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1.  The Priestly Phelonion: 

 

The phelonion (plural, phelonia) is a liturgical vestment worn by a priest (and in some cases a bishop) 

over his other vestments. It was originally a sort of poncho, with a round hole in the middle for the 

head, and falling to the feet. In its present form, the front is largely cut away (from about the waist 

down) to facilitate the priest's movements. The use of the phelonion is not limited to the Divine Liturgy 

but is specified for any major liturgical function. It is roughly equivalent to the Western chasuble. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

From - https://orthodoxwiki.org/Phelonion 

 

  

https://orthodoxwiki.org/Phelonion
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2.  The Symbolism of the Cross and the Star on the Phelonion: 

 

 

 

As one commentator writes:   

 

“There is almost always a cross on the upper part of the phelonion on the back, reminiscent of the good 

yoke of Christ that the presbyter is supposed to carry, and an eight-pointed star is usually embroidered 

at the bottom, reminiscent not only of the Bethlehem star, but also of the legacy of the Old Testament 

in the Church. According to Sergei Bulgakov (Handbook for Clergy), the eight-pointed star also means 

‘the eighth aeon [age] – the onset of the Kingdom of Heaven,’ and the priest is a minister of the 

Sacraments of the Kingdom. The Star and the Cross preach of the greatest humility of the Lord, who, for 

the sake of our salvation, was willing to exhaust Himself, to receive human flesh and become a child, 

and then crucify this flesh on the Cross, in order to exude immortality to the human race from His Rib. 

This divine blood that Christ shed on the Cross, as well as the wounds of whipping and the marks of the 

chains, are symbolically depicted on the priest’s vestments by galloons.” 

https://blog.obitel-minsk.com/2019/11/the-symbolism-of-a-phelonion.html 

 

 

 

Another commentator states, 

 

“Instead of many high spiritual notions, the phelon in its general appearance mainly means the shining 

of divine glory and the fortress of divine light, clothing the clergy.  It is the garment of righteousness and 

spiritual joy.” 

 

“The sign of the cross is placed on the back in the upper part of phelon under the shoulder band […] for 

the same reasons. And at the bottom of the dorsal part of phelon, closer to the hem, on the same line 

with the cross is the eight-pointed star.  The eight-pointed star in Christian terms means the eighth age - 

the advent of the kingdom of heaven, a new earth and a new heaven, as the earthly history of mankind 

has seven periods - seven ages.  Thus, in the two short symbols - the cross and the eight-pointed star, 

symbolize the beginning and end of the salvation of mankind in Christ Jesus. These symbols can also 

mean the Nativity of Christ (the star over Bethlehem) and His feat on the Cross. However, the star over 

Bethlehem also contains a sign of the future century, for with the coming of the Son of God in the flesh, 

"the kingdom of heaven is at hand." The star and the cross on the phelon also signify the union in the 

Orthodox Church of the grace of the Old Priesthood (the Star) and the New Covenant (the Cross).” 

Adapted from:  https://oblachenie.com/en/priests-vestments 

 

 

  

https://blog.obitel-minsk.com/2019/11/the-symbolism-of-a-phelonion.html
https://oblachenie.com/en/priests-vestments
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3.  The Unburnt Bush:  Another Example of use of Eight-Pointed Star in Orthodoxy: 

 

The eight-pointed star also is used in representations of the Theotokos as the Burning Bush.  Many icons 

now depict the bush in a symbolic fashion. There are two overlapping diamonds: one red (representing 

the fire), the other green (representing the bush), forming an eight-pointed star. The Theotokos is 

shown in the center.  Like the Burning Bush of the Old Testament, the anti-type, the Theotokos was a 

mere creature who bore the Creator but was not consumed by His Divine Presence. 

 

In the four corners of the green diamond are the symbols of the four Evangelists: a man (Saint 

Matthew), a lion (Saint Mark), an ox (Saint Luke), and an eagle (Saint John). These symbols are derived 

from Ezekiel 1:10 and Revelation 4:7. Archangels are depicted in the four corners of the red diamond. 

