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 If you are ever playing a game of trivia and you are asked questions such as “Who is the foun-
der of Christian Monasticism?” or “Who is the patron saint of bacon?” you can re-
spond to both questions with the same answer – Saint Anthony, Abbot!  Saint An-
thony, whose feast day, an obligatory Memorial, is celebrated on January 17, is 
also referred to as Saint Anthony of Egypt and Saint Anthony the Great.   
 

 Saint Anthony was born in Egypt in the year 250.  He came from a wealthy 
family who were Christian.  Anthony enjoyed Christian worship and prayer.  By 
the time Anthony was twenty years old, both his parents had died.  One day at 
worship he heard the Scripture passage about the rich young man (Matthew 
19:16-26), which today is the Gospel passage assigned to Saint Anthony’s feast 
day.  He was very struck by this passage, especially verse 21 wherein Jesus told 
the rich young man that if he wanted to be perfect he needed to sell all his pos-
sessions, give the proceeds to the poor, and then follow Jesus.  Anthony medi-
tated on this passage and took it to heart.  He gave his land to those in his village 
for their aid, and sold all his other possessions and distributed the proceeds to the 
poor. 
 

 After dispensing of his worldly goods, Anthony headed to the Egyptian desert to seek perfect-
ing the Gospel virtues.  This was his one (mono) purpose – seeking God and living Gospel values.  
Anthony became a hermit, living a life of fasting and of prayer.  He first lived in a tomb and later on 
a mountain. 
 

 When someone seeks to solely live for God, the devil is not happy.  There are various stories 
of Anthony being repeatedly tempted by Satan over a number of years.  These temptations were of-
ten the subject of art, especially in the Middle Ages.  Anthony warded off all these temptations 
through strenuous prayer and fasting.  It is said that once he even came across a heap of gold, 
which he believed to be a temptation by the devil – an allure of worldly goods.  Christians who were 
being persecuted for their faith sought consolation from Anthony, and it is said that he offered up 
much of his resistance against many temptations for the souls of those Christians who had been 
killed in the persecutions.  His prayer and intercession were also considered to have healing power 
for the sick and suffering. 
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 Anthony’s asceticism and virtuous lifestyle attracted many who came out to the desert to live 
like Anthony did.  This way of life - living for one (mono) purpose/goal of seeking evangelical perfec-
tion and living for God alone – is called monasticism.  Sometimes monks live alone as hermits and 
other times they live a community life in monasteries.  Anthony is called the “Patriarch (or Father) of 
Monks” and is heralded as the early Founder of Christian Monasticism.   
 
 Another hermit of the time was St. Paul the Hermit.  Once An-
thony undertook a long and perilous journey to visit Paul and learn from 
him.  Legend says that a raven brought one loaf of bread each for Paul 
and Anthony as their food.  On a second journey to visit the hermit 
Paul, Anthony arrived to find that Paul had died.  Now, as a hermit lives 
a life of solitude, no one else was nearby to discover or bury Paul’s 
body.  As there was no shovel or other similar tool available, legend 
says that lions helped Anthony bury Paul’s body in the Egyptian desert.  
It is from this legend that Anthony is hailed as the patron saint of 
gravediggers. 
 

 A contemporary of Saint Anthony was Saint Athanasius of Alex-
andria.  These two Egyptian holy men knew each other.  Saint Anthony 
even assisted Saint Athanasius in his battle against the Arian heresy.  
(This was a heresy, or false teaching, which claimed Jesus Christ was 
not equal to God.) 
 

 Saint Anthony lived a very long life, dying in 356 at the age of 105 years.  Shortly after his 
death, Saint Athanasius wrote a biography of Anthony, “The Life of Saint Antony.”  You can still read 
this today.  This biography of Anthony was very influential in the spread of monasticism and monas-
teries throughout the Christian world. 
 

 In the 11th century, the relics of Saint Anthony were moved to Saint-Antoine de Viennois in 
France.  In the Middle Ages there was a terrible skin disease which was referred to as “Saint An-
thony’s Fire.”  Saint Anthony was often invoked in prayer for healing from this painful disease, and 
there are many stories of the resulting miraculous cures.   
 

 Saint Anthony is the patron of the Order Hospitallers of St. Anthony, a monastic order founded 
in the Middle Ages who treated diseases of the poor, including “Saint Anthony’s 
Fire.”  The members of this order wore a black habit.  It is said they raised pigs 
for their support, and that the pigs roamed freely throughout the land with bells 
around their necks.  The pigs were later butchered for their meat.  In art and 
iconography, Saint Anthony is often pictured wearing a black monastic habit 
with a pig near him.  Saint Anthony is the patron saint of pork butchers (all 
butchers, really), livestock, animals, and yes – even bacon!  
 

 Whether it is due to the Hospitallers and their pigs, or stories and legends which arose about 
Saint Anthony living in the desert as a hermit with pigs and other animals, Saint Anthony is consid-
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St. Anthony the Abbot and St. Paul the First 
Hermit by Diego Velazquez (C 1635).  
Museo del Prado, Madrid, Spain  



 
ed a great patron of animals, livestock, and herders, etc.  One legend even says that late at night on 
the eve of Anthony’s January 17 feast day the animals in stables begin to speak!  In many countries of 
the world, Saint Anthony’s feast day is heralded with animal blessings, blessings of livestock owners 
and herdsmen, parades, processions, large bonfires called “Bonfires of Saint Anthony”, music and spe-
cial foods.  Some animal owners decorate their animals with flowers and ribbons and  even hats for 
the blessing of animals on the feast of Saint Anthony, and many times the animals are part of a big 
parade prior to the blessing.  In areas of Spain, horses are even ridden through large bonfires to cele-
brate this feast day!  

 

 Another attribute of Saint Anthony in art is the Tau cross, sometimes re-
ferred to as the Cross of Saint Anthony.  Based on the Greek letter, Т, “tau” is also 
the last letter of the Hebrew alphabet and an ancient symbol for the center of the 
world.  The staffs monks carry are often in the shape of the “tau.” 
 

 Celebrate Saint Anthony, Abbot’s January 17 feast day in style!  Perhaps 
there is an animal blessing in your locale.  If so, attend it.  If not, if you are an ani-
mal owner, bless your own pets and/or livestock.  Have an outdoor bonfire, or light 
a fire in your fireplace.  Have bacon for breakfast and/or a nice roast pork dinner!  
Visit the sick.  Pray for those who are ill or suffering.  Go to Mass.  Reflect on Mat-
thew 19:16-26 as part of your prayer this day.  Read Saint Athanasius’s “The Life of 
Saint Antony.”  And most of all, ask Saint Anthony to intercede that we, like him, 
might strive to follow Jesus single heartedly, heeding Jesus’ advice to the rich 
young man in the Gospel passage by which Anthony lived his life. 
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St. Anthony the Great 
(Coptic, 18th century). 
Museum of Coptic Art, 
Old Cairo. 


