God’s covenant with His people. The Old Testament foreshadows
this moment through stories of divine encounters, such as Jacob’s dream of
the ladder, the angelic visitations to Manoah’s wife in the book of Judges,
and the prophetic visions of Zechariah. These events point forward to the
ultimate revelation of God’s love in the Incarnation.

1. The Divine Presence in Human History

The Annunciation finds deep resonance with the Old Testament, where
God often reveals Himself through divine encounters. In Genesis 28:10-22,
we read about Jacob’s dream of a ladder connecting heaven and earth, with
angels ascending and descending upon it. This dream is a powerful image
of God’s presence, revealing a connection between the divine and the earthly
realms. Jacob awakes and declares, “Surely the Lord is in this place, and I
did not know it” (Genesis 28:16). In the Annunciation, we see a fulfilment of
this vision. Mary becomes the new "ladder," the vessel through whom heaven
and earth are joined as the Word takes on flesh.

Similarly, in Judges 13:2-14, we encounter the story of Manoah’s wife,
who receives a promise from an angel that she will bear a son, Samson,
who is to be dedicated to God’s service. Like St. Mary, she is visited by an
angelic messenger with news that defies natural understanding. Yet, the
Annunciation to St. Mary surpasses these earlier encounters, for the Son
she bears is not merely a servant of God, but God Himself, the Saviour of
the world. St. Ephrem the Syrian beautifully expresses this, saying, “Through
Mary, heaven and earth are reconciled, for in her womb the Creator made
His dwelling among His creatures.”

This divine presence is further echoed in the prophetic visions of Zechariah,
particularly in Zechariah 2:10-13, where the Lord declares, “Sing and re-
joice, O daughter of Zion, for behold, I come, and [ will dwell in your midst.”
The promise that God will dwell among His people finds its ultimate realiza-
tion in the Incarnation, where Christ comes to dwell among us as
Emmanuel-—God with us. Through Mary’s “Yes,” God’s presence becomes
tangible, and the hope of the prophets is fulfilled. As Orthodox Christians,
we see this divine presence manifest in the sacraments, especially in the
Eucharist, where Christ is truly present among us, offering Himself as the
Bread of Life. Just as Mary bore Christ within her, we are invited to receive
Him in the Eucharist, allowing His presence to dwell within us and trans-
form our lives. The Annunciation reminds us that God’s dwelling is not dis-
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tant, but near, desiring to make His home in our hearts.
2. The Fulfilment of God’s Promises through the Incarnation

The Annunciation to Mary is not only about God’s presence but about
the fulfilment of His promises throughout history. The angel’s words, “You
will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name
Jesus” (Luke 1:31), speak to the culmination of God’s redemptive plan. This
promise of a Saviour is rooted in the hopes of Israel, expressed in the cry of
the prophet Isaiah, “Oh that you would rend the heavens and come down”
(Isaiah 64:1). In the Annunciation, God indeed “rends the heavens,” enter-
ing into human history to redeem it.

St. Paul reflects on this fulfilment in Galatians 4:4-7, saying, “But when
the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born
under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might
receive adoption as sons.” Through Mary’s response, “Behold, I am the
servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38), the
fullness of time arrives, and God’s plan to adopt us as His children is set into
motion. The Incarnation is not merely a moment in history but the turning
point that transforms all of creation, making possible our reconciliation with
God. The Epistle reading from Hebrews 2:14-18 underscores the signifi-
cance of the Incarnation, teaching that “Since therefore the children share
in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of the same things, that through
death he might destroy the one who has the power of death.” By taking on
our flesh through the obedience of St. Mary, Christ becomes our High Priest,
able to sympathize with our weaknesses and to bring us into communion
with the Father.

This connection between the Incarnation and our redemption is beauti-
fully captured by St. Athanasius of Alexandria, who writes, “He became
what we are so that He might make us what He is.” Through the Incarna-
tion, Christ unites humanity with divinity, restoring the image of God within
us and opening the way to eternal life. The Annunciation, then, is not just a
personal call to Mary but a cosmic event, in which the hopes of all creation
find their answer.

The Annunciation to St. Mary is to remind us that it is a call to recognize
God’s nearness and to embrace the fulfilment of His promises in our lives.
Just as Mary welcomed the Word into her womb, we are invited to wel-
come Christ into our hearts, allowing Him to dwell within us and transform
us from within. Mother Mary responded with humble faith and openness to
God’s will. May we, too, be willing to say, “Let it be to me according to your
word,” trusting that God’s plans are greater than our own. As we partake in
the sacraments and live out our faith, may we experience the joy of God’s
presence among us, knowing that through the Incarnation, He has made us
His own.