 

Adapted from: 

https://www.oca.org/saints/lives/2020/09/04/102500-unburnt-bush-icon-of-the-mother-of-god 
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4.  The Meaning of Eight-pointed Star: 

 

 
 

The eight-pointed star is the Star of Redemption or Regeneration and represents Baptism. Eight is 

traditionally the number of regeneration, and thus many baptismal fonts have an octagonal base. 

 

Providing added significance is the assumption that Jesus was circumcised and named when he was 

eight days old (the traditional Jewish practice); baptism is seen as the New Testament equivalent of 

circumcision. 

 

Finally, eight persons were saved in Noah's ark, which is another Old Testament parallel of baptism. 

 

5.  Related Bible Verses  

 

"For we ourselves were also once foolish, disobedient, deceived, serving various lusts and pleasures, 

living in malice and envy, hateful and hating one another. But when the kindness and the love of God 

our Savior toward man appeared, not by works of righteousness which we have done, but according to 

His mercy He saved us, through the washing of regeneration and renewing of the Holy Spirit, whom He 

poured out on us abundantly through Jesus Christ our Savior, that having been justified by His grace we 

should become heirs according to the hope of eternal life." (Titus 3:3-6, NKJV). 

 

"When his son Isaac was eight days old, Abraham circumcised him, as God commanded him." (Gen 21:4, 

NIV). 
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"...they formerly did not obey, when God's patience waited in the days of Noah while the ark was being 

prepared, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were brought safely through water. Baptism, which 

corresponds to this, now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God for a 

good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, who has gone into heaven and is at the right 

hand of God." (1 Peter 3:18-22, ESV).  https://religionfacts.com/eight-point-star 

 

6.  Orthodox Icons of Melchizedek 

 

 
 

A Byzantine Icon of Melchizedek 

https://religionfacts.com/eight-point-star
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Ancient Christian mosaic of Melchizedek with eight-pointed star, 

Basilica of San Vitale, Ravenna, Italy, 6th Century 

 

 

 
 

Another Byzantine Icon of Melchizedek 
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7.  Conclusion:   

 

The eight-pointed star is widely used in ancient Byzantine Iconography and Orthodox Liturgical 

Vestments.  Although some have seen the symbol as the “Seal of Melchizedek” and such a notion can be 

understood in an Orthodox Christian manner and easily reconciled with our understanding of the 

priesthood of Jesus Christ, I have not seen the star called by this title anywhere by an Orthodox writer.   

 

Although it often appears in ancient iconography along with Melchizedek, I have not seen evidence of its 

direct connection with the person of Melchizedek.  The only claims of the eight-pointed star’s direct 

connection with Melchizedek I've seen in print have been from non-Orthodox sources (e.g., Mormon 

LDS information services).  Various explanations of the significance of the eight-pointed star in Orthodox 

Christianity are given in the explanations above.  These can be summarized as follows: 

 

 

The Cross and the Star point to the same thing:  they point to Christ and His Incarnation and Crucifixion 

for our salvation.   

 

They point to His Eternal Priesthood, which is not a continuation of the Old Testament Priesthood, but 

rather the fulfillment of it, of which grace the New Testament ministers are partakers.  Thus, the Cross 

and the Star point to our salvation in Christ through the holy mystery of His priesthood which is 

extended throughout all time and exercised by His priests in the Church.  They point to the eighth and 

final age to come, inaugurated by His incarnation and heralded by the Star which rose over Bethlehem.  

We experience a foretaste of this eighth and final age in this life by our own Baptismal regeneration, and 

participation in the Divine Liturgy and Holy Mysteries of His Church.  Christ is a priest forever after the 

order of Melchizedek and Christ’s priesthood is a fulfillment of the Old Testament, an establishment of 

the New and a participation in the Eternal.  For those who have the eyes to see, the eight-pointed Star 

points us to all of this and more. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-- 

Trusting in the Inextinguishable Light of Christ! (2 Cor 4:6)  

Sub-Deacon Lazarus Der-Ghazarian, M.Th. 

 

St. Gregory the Enlightener Institute:  http://www.looys.net/ 

"With God all things are possible...  

We can do all things through Christ who strengthens us...  

Woe to us if we do not preach the Gospel." 

http://www.looys.net/