Q
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The Niranam Cross: A Fusion of Faith, Artistry,
and Cultural Heritage in Kerala's Christian Tradition
Rev. Fr. Jijo Mathai Niranam

The cross is the primary symbol of the Christian Church and a signifi-
cant part of faith. The shift to its centrality was due to the crucifixion of
Christ and the subsequent development of Christian theological thought.
Originally a Roman instrument of punishment, the cross became a common
symbol for Christians after the era of Emperor Constantine. Even before
the era of Constantine, St. Paul laid the theological foundation for the cross
through his writings and sermons.

St. Paul’s theology centres on the crucifixion of Jesus Christ and the
salvation experience that followed, impacting the entire creation. With the
rise of Christianity as the Roman Empire's official religion, the cross solidi-
fied its position as a religious symbol. Thus, beyond the notion of a simple
wooden structure, it evolved to represent love, redemption, and divine grace.
In examining its meaning in this context, we can observe the cross as inter-
twined with history, politics, and faith.

As a visible symbol of the Christian community, each Church tradition
associates its theological and historical heritage with the cross. The Persian
Cross, a subject of significant discussion among Kerala's Syrian Christians,
is a notable example. Likewise, various cross designs are found across
Christian traditions worldwide.

In the history of the Christian Church in Kerala, cross designs embody

not only spirituality but also generations of history, culture, and artistry. For
instance, different cross forms can be seen on the walls, roofs, and intricate
carvings inside the sanctum (Madbaha) of ancient Syrian churches. Built
without modern machinery, these constructions stand as remarkable fu-
sions of human ingenuity and artistic skill. The Persian Cross, renowned for
its craftsmanship, deserves attention due to its historical-cultural connec-
tions and strong symbolic significance in faith. Moreover, the cross forms
display regional variations and unique styles in each location. The Persian
Cross and Mar Thoma Cross are prominent examples found in ancient
churches.

Certain cross forms in the Malankara Church have gained attention for
their antiquity and aesthetic appeal. However, an ancient cross design found
on the baptismal font at the Niranam Church, the heart of Indian Christian-
ity, has yet to undergo detailed study.
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The Niranam Cross and Its Style Iy

The Niranam Cross has a unique form distinct from traditional cross
styles. The left arm ascends like a vine's tendril, while the right arm de-
scends in the opposite direction. This specific design has so far only been
identified at Niranam Church, according to historians and archaeologists
from both within and outside India. Although it bears a faint resemblance to
the swastika, it is not completely related. The two arms of the cross are
crafted in a pose similar to the “gesture of fearlessness” (abhaya mudra)
and the “gesture of dispensing boon” (varada mudra) in Indian iconography.
In Buddhist and Hindu traditions, the right hand of the deity is often raised in
a gesture of protection, while the left hand is extended in a gesture of bless-
ing. Additionally, the Niranam Cross is known as a “sprouting cross,” with
small extensions on either side, resembling the floral design (latha / valli
design) found in Kerala mural art. Archaeology student Ruben John Binu,
who studies ancient Kerala architectural styles, suggests that the creator of
the cross might have artistically depicted the “sprouting” aspect.

Possibly, the Buddhist presence in the Niranam area and the ancient
Hindu temple traditions influenced this cross’s design. The present Niranam
Church was reconstructed over a century ago, incorporating parts of the
older church structure, especially the ancient baptismal font. Thus, the cir-
cumstances at the time of the
font’s construction significantly
influenced its design.

The Niranam Cross and
Its Deeper Meanings

For Christians, the cross
symbolizes the Lord’s death,
resurrection, and the salvation
brought through it. The Church
Fathers also teach that it rep-
resents the Lord Himself, who
offered salvation. The struc-
ture of the Niranam Cross
conveys the message of the
Incarnation, where the Son of God became human to redeem creation, bring-
ing divine grace to all. Through the sacrament of baptism, we are invited to
partake in this grace. Observing the Niranam Cross may help believers
understand the essence of the Christ Event.

Summary

Exploration and journeys do not mark an end but open new doors to
fresh perspectives and knowledge. The history of the Niranam Church and
its ancient remnants invite further study and reflection. To condense the
significance of the Niranam Church, founded by St. Thomas, into a single
word is inadequate. Instead, we study history to discern how they applied
their artistic talents with precision in the construction of sacred spaces,
reflecting the truth they understood. It is hoped that the investigation into
the cross on the baptismal font, known as the Niranam Cross, will help
uncover deeper meanings. .
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